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APOLOGIA PRO VITA SUA

JOHN HENRY NEWMAN was born in 1801 and educated privately at Ealing School and Trinity College, Oxford. Elected a Fellow of Oriel in 1822, he became vicar of the university church of St Mary’s in 1828. In 1833 he began the Tracts for the Times, but after his controversial Tract 90, which attempted to interpret the 39 Articles of the Church of England in a Catholic sense, he retired in 1842 to monastic seclusion at Littlemore. Without completing his Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine, he was received in 1845 into the Roman Catholic Church. Ordained a priest in 1847, he founded the Birmingham Oratory in 1848. In 1851 he was appointed first rector of the Catholic University of Ireland (resigning in 1858), and his Dublin lectures and articles were eventually published as The Idea of a University. His theological autobiography, Apologia Pro Vita Sua, appeared in 1864 in response to a public attack by Charles Kingsley. His poem on the afterlife, The Dream of Gerontius, was published in 1865 and later inspired Elgar’s musical masterpiece. In 1870 he finally completed his philosophical justification of religious faith in An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent. Created a cardinal in 1879, he died in 1890. He was declared ‘Venerable’ in 1991.

IAN KER teaches theology at Oxford, having previously taught both theology and English at universities in Britain and the United States. He is the author and editor of twenty books, mostly on Newman, including John Henry Newman: A Biography (1988) and The Catholic Revival in English Literature 1845–1961 (2003).
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INTRODUCTION

1 The Background, Composition, and Reception of the Apologia

On 30 December 1863 Newman received in the post a copy of the January number of Macmillan’s Magazine. It was sent (anonymously) by William Pope, a Catholic priest in Yorkshire and a former Anglican clergyman who had himself been converted by Newman’s writings (curiously enough, he was a nephew of Richard Whately, the fellow of Oriel whose formative influence on Newman is generously acknowledged in the Apologia but who was to become an inveterate opponent of all that his former disciple stood for). The issue contained an enthusiastic review by Charles Kingsley of J. A. Froude’s anti-Catholic History of England in which various passages had been marked in pencil, including the following words that have become celebrated because of the book they inspired, or rather provoked:

Truth, for its own sake, had never been a virtue with the Roman clergy. Father Newman informs us that it need not, and on the whole ought not to be; that cunning is the weapon which Heaven has given to the saints wherewith to withstand the brute male force of the wicked world which marries and is given in marriage. Whether his notion be doctrinally correct or not, it is at least historically so.1

The accusation that unscrupulous cunning was the hallmark of Roman Catholics was familiar enough to Newman: after all, he had shared it to some extent himself as an Anglican, and even as a Catholic he was not unaware of a temptation to doctor historical facts if the defence of the Church seemed to require it. What may seem rather more startling is Kingsley’s sarcastic reference to celibacy. To understand this, one needs to bear in mind the deep suspicion that the Victorian Protestant mind entertained on the subject of clerical and religious celibacy, a suspicion which in the case of Kingsley, who before finding a resolution in marriage had been violently torn between the attractions of the flesh and the spirit, had become a neurotic obsession.1

After Newman had written to the publishers to complain, he received a letter from Kingsley claiming that his charge could be justified by a number of passages in Newman’s writings, but particularly by one of his Anglican sermons. The publisher himself, Alexander Macmillan, wrote politely to say that it had not occurred to him that Newman or any other Roman Catholic would object to being criticized for what he assumed was the accepted Catholic strategy towards so-called heretics, namely, the proverbial craft of the serpent. In spite of his ostensible indignation at such an assumption, Newman could hardly have been too surprised at Macmillan’s reaction. After all, it only reflected the prevailing view of Roman Catholics in a country whose national and cultural identity was ineluctably bound up with that peculiarly English version of the Protestant Reformation, the Elizabethan settlement, which had apparently established for all time that the integrity and well-being of England depended on its freeing itself from the shackles of papal tyranny and on its having its own national church, independent of Catholic Europe and particularly of its traditional rivals France and Spain, as befitted an insular power whose greatness was held practically to date from the break with Rome.

Kingsley’s response to Newman’s protest was to send him a draft of an ‘apology’ he proposed to publish, which clearly only added insult to injury. It included these two smoothly equivocal paragraphs:

No man knows the use of words better than Dr Newman. No man, therefore, has a better right to define what he does, or does not, mean by them.

It only remains, therefore, for me to express my hearty regret at having so seriously mistaken him; and my hearty pleasure at finding him on the side of Truth, in this, or any other matter.2

After Newman had sarcastically sent back a witty paraphrase of the ‘apology’, Kingsley agreed to omit the second sentence quoted, and the second half of the last sentence, but refused to withdraw the objectionable first sentence (this truncated version was published in the February number of Macmillan’s Magazine). Since Kingsley had also failed to provide any evidence for his insinuations, apart from making a general reference to one sermon as though its meaning were self-evidently what he alleged it to be, Newman decided to print the correspondence in the form of a pamphlet, with some concluding reflections.

Newman certainly did not see Kingsley’s attack in a personal light: it was simply yet another, if glaring, example of the kind of hostility – and fear – that his name aroused in so many of his compatriots. To appreciate the contemporary significance of the Apologia, we need to realize two things: first, the contempt and hatred with which English people had been brought up to regard Roman Catholicism, a religion they saw both as the antithesis of the true Christianity which the Reformation had recovered for them and as the embodiment of all that was foreign and anti-English; second, the incredulous dismay that anyone with Newman’s ability and position at Oxford (then not only the intellectual centre of England but also the hub of its religious life) could not only have inspired and led a movement deliberately calculated to subvert the Protestant character of the established Church, but could also have actually been converted to the very religion that represented the epitome of all that was repugnant to a patriotic Englishman. For Catholicism was not simply a false and superstitious religion, it was manifestly out of date and an affront to all the progressive beliefs of the most advanced and powerful nation in the world, convinced of its divinely appointed duty to spread the enlightened civilization of the British empire all over the globe – a mission in which of course the Protestant Church of England had its own privileged place.

For thirty years, ever since the beginning of the Oxford or Tractarian movement in 1833, Newman had been used to being a national object of suspicion. But the present attack on him was more significant, he was starting to realize, than the kind of slander to which he was accustomed. Not that it was as libellous or offensive as some of the things he was used to reading in the newspapers – like a recent report that the famous ‘clerical pervert’ was now a sceptic living in Paris (for the respectable Victorian middle class the symbol of immorality and irreligion).1 Because of Newman’s known opposition to the growing influence in the Catholic Church of extreme right-wing papal Ultramontanism, there were many rumours at this time that he was about to leave the Church of Rome and return disillusioned to the Church of England, and he had already taken advantage of a categorical announcement to that effect in one influential newspaper to issue a no less categorical denial. Kingsley, however, was an important figure, who was not only Regius Professor of Modern History at Cambridge but a well-known popular novelist. Moreover, by issuing the kind of challenge that his pamphlet represented, Newman could expect Kingsley to reply in kind, quite possibly by publicizing every passage that he could conceivably drag out of Newman’s works to support his charge. This in turn would mean that Newman would have to respond with a full-scale defence of his integrity:

This would lead me to a survey of my whole course, which I should not be sorry for, tho’ I dread the wear and tear of it. The chance that such a task is sooner or later in store for me, is what makes me wish to get about me as many letters and memoranda as I can. I have never defended myself…2

He even told a friend that he had ‘prepared’ himself ‘from the first’ for this eventuality, and indeed had ‘always looked forward to the possibility’ of ‘an opening to defend myself as to various passages in my life and writings’.3 This was partly why he had been concerned to have all his letters and papers in order, although so far he had only got as far as 1836, whereas the documents he would have most need of were those covering the vital years (1841–5) leading up to his conversion to Rome.

The controversy with Kingsley occurred at a time in Newman’s life when he had never been so depressed and when it seemed as if he had nothing more to look forward to in the way of achievement. He was now sixty-three years old. His fateful involvement in the affairs of the liberal Catholic Rambler that led to his publishing what is one of his most famous theological writings, his lengthy article ‘On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine’ (1859), had resulted in his falling under the suspicion and disapproval of the ecclesiastical authorities in Rome as well as England. His first real experience of the authoritarian clericalism of the nineteenth-century Catholic Church had come with his disappointing and frustrating association with the ill-fated Catholic University of Ireland which he had struggled to launch as its first president (1851–8). It seemed not only to him but to most Catholics who counted that he had nothing more to contribute and that he was lucky to have avoided a formal censure for the offending article. The Oratory he had founded in Birmingham in 1848 was hardly thriving: in fact it was so depleted that much of the community and pastoral work now had to be done by Newman himself. The daughter house that had been founded in London under the flamboyant Father (F. W.) Faber was now not only much better known and successful, but was in active opposition both to Newman’s idea of the nature of an Oratory and to the kind of moderate Catholicism he was trying to promote in an increasingly polarized church. So low had Newman been feeling for so long that on 13 March 1864 he actually wrote down a last profession of faith ‘in prospect of death’.1 He really was beginning to think that he was close to death, even though there was nothing actually wrong with his health. It was his lowest point, and he could hardly have dreamed how dramatic and sudden the reversal in his fortunes would be. But as he began writing around to friends, asking for their help and advice, we can sense in the new excited tempo a return of the old creative impulse; at last that essential ‘external stimulus’, without which he said he had ‘scarcely written any’ of his books, had come again. But he was only too well aware that the ‘pain’ of writing would be ‘a mental child-bearing’.2

On 20 March Kingsley countered with his own pamphlet What, Then, Does Dr Newman Mean?, in which he hurled angry aspersions and insinuations against the deceitful cunning of Newman and Catholics in general. Newman now knew what he had to do. As he put it to his old Anglican curate, W. J. Copeland:

The whole strength of what he says, as directed rhetorically to the popular mind, is in the antecedent prejudice that I was a Papist while I was an Anglican…The only way in which I can destroy this, is to give my history, and the history of my mind, from 1822 or earlier, down to 1845. I wish I had my papers properly about me.1

On 10 April Newman’s diary reads, ‘beginning of my hard work for my Apologia’.2 The educated world of London knew he was not a liar, but the average Protestant or ‘Brummagem’ really did assume he was ‘a clever knave’, so strong and pervasive was the anti-Catholic prejudice. By writing a ‘History of my Opinions’, he would be able at last to show that he had been sincere in his Anglo-Catholicism, and not an agent in the pay of Rome, as so many of his contemporaries automatically assumed. He had now abandoned the idea of giving a series of lectures in self-defence as they would not be suitable for a personal account of his life. But the Apologia was not to be only about his Anglican life: in the last chapter he was to touch on some of the most controverted aspects of contemporary Roman Catholicism. Probably it was a letter from the liberal Catholic Lord Acton that first suggested the idea. For on the same day that Newman began work in earnest, Acton wrote to say that brilliantly as he had justified himself in the duel with Kingsley, the fact that he had not attempted to defend the integrity of the Catholic clergy as a whole against Kingsley’s aspersions had been noticed and accounted for by the fact that a defence of the Catholic Church’s commitment to truth would be hard to sustain; to this extent, the controversy had inadvertently shown the Church up in as bad a light as it had shown Newman in a good light. Newman immediately accepted the challenge – ‘you may be sure I shall go as far as ever I can’.3

Newman had decided to bring out the book in weekly pamphlets, which the publisher wanted to appear as soon as possible while the controversy was still news. A complete book would reach fewer people because of its length and because there would be less interest by the time it was published. The first of the pamphlets was published on Thursday 21 April, followed by six more on consecutive Thursdays, the series being concluded by an appendix which appeared two weeks later. It was truly an astonishing feat, which Newman himself called ‘the most arduous work…I ever had in my life’, and which was also ‘One of the most terrible trials that I have had’.1 As Newman wrote, he consulted old Anglican friends, warning that he was not attempting to write a history of the Oxford movement – it was a purely personal account to prove his honesty. As he composed the part which dealt with his early life up to the beginning of the movement in 1833, he was in tears and unable to read it aloud. He was warned that the first two pamphlets which dealt with Kingsley might provoke an unfavourable reaction if it was felt that he was striking a man already down (eventually both parts would be consigned to appendices). However, he felt he had to ‘speak strongly’, otherwise people would not think he was serious. He had been attacked often enough, but the attacks on the whole had been anonymous (Kingsley had put his initials to the offending review), ‘Or else a sentence or two on some particular point has been the whole’. But he had already decided that if anyone well known ‘made an elaborate charge on me, I was bound to speak’.2 Now his only concern was ‘to tell the truth, and to leave the matter in God’s hands’. He was ‘writing from morning till night, hardly having time for my meals’.3 He expected friends to be amazed by what they read: he had certainly never before written in this kind of intimate, autobiographical way. It was hard to write the letters he had to send out asking for criticism and information: ‘My fingers have been walking nearly 20 miles a day.’ It was not that what he was writing would be a particularly long book, but he was continually revising and rewriting ‘from the necessity of digesting and compressing’.4 It was a strange irony that Kingsley’s attack had brought him into contact with old Anglican friends, who were now helping him to write a book that was ultimately critical of Anglicanism, at least to the extent that it was a defence of his own conversion to Catholicism.

On 20 May Newman’s diary records that he actually worked on the manuscript ‘for 22 hours running’.1 By now five parts or pamphlets had been published, and the sixth and seventh appeared the two following weeks. Then, after another fortnight, the eighth appeared on 16 June, an appendix called ‘Answer in Detail to Mr Kingsley’s Accusations’. No other writing had cost Newman so much, both because of the speed with which he had had to write and because of the emotional pain involved. He had had to work continuously and at such pressure that he had been afraid of seriously damaging his health. No one indeed could describe the pains of authorship more graphically and vividly than Newman. Sometimes, he recorded, he had ‘to sweep away…ruthlessly’ what he had composed, with the next deadline ‘yawning close upon me’. Nor was it at all easy to conclude each separate part as his material piled up, with the result that ‘manuscript and proof got jammed together, as in a stoppage in the streets of London – and the proof almost got ahead of the manuscript, if that can be’.2 It was true that he had had to write pamphlets in the course of a single day or night at critical moments during the Oxford movement, but never before a substantial book ‘all at a heat’. It was as if he were ‘ploughing in a very stiff clay. It was moving on at the rate of a mile an hour, when I had to write and print and correct a hundred miles by the next day’s post.’ Every week another pamphlet had to be ready for publication – ‘and Thursday would come round once a week – so I was like a man who had fallen overboard and had to swim to land, and found the distance he had to go greater and greater. At last I am ashore, and have crawled upon the beach, and there I lie…’3

The eight parts or pamphlets were published together in one volume in 1864 under the title Apologia Pro Vita Sua: Being a Reply to a Pamphlet entitled ‘What, Then, Does Dr Newman Mean?’ The second edition, which appeared in 1865, was simply entitled History of my Religious Opinions; a brief preface was substituted for the first two polemical parts, and the appendix was shortened and recast in the form of a series of notes, in which all reference to Kingsley was dropped and additional matter was provided. In 1873 Newman restored the original – and by now famous – title, while retaining as a subtitle ‘Being a History of his Religious Opinions’; in the course of various revisions, the preface was also enlarged with further extracts from the first two pamphlets, while additional notes were inserted at the end. It is this definitive text which Newman included in the uniform edition of his works and which is reproduced here. Where this edition differs from the original 1873 edition is in including all the minor textual changes that Newman introduced into later reprints before his death. It also contains extra appendices comprising the two original pamphlets by Newman and Kingsley and also the first two parts and the appendix of the 1864 edition. Not only does this material have historical interest and provide useful background information for the modern reader, but the polemical satire has an enduring literary value.

It was, in fact, the satire of Newman’s original pamphlet that had attracted the extremely favourable attention of Richard Holt Hutton, the prominent literary critic, who had written a review of it entitled ‘Father Newman’s Sarcasm’, in which he called Newman ‘not only one of the greatest of English writers, but, perhaps the very greatest master of…sarcasm in the English language’.1 The review was important not just because of the recognition of Newman’s literary powers, but because it represented a turning-point in the public perception of Newman, with Hutton dismissing as absurd Kingsley’s intemperate attack. Indeed, it was the first of many favourable reviews. There was some support for Kingsley (inevitably), but the overwhelming view was that Newman had defeated Kingsley and proved his integrity. The most favourable response came surprisingly from the then powerful Nonconformist constituency, although Anglicans appreciated how generously Newman had written about the Church of England. It was also the first time since the Reformation that Roman Catholicism had received such sympathetic attention: simply from a cultural and religious point of view the Apologia, which was an immediate best-seller, was of enormous importance in breaking down deep-grained prejudices. As a result of its success, English Roman Catholics may be said to have won a new respectability as well as a quite unprecedented respect for their religion. Kingsley himself, however, remained quite unrepentant. Bitterly resentful of Newman’s public victory, he wrote to Alexander Macmillan to say that while he had deliberately ‘struck as hard’ as he could, he had no intention of putting himself ‘a second time, by any fresh act of courtesy, into the power of one who, like a treacherous ape, lifts to you meek and suppliant eyes, till he thinks he has you within his reach, and then springs, gibbering and biting, at your face’.1

2 What Kind of a Book is the Apologia?

As we have seen, Newman was anxious to disclaim any suggestion that the Apologia was a history of the Oxford movement. And yet it obviously is, to some extent at least, a historical account, and seen from the point of view of the man who in effect inspired and led the movement until he began to be assailed by serious doubts. But it is this very fact that may easily be disguised by Newman’s modest narrative, in which he does not make clear how crucial was his own role and influence. So closely documented is his account by letters and quotations from published writings that there is little room for any serious factual errors, while the author’s comments on and interpretation of the facts tend to be carefully expressed as simply his own personal opinions, thus disarming any complaints about their lack of objectivity. After all, the point of the Apologia was to try and describe as far as possible the development of the narrator’s theological views leading to his conversion to Rome. As such a subjective account, which is fully supported by the wealth of autobiographical materials (now partially published), the book has never been challenged, although of course the actual ideas and their evolution have been held up to plenty of critical scrutinies, especially from apologists for the Church of England.1

The fact is that the Apologia is essentially an autobiography. But unlike that other Victorian classic, John Ruskin’s Praeterita, the Apologia is an austerely intellectual work, purporting to be merely what its subtitle ‘A History of his Religious Opinions’ indicates. Certainly it is often called a ‘spiritual’ autobiography, but in the strict sense of the word it is very far from being a spiritual work like St Augustine’s Confessions, with which it is indeed often compared. If it is at all confessional, it is virtually only in its theological revelations, and such disclosures as there are of the writer’s soul are almost incidental to the account of his theological development. Thus, for example, Newman tells us nothing of his prayer life, there is no mention of his Anglican confirmation and first communion, nor is his ordination ever referred to, or the parochial work he did as a curate in the Oxford parish of St Clement’s, or his strongly held convictions about the pastoral responsibilities of a college tutor. Central autobiographical themes like these, of great importance for understanding Newman’s spiritual life, are simply ignored.

In at least two cases the silence may be misleading, as there were important effects on his theological development. I refer in the first place to Newman’s gradual deconversion from Evangelicalism. In his ‘Autobiographical Memoir’ which he wrote in the 1870s, he records that after receiving Anglican orders he discovered from ‘personal experience’ that the kind of Christianity he had imbibed from reading books by Evangelicals like John Newton and Thomas Scott ‘would not work in a parish; that it was unreal; that this he had actually found as a fact…that Calvinism was not a key to the phenomena of human nature, as they occur in the world’. In other words, it was not only through the kind of theological discussion and study which he records in the Apologia that he became disenchanted with Evangelicalism, but also as a result of the actual pastoral work he undertook in the working-class parish of St Clement’s. But to this practical experience – ‘the teaching of facts’1 – he makes no reference at all in the Apologia.

That the silence was quite deliberately self-imposed can be shown by the even more glaring omission of any real description of the effect on his religious imagination of his momentous Mediterranean cruise of 1832–3, immediately prior to the formal beginning of the Oxford movement. Newman’s visits to Italy, Malta and the Greek islands are dismissed in six paragraphs in the first chapter in the Apologia, and yet the letters and verses he wrote on his travels, as well as the extraordinarily vivid account he later wrote of his near-fatal illness in Sicily, show how crucial this intense period was for his subsequent religious development. In this regard too, then, the Apologia is quite misleading autobiographically.

Actually, in a later passage in the second chapter of the Apologia, Newman does let drop a hint that his earlier brief account of his foreign travels was less than complete. In the course of discussing his theological position in 1833, he alludes to his ingrained prejudice that the pope was the Antichrist predicted in Scripture, which he had acquired through his adolescent Evangelical reading. When he noted in the first chapter, ‘My imagination was stained by the effects of this doctrine up to the year 1843’, he had qualified this by adding, ‘it had been obliterated from my reason and judgment at an earlier date’.2 This contrast reappears in the second chapter when he traces the gradual diminution of his antipathy to the papacy. But this time it is his imagination which becomes less anti-papal than his reason. When he went abroad for the first time to Catholic countries, ‘the sight of so many great places, venerable shrines, and noble churches, much impressed my imagination’. His ‘heart was touched also’, he recalled, by Catholic devotions and worship, and although his ‘reason was not affected at all’, for his ‘judgment was against her, when viewed as an institution, as truly as it ever had been’, nevertheless he ‘learned to have tender feelings towards her’.3

The contradiction between these two passages seems obvious, but the discrepancy is more apparent than real. Keenly sensitive as he always was to the complex interaction of the imaginative and the rational elements in the human mind, Newman was well aware that just as the imagination may anticipate ideas only later embraced by the reason, so too the imagination may refuse to keep up with the intellect’s progress. Thus, while a view of the pope as the Antichrist may leave a ‘stain’ on the imagination which the intellect finds itself unable to expunge, so too the imagination may be impressed by ideas which are not yet entertained by the reason.

As Newman’s great philosophical work the Grammar of Assent (1870) shows so profoundly, the intellect and imagination are in his view integrally connected; nevertheless, the Apologia, in its scrupulous concentration on the intellectual development of its author’s religious views, downplays the impressions he received during those eventful months abroad before the inception of the movement. It is of course true that Newman’s two traumatic experiences in the summer of 1839 could be called as much imaginative as intellectual, as they are described in the Apologia. But such is the force of those celebrated pages that a reader would conclude that Newman’s deconversion from Anglicanism only really began in that fateful long vacation. In fact, what the travel letters of 1832–3 reveal so graphically is that the imaginative seeds of Newman’s eventual conversion to Rome were sown during his visits to the countries of southern Europe, where he experienced at first hand for the first time the two forms of Christianity which had never been ‘reformed’ by the events of the sixteenth century and which could trace back their origins directly and uninterruptedly to the primitive Church of apostles and martyrs. There was a sense in which eastern Orthodoxy interested him more than Roman Catholicism, as after all it was the Greek rather than the Latin Fathers who were his real theological mentors, especially his hero St Athanasius. Witnessing Orthodox devotion to the Virgin Mary – more prominent in their liturgy than in the Latin Mass – and to the saints clearly disconcerted Newman, as such idolatry and superstition were supposed to be the peculiar marks of the Church of Rome. It also seemed that the various Protestant sects with which Newman was familiar in England were far more heretical than either Constantinople or Rome. Most perplexing of all were his very mixed emotions on reaching Rome – the city of the Antichrist but also the city where Peter and Paul were martyred; the city to which England owed its Christian faith but also the city where the most famous church in Christendom, St Peter’s, had been built partly by the sale of indulgences; the city full of superstition but also full of churches and shrines conspicuous for their devotion. It was all very confusing when he had been taught to believe that Rome was one of the four beasts of the Apocalypse. He was impressed by the devoutness of the seminarians he saw, and yet he knew (as all Protestants knew) that the Roman Catholic priesthood was deeply corrupt – but then again he found himself wondering if the pompous Anglican chaplain in Rome was really closer to Christian truth than were the Italian priests he saw. In the end he came to the somewhat contradictory conclusion that while Roman Catholicism itself was hopelessly corrupt, nevertheless individual Roman Catholics could be very impressive indeed. But what, he dared wonder, if this in reality was an example of the principle that the corruption of the best is the worst? He was beginning to glimpse that the argument from corruption was a two-edged weapon. As he waited in Palermo for a ship to take him home he put into verse his new attitude to Roman Catholicism, full of ambivalence and of significance for a decision that was still twelve years away:

Oh that thy creed were sound!

For thou dost soothe the heart, Thou Church of Rome,

By thy unwearied watch and varied round

Of service, in thy Saviour’s holy home.1

In both Newman’s deconversion from Evangelicalism, then, and in his conversion to Roman Catholicism personal experience of a very concrete kind was a key factor, reinforcing the more theological aspects to which the Apologia largely confines itself.2 It is time now to look at what kind of autobiography the Apologia is, rather than what it is not.

First of all, it stands clearly within a recognizable genre, as its author indicates when he acknowledges his enormous debt to the Evangelical Thomas Scott (1747–1821), who recounted his own religious pilgrimage in his best-selling little autobiography The Force of Truth (1779), a work which Newman says deeply impressed him because it showed how Scott ‘followed truth wherever it led him, beginning with Unitarianism, and ending in a…faith in the Holy Trinity’.1 Scott’s book, of course, belonged to the English Protestant autobiographical tradition that originated with John Bunyan’s Grace Abounding to the Chief of Sinners (1666). The autobiography of conversion was especially dear to Evangelicals, whose spirituality and theology were so overwhelmingly centred on personal conversion to Christ. The typical Evangelical pattern of conversion was to be found, for example, in the extremely popular Rise and Progress of Religion in the Soul (1745) by Philip Doddridge (1702–51), which Newman lent to his parishioners.2 It was a book that his own Evangelical mentor, Walter Mayers, had recommended to him after Newman’s conversion in 1816 in a letter which accompanied the gift of a copy of Private Thoughts upon Religion and Private Thoughts upon a Christian Life by William Beveridge (1637–1708). It is significant that nearly sixty years later Newman himself testified to the exclusively intellectual nature of his own autobiography when he noted that he had not mentioned Beveridge’s Private Thoughts in the Apologia, because he was ‘speaking there of the formation of my doctrinal opinions, and I do not think they were influenced by it. I had fully and eagerly taken up Calvinism into my religion before it came into my hands [.] But no book was more dear to me, or exercised a more powerful influence over my devotion and my habitual thoughts. In my private memoranda I even wrote in its style.’3

Unlike the autobiographies of Bunyan, Cowper, Newton and Whitefield, Scott’s The Force of Truth was, like the Apologia, devoid of emotional introspection, being wholly concerned with giving a strictly theological account of the author’s religious development. Scott also avoided the personal details of his life – although in this reticence he was only following Bunyan and Newton. Again, as if to prove that his conversion was based on intellectual rather than merely emotional grounds, Scott emphasized that the Trinitarian Christianity he eventually embraced was derived ultimately from his reading of orthodox Anglican divines. Similarly, as if to show that he was not influenced by subjective considerations, Newman stressed that his conversion had little or nothing to do with reading or meeting Roman Catholics. Whereas the Protestant autobiographical tradition naturally depended on biblical motifs, particularly that of the exodus of the Israelites, Newman is influenced by the analogies he finds in his study of the primitive Church and the early heresies.

As has recently been shown,1 Newman’s autobiography was not only the culmination of the English Protestant tradition but also bears marked resemblances to the most famous of all spiritual autobiographies, the Confessions of St Augustine. Indeed, it was, Newman tells us, a sentence from another of Augustine’s writings that triggered off his own eventual conversion to Catholicism, just as, he reminds us, Augustine himself had been converted to Catholic Christianity from Manichaeism by hearing some chance words of a child – an event which is also the dramatic turning-point of the Confessions. Rather as with Augustine’s depiction of his conversion, in terms of a transition from death to life, so Newman finds himself on his Anglican death-bed, an image which in effect replaces the traditional Protestant idea of the religious seeker wandering in the desert like the Israelites in search of the promised land. Like Augustine, too, Newman has to recant his misconceptions of Catholicism. And again rather like Augustine, who commends his mother St Monica to the prayers of his readers at the end of book IX, so Newman prays at the end of chapter V for all his old Oxford friends, a finale which contrasts with the traditional Protestant closure that concerns the salvation of the individual Christian. Finally, just as, with the achievement of conversion, the last four books (X–XIII) of the Confessions abandon narrative for reflective exposition, so too the last chapter of the Apologia turns to a different kind of ‘apologia’ where Newman defends Catholicism against the traditional Protestant charges, in the same way that Augustine ends by defending the Catholic doctrine of creation against the Manichaean heresy he himself had previously held.

But if it is true that in the Apologia Newman has drawn, however unconsciously, from a Catholic model, thus modifying the Protestant or Evangelical tradition from within which he is clearly and more or less consciously writing, it is also the case, as I have already indicated, that the Apologia is much more drily theological, like Scott’s The Force of Truth, than the introspective, spiritual Confessions. So, it may be asked, how is it that the Apologia has continued to grip readers even in the latter part of the twentieth century when ecumenism on the one hand and secularization on the other may seem to have combined to rob so much of Newman’s theological pilgrimage of the compelling interest it once had?

First of all, the austere, largely documentary form that Newman employs paradoxically serves to highlight the few personal details that are divulged. In the first chapter, for instance, a large number of people appear whom Newman acknowledges as formative influences, but because he wishes for his own apologetic reasons to confine himself to their theological significance, such description of them as his uncompromising narrative concedes is tantalizingly fleeting and elusive. For example, in his generously detailed account of the influence of the provost of Oriel, Edward Hawkins, he alludes with extreme politeness to the fact that ‘he provoked me very much from time to time, though I am perfectly certain that I have provoked him a great deal more’.1 This is all that he says about the celebrated row over the college office of tutor, which was not only germane to future developments of the famous Oxford tutorial system but also highly relevant to the formation of Newman’s own views on education which would achieve their classic expression in The Idea of a University (1873). The sparsity of the text gives a certain dramatic resonance to the narrative as the reader picks up the vibrations of the carefully controlled voice of the narrator. Similarly, there is no attempt to convey the actual atmosphere of the famous Oriel common room, but small details are allowed to escape: for example, it was on a walk round Christ Church meadow that the Rev. William James taught Newman the doctrine of apostolical succession, while on another but solitary walk as a new, shy fellow of Oriel, he encountered the then provost, Edward Copleston, who ‘turned round, and with the kind courteousness which sat so well on him, made me a bow and said “that one was never less alone than when alone”’.1 It is little, apparently incidental touches like these that give the narrative a personal immediacy which is the more strongly felt precisely because of the sense of suppressed emotion. Moreover, the reader is affected by the sense that it is only the author’s overriding desire to present as frankly and squarely as possible his developing doctrinal views that restrains him from more personal revelations. And it is this very impression of severe self-restraint that enhances the dramatic tension of the theological story, as our attention is focused relentlessly on the pressure of ideas on a mind both alertly responsive to new problems and questions and keenly aware of its own moral responsibility to follow the truth wherever it might lead.

It was, as we have seen, this single-minded pursuit of the truth which had so impressed Newman in Scott’s The Force of Truth. However, it would be quite misleading to imply that the only passion to be found in the Apologia lies in a kind of repressed intellectual excitement. Perhaps the great triumph of the book is the way in which Newman not only holds our attention by the detached documentary report of his theological pilgrimage but also draws us into the dim historical events of the early Church, against the background of which he resolves his own religious identity. We find ourselves as surprised at our own interest in the Monophysites (‘I saw my face in that mirror, and I was a Monophysite’)1 as Newman himself was astonished that a particularly unsavoury episode in the history of the early Church should have caused his first really serious doubt about the Anglican position. The dramatic passage that he then quotes from a later controversial writing in which he revisited this moment of crisis reminds us that the Apologia consists to a very great extent of lengthy quotations from private letters as well as published works, and that this sets in relief the limpid tone of the narrative which itself is a kind of connecting commentary on those documents. For there is plenty of excitement in the Apologia, but the difference from Newman’s other writings is that the argument and polemic are now recollected at a distance – if not exactly in tranquillity, at least in relative detachment.

It is a curious anomaly that the book on which Newman’s literary reputation is presumed principally to rest should differ strikingly from his other works of controversy, which give him so distinctive a place in the history of English literature. Much of its power lies in the (almost) disconcertingly calm tone of the author’s conversational, sometimes even colloquial, voice. Flashes of eloquence are rare (and all the more effective for their rarity), for eloquence is excluded nearly as rigorously as explicit self-defence: ‘I am not setting myself up as a pattern of good sense or of any thing else: I am but giving a history of my opinions, and that, with the view of showing that I have come by them through intelligible processes of thought and honest external means.’2 Nor is there any claim that his history will be of any great human interest – ‘I have no romantic story to tell.’3 Indeed, the Apologia is unique among Newman’s published works not only in its form and content, but also in its style and tone. Nearly all Newman’s writings were ‘occasional’ in the sense of being responses to particular occasions, and of course the Apologia is no exception, for it is an extended answer to the attack of Kingsley, which itself was representative of many others. But what makes the Apologia so different is that, with the exception of the last chapter, the actual argument, debate and polemic are now all in the recorded past tense. And the main ‘apologia’ persuades not by overt argument but by the narration of facts, albeit largely of past controversies and polemic.

As we have already seen, it is to those parts of the original Apologia that Newman later omitted or drastically abridged that we must turn for the polemic that makes Newman probably the greatest controversialist in the English language. Newman was certainly right to omit what would not only have looked vindictive to an audience that had already recognized his victory over Kingsley, but would have been at best irrelevant and at worst prejudicial to the purpose of the history he had decided to tell in refutation of Kingsley in particular and of the prejudiced Protestant public in general. However, from the literary point of view we cannot but regret the loss of writing that recalls the exuberant satire that flowered in the years after Newman’s conversion, preeminently in Lectures on Certain Difficulties felt by Anglicans in submitting to the Catholic Church (1850) and Lectures on the Present Position of Catholics in England (1851). Newman not only echoes ideas from the latter work, but employs similar imagery to express the blind power of prejudice:

He [Kingsley] need not commit himself to a definite accusation against me, such as requires definite proof and admits of definite refutation; for he has two strings to his bow; – when he is thrown off his balance on the one leg, he can recover himself by the use of the other. If I demonstrate that I am not a knave, he may exclaim, ‘Oh, but you are a fool!’ and when I demonstrate that I am not a fool, he may turn round and retort, ‘Well, then, you are a knave.’1

The superb invective of some of the passages that Newman eventually omitted may startle, even shock, modern readers unused to the kind of hard-hitting religious controversy that came naturally to the Victorians. We should notice, however, that Newman explicitly makes the point that it is ‘very difficult to get up resentment towards persons whom one has never seen’, and so ‘I wish to impute nothing worse to Mr Kingsley than that he has been furiously carried away by his feeling’.2 When Kingsley died ten years later, Newman felt he could honestly say he had never felt angry personally with him. But at the time he was so convinced that it was only by speaking out strongly that people would believe him, that he had decided ‘it would not do to be tame, and not to show indignation’. Anyway, the fact was that by his ‘passionate attack’ on him Kingsley had inadvertently become one of his ‘best friends, whom I always wished to shake hands with when living, and towards whose memory I have much tenderness’.1 This claim is supported by an examination of Newman’s satirical method which invariably (except in one very serious and justifiable instance that Newman always acknowledged) avoided the kind of moral personalizing that is usually the stock-in-trade of the satirist. Instead, what Newman’s satire fastens upon here (as elsewhere) is the absurdity of the inconsistency and incoherence of Kingsley’s blustering indictment. It is not Kingsley’s moral character that is under sarcastic scrutiny but the superficiality of his intelligence and understanding.2

Finally, the Apologia is not only an autobiography that grew out of controversy and satire; it is a theological record and, more than that, at least in its last chapter, a very important contribution to ecclesiology, that is, the theology of the Church. The modern development or revival of Catholic understanding of the nature of the Church, to which Newman contributed so significantly, would culminate in the great reforming Second Vatican Council (1962–5) that effectively closed the Tridentine era and opened a new chapter in the history of Christianity. It would be impossible and inappropriate here to attempt to offer any close study of the key issue that Newman examines with such sensitivity and subtlety in chapter V, a rhetorical tour de force which may be read as an essay in its own right.3

What Newman is considering in his general defence of the Roman Catholic Church is really the question of authority and freedom. As against the modern assumption that freedom by definition means the absence of checks and limitations (except such as may incidentally be imposed by conflict between opposing freedoms), Newman’s case is that freedom demands boundaries, because these actually define its nature; otherwise it degenerates into anarchy and thus destroys itself. The post-Enlightenment outlook assumes the validity of the individual mind seeking truth in a kind of splendid isolation both from tradition and the community of other minds. Now although Newman did not live to see philosophers of science ‘cast doubt upon the credentials of science itself as an avenue to truth’,1 he did seriously challenge the epistemology of the Enlightenment in other areas of human knowledge. And in this last chapter of the Apologia he insists that the authority of an infallible church, far from destroying reason, actually sustains it by protecting it from its own ‘suicidal excesses’.2 Not only that, he argues, but paradoxically the ‘energy of the human intellect…thrives and is joyous, with a tough elastic strength, under the terrible blows of the divinely-fashioned weapon [infallibility], and is never so much itself as when it has lately been overthrown’.3 Newman claims that the reason for the vitality of Catholic theology is precisely that it has to work within the constraints and discipline of an authoritative church, and that the resulting tension, indeed conflict, far from being debilitating or frustrating, is actually creative and liberating:

…it is the vast Catholic body itself, and it only, which affords an arena for both combatants in that awful, never-dying duel. It is necessary for the very life of religion, viewed in its large operations and its history, that the warfare should be incessantly carried on. Every exercise of infallibility is brought out into act by an intense and varied operation of the Reason, both as its ally and as its opponent, and provokes again, when it has done its work, a re-action of Reason against it; and, as in a civil polity the State exists and endures by means of the rivalry and collision, the encroachments and defeats of its constituent parts, so in like manner Catholic Christendom is no simple exhibition of religious absolutism, but presents a continuous picture of Authority and Private Judgment alternately advancing and retreating as the ebb and flow of the tide…4

Newman does not purport to be able to provide any kind of schematic theology for the relation between authority and freedom in the Church, and indeed the whole implication of his rhetoric is that no such blueprint is possible for what, after all, is a living rather than a static relationship. But he does proceed, with pointed examples from church history, to show, as against the authoritarianism of the Ultramontanes – at whom this chapter is aimed at least as much as at Kingsley – how important theology is for the life of the Church. And it is the careful balance with which he asserts both the right of theologians to free inquiry and at the same time the prerogatives of the hierarchical teaching authority that still makes his discussion highly pertinent to the perennial problem of reconciling the conservative and the innovative elements in the Church.
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APOLOGIA PRO VITA SUA


PREFACE

The following History of my Religious Opinions, now that it is detached from the context in which it originally stood, requires some preliminary explanation; and that, not only in order to introduce it generally to the reader, but specially to make him understand, how I came to write a whole book about myself, and about my most private thoughts and feelings. Did I consult indeed my own impulses, I should do my best simply to wipe out of my Volume, and consign to oblivion, every trace of the circumstances to which it is to be ascribed; but its original title of Apologia is too exactly borne out by its matter and structure, and these again are too suggestive of correlative circumstances, and those circumstances are of too grave a character, to allow of my indulging so natural a wish. And therefore, though in this new Edition I have managed to omit nearly a hundred pages of my original Volume, which I could safely consider to be of merely ephemeral importance, I am even for that very reason obliged, by way of making up for their absence, to prefix to my Narrative some account of the provocation out of which it arose.

It is now more than twenty years that a vague impression to my disadvantage has rested on the popular mind, as if my conduct towards the Anglican Church, while I was a member of it, was inconsistent with Christian simplicity and uprightness. An impression of this kind was almost unavoidable under the circumstances of the case, when a man, who had written strongly against a cause, and had collected a party round him by virtue of such writings, gradually faltered in his opposition to it, unsaid his words, threw his own friends into perplexity and their proceedings into confusion, and ended by passing over to the side of those whom he had so vigorously denounced. Sensitive then as I have ever been of the imputations which have been so freely cast upon me, I have never felt much impatience under them, as considering them to be a portion of the penalty which I naturally and justly incurred by my change of religion, even though they were to continue as long as I lived. I left their removal to a future day, when personal feelings would have died out, and documents would see the light, which were as yet buried in closets or scattered through the country.

This was my state of mind, as it had been for many years, when, in the beginning of 1864, I unexpectedly found myself publicly put upon my defence, and furnished with an opportunity of pleading my cause before the world, and, as it so happened, with a fair prospect of an impartial hearing. Taken indeed by surprise, as I was, I had much reason to be anxious how I should be able to acquit myself in so serious a matter; however, I had long had a tacit understanding with myself, that, in the improbable event of a challenge being formally made to me, by a person of name, it would be my duty to meet it. That opportunity had now occurred; it never might occur again; not to avail myself of it at once would be virtually to give up my cause; accordingly, I took advantage of it, and, as it has turned out, the circumstance that no time was allowed me for any studied statements has compensated, in the equitable judgment of the public, for such imperfections in composition as my want of leisure involved.

It was in the number for January 1864, of a magazine of wide circulation, and in an Article upon Queen Elizabeth, that a popular writer took occasion formally to accuse me by name of thinking so lightly of the virtue of Veracity, as in set terms to have countenanced and defended that neglect of it which he at the same time imputed to the Catholic Priesthood. His words were these: –

‘Truth, for its own sake, had never been a virtue with the Roman clergy. Father Newman informs us that it need not, and on the whole ought not to be; that cunning is the weapon which heaven has given to the Saints wherewith to withstand the brute male force of the wicked world which marries and is given in marriage. Whether his notion be doctrinally correct or not, it is at least historically so.’

These assertions, going far beyond the popular prejudice entertained against me, had no foundation whatever in fact. I never had said, I never had dreamed of saying, that truth for its own sake, need not, and on the whole ought not to be, a virtue with the Roman Clergy; or that cunning is the weapon which heaven has given to the Saints wherewith to withstand the wicked world. To what work of mine then could the writer be referring? In a correspondence which ensued upon the subject between him and myself, he rested his charge against me on a Sermon of mine, preached, before I was a Catholic, in the pulpit of my Church at Oxford; and he gave me to understand, that, after having done as much as this, he was not bound, over and above such a general reference to my Sermon, to specify the passages of it, in which the doctrine, which he imputed to me, was contained. On my part I considered this not enough; and I demanded of him to bring out his proof of his accusation in form and in detail, or to confess he was unable to do so. But he persevered in his refusal to cite any distinct passages from any writing of mine; and, though he consented to withdraw his charge, he would not do so on the issue of its truth or falsehood, but simply on the ground that I assured him that I had had no intention of incurring it. This did not satisfy my sense of justice. Formally to charge me with committing
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