
Newman’s Private Judgement 

+In Nomine...

I would like to invite you this evening to travel back in time with me.  I would like to invite you to have an evening with John Henry Newman.  The service of evensong which we are in the middle of would have been deeply familiar to Newman, the hymn we shall sing Newman himself wrote, and these will help to set the scene for us.  But I want to take you back not  just to worship as Newman did, but into the past of this very building, to events that happened right here, events that shaped the history of the Anglican church and helped to make us who we are today.  

Let us start by going back to 1828, just before Newman was installed as vicar, and his predecessor, Edward Hawkins, was putting the finishing touches on a series of major renovations.  The biggest differences between now and then are that there was a gallery over the north side of the church matching the remaining gallery at the west.  The arches through to the de Brome chapel had not yet been knocked through, and the seating was a little different.  Besides for this however, the newly renovated church was very much what we have inherited today, the chancellor’s chair and font were new, the characteristic woodwork was new, and this pulpit was new.  We are very much worshipping in Newman’s church.  

Here from this pulpit in 1833, John Keble preached the sermon heralded by Newman as the start of the Oxford Movement.  This was a movement that indelibly shaped and deepened the Church of England’s spirituality and practice.  Drawing from the traditions of the past it sought to give the church of its day a new sense of identity - a renewed awareness of its Catholic heritage and confidence in an increasingly pluralist world.  (music?)

As we go back into Newman’s church, we now have a privileged view through that north wall into that past.  The chapel then was dingy and dark, not brightly painted as it is now, Newman cleared it up a bit, and put in benches, setting them up opposite one another in choir style so that he, sitting at the west end, could lecture without being distracted by undergraduates.  It was there, from that very seat, that Newman gave the weekday lectures which formed the backbone of his theological writings.  So, I would like now to take you back to those Monday evenings to one of the great theological events in the Church of England’s history.   

The evenings were beginning to get light again after another cold and dark winter.  Easter had just past in the year of our Lord 1836, and Newman, a mere 35 years old at this time, was coming into his 9th year as the University Church’s vicar.  On May the 16th, just one day after the death of his mother, Newman gave the first of a series of lectures that questioned the very identity of the Church of England.  They would be published the next year under the somewhat less that succinctly titled Lectures on the Prophetical Office of the Church, Viewed Relatively to Romanism and Popular Protestantism.  These are the same lectures that Newman would re-publish some 40 years later as a Roman Catholic under the title of The Via Media - the middle way.  The prophetic office of the church referred to in the title, comes from the threefold description of Jesus as ‘prophet, priest and king’.  The prophetic office of the church is the duty of teaching the faith and therefore it is about where the church gets the authority to say whether something is true in matters of faith.  In his lectures Newman tried to outline a distinctive Anglican position as the middle way between popular Evangelicalism and Roman Catholicism.  

When Newman started giving these lectures he had initially expected only a dozen or so people, but Oxford then was an even smaller place than it is now and rumours flew between common rooms that Newman was going to attack Protestant dissenters.  Newman was then a little surprised then when de Brome chapel filled to overflowing.  The word was out and despite their difficulty the lectures remained popular among members of the university.  

The heart of his lectures on the prophetic or teaching office of the church explores the idea  of private judgement - which is what we might call today making up our own minds.  Newman understood private judgement in matters of faith to be about deciding for oneself what to believe from Scripture.  In Newman’s view, Evangelicals relied too much on private judgement resulting in each individual or sub-denomination making up their own minds about everything.  Roman Catholics however allowed for no private judgement but put in its place a single authoritarian ‘church’ that dictated what to believe about everything.  What was needed was something in the middle and that something was Anglicanism. 

What concerns Newman is where does the church get the authority to discriminate between different views.  If it is not private judgement or the magisterium, then what is it?  This is such an acute problem at that time because the traditional source of authority for the church of England was breaking down.  Until that time, the established church had left it up to parliament to decide, but now that Roman Catholics and dissenting Protestants were a members of parliament, how should differences of faith be arbitrated?  

Newman was a fantastic polemicist, and is excoriating in his views against private judgement, arguing that this just leads to a proliferation of differing opinions, but he is equally circumspect about the Roman Catholic church’s innovations and distortions.  Newman suggests that the Anglican middle way should reside in an appeal to antiquity, to what was believed by the undivided church, prior to the great schism between the eastern orthodox and the western Roman churches.  Here he thought we can find consensus, here we can find an authority to appeal to.  The only problem is that antiquity is not quite so uniform in its teaching as Newman might liked to have believed.  

Newman acknowledged in his lectures that his proposed via media understanding of the Anglican church had never actually existed except on paper.  He was trying to bring something into being; a truly Catholic and yet properly reformed church.  He was asking what is the Anglican understanding of the church?  Does Anglicanism have any way of actually discriminating between different expressions of faith?  We can see very quickly how the questions that Newman was asking are still with us whenever we debate women’s ordination and human sexuality, whenever we question how the bible is to be interpreted and by whom, whenever we desire the archbishop of Canterbury to speak authoritatively for the Anglican Communion.  These are the variants of the very questions Newman was addressing.  What is the Anglican way?  Who gets to decided what is true, what is faithful, and why?  

Newman, disillusioned that he wasn’t able to convince the whole church of his vision, eventually felt that the middle way had collapsed, he hadn’t managed to get it beyond the page and into the pews.  So, ironically with one final private judgement about the true nature of the church, Newman converted to Roman Catholicism.  As a Roman Catholic, he transforms the energy of his tirade against private judgement into a sustained attack against liberalism.  In his autobiographical Apologia pro vita sua, Newman now identifies liberalism as the great enemy, the scourge against which he had railed and fought all his life.

From his place within the church of Rome he wrote that “there are but two alternatives, the way to Rome, and the way to Atheism: Anglicanism is the halfway house on the one side, and Liberalism is the halfway house on the other.”  For Newman, without the via media, the Anglican Church is only worthwhile as a staging post towards Rome, otherwise its liberalism, leads inexorably towards Atheism.  

For us now in this church, proud of our liberal Catholic heritage, Newman is an ambivalent figure, for he both outlines the possibility of a distinctively Anglican church, truly Catholic and properly reformed, and yet he despaired at bringing it into being.  

Newman shows us that our liberalism has got to be more than just private judgement, but what that more is, remains for us a work in progress.  The tantalising promise of the middle way, of a distinctively Anglican Church, is the hope and promise Newman gave us before dashing and breaking it by converting, and so now, it is into the broken promise of the middle way that this generation now steps.  

Amen.   

