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I want a laity, not arrogant, not rash in speech, not disputatious, but 

men who know their religion, who enter into it, who know just where 
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their creed so well that they can give an account of it, who know so 

much of history that they can defend it.
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Introduction

 In a private letter from George Talbot* to Henry Edward Man-
ning† dated April 25, &8!7, the papal chamberlain warned the 
archbishop of Westminster that “if a check be not placed on the 
laity in England they will be rulers of the Catholic Church in 
England instead of the Holy See and the Episcopate.”1 Writing 
from the Vatican, Monsignor Talbot was reacting to the pub-
lic address of prominent Catholic laymen of the Sta7ord Club, 
which declared that “every blow that touches Dr. Newman is 
a wound in8icted on the Catholic Church in England.”2 Tal-
bot denounced the address as a manifestation of the absence of 
Catholic instincts in the English laity, of their insubordination 
and disloyalty to the Holy See, and of a dangerous spirit to 
be put down.

*ey are beginning to show the cloven foot, which I have 
seen the existence of for some time. *ey are only putting 
into practice the doctrine taught by Dr. Newman in his 
article in the Rambler. *ey wish to govern the Church in 
England by public opinion. . . . What is the province of the 
laity? To hunt, to shoot, to entertain? *ese matters they un-
derstand, but to meddle with ecclesiastical matters they have 

* George Talbot (&8&!–8!) was the ,fth son of the third Baron Talbot. He was educated at 
Eton and St. Mary’s Hall, Oxford; became a Catholic in &842; was ordained a priest in &84!; and 
tried to join the Oratory the following year but was politely refused. He was appointed a canon 
of Saint Peter’s, Rome, in &84), and a papal chamberlain.

† Henry Edward Manning (&808–)2) was educated at Harrow School and Balliol College, 
Oxford, and became a fellow of Merton College. He resigned his position as archdeacon of 
Chichester to become a Catholic in &85&. After serving as provost of Westminster Cathedral, he 
became archbishop of Westminster in &8!5 and a cardinal ten years later.
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no right at all, and this a7air of Newman is a matter purely 
ecclesiastical.3

*e two matters Talbot refers to—Newman’s article in !e Ram-
bler (“Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine,” which 
was delated to Rome for heresy by one of the English bishops), 
and Newman’s attempt to establish an oratory in Oxford (the 
“ecclesiastical matter”)—are both complicated episodes in New-
man’s life and will be dealt with at length in chapters 7 and ), 
respectively. In his letter to Manning, Talbot urged him to stand 
up to the “laity of England”:

Dr. Newman is the most dangerous man in England, and you 
will see that he will make use of the laity against your Grace. 
You must not be afraid of him. It will require much pru-
dence, but you must be ,rm, as the Holy Father still places 
his con,dence in you; but if you yield and do not ,ght the 
battle of the Holy See against the detestable spirit growing up 
in England, he will begin to regret Cardinal Wiseman,* who 
knew how to keep the laity in order.4

*e likes of Talbot did not have a monopoly on exaggerated 
views. In an article entitled “*e Catholic Church in England 
in &85),” the Catholic journalist Richard Simpson† declared that 
as a result of the bishops’ policy, “religion is turned into ad-
ministration, the clergy into theological police, and the body of 
thinking laymen into a mass of suspects, supposed to be brood-
ing on nothing but revolution, and only kept together by mo-
tives of fear, and by external pressure of a clerical organisation.” 

* Nicholas Wiseman (&802–!5) was rector of the English College in Rome from &828 to 
&840, then president of Oscott College. He became the ,rst cardinal-archbishop of Westminster 
in &850.

† Richard Simpson (&820–7!) studied at Oriel College, Oxford. He resigned the living 
of Mitcham to become a Catholic in &84!. He was an able linguist and a Shakespearean scholar 
with interests in philosophy, theology, history, literature, and music. In &858, he became editor 
and a proprietor of !e Rambler.
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He quoted from a leading ‘old Catholic,’* Charles Weld,† who 
had complained to Simpson that 

there is no limit now to the clerical ambition in England to ig-
nore the laity altogether with their services and their su7erings, 
and to reduce their 8ocks to a condition utterly exposed to 
absolute authority without any of the safeguards for individual 
liberty which elsewhere have been carefully protected. . . . *e 
Bishops want to sit among us as Schoolmasters to dictate our 
political and social as well as ecclesiastical rules.5

*e views of  Simpson and Talbot—both converts to Catholi-
cism—convey how polarized and highly charged the atmosphere 
was in the &8!0s, when ecclesiastics blocked lay participation 
in educational ventures and laymen retaliated with exaggerated 
expressions of independence from the hierarchy and trespassed 
in matters that were strictly ecclesiastical. *e consequence was 
that it was diOcult to form a consensus on issues—such as edu-
cation—that involved partnership between Church leaders and 
the laity. 

We might well ask, How did we get there? And have matters 
resolved themselves since then? Both Simpson and Talbot were 
expressing deeply-held convictions. *ey were articulating some-
thing of vital importance about their own lives and that of others 
in the Church that they had joined. *eir colorful comments 
provide clear evidence of a sharp lay-clerical divide at the time 
and of the antagonism and distrust between the two sides, all the 
more colorful for their being the expressions of highly educated 
converts who were used to speaking their minds; they provide a 
snapshot of a situation when matters had risen to a head. Within 

* *e ‘old Catholics’ were the remnant of those who had survived penal times and re-
mained true to the ‘old Faith.’ At the start of the nineteenth century, they numbered around 
25,000 and were led by a titled aristocracy.

† *e Weld family was one of the wealthiest Catholic families at the time, with lands in 
Devon and Lancashire.
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the ecclesial landscape at the time, there was one man who be-
strode the divide between the parties and whose every word and 
deed was watched with interest or trepidation. *at man was 
John Henry Newman. Everyone, whether cleric or lay, convert or 
cradle Catholic, by tendency an Ultramontane* or a Cisalpine,† 
all were mindful of the extraordinary in8uence of the most prom-
inent Oxford convert.

So, what was Newman saying and doing, and why was he 
considered so dangerous? Did Talbot speak for the authorities at 
Rome or just for an in8uential clique there and among the higher 
clergy in England? Were Newman’s ideas about the laity novel 
or just a revival of Christian attitudes from former times? Were 
they baggage he brought over from his Anglican days, or were 
they genuine Christian insights? *e (extended) answer to these 
questions is the subject matter of this book.

*ough the heat generated by the Sta7ord Club’s address 
dissipated over time and Newman’s novel views failed to gain 
traction during his lifetime, over the succeeding decades they 
contributed to a new understanding of the laity that achieved full 
expression a century after the letters of Talbot and Simpson—
at the  Second Vatican Council (&)!2–!5). It is a commonplace 
that Newman was a pioneer in the articulation of what we would 
now call a ‘theology of the laity,’ though few realize the extent to 
which he lived this out in practice, especially in the way he dealt 
with and guided the laity. In fact, his words and deeds reinforce 
and explain each other in a wonderful way and so should not be 
viewed apart. 

*e leading Newman expert Ian Ker argues persuasively 
that Newman was an ‘absent Father’ of Vatican II and that he 

* Literally “beyond the mountains,” Ultramontane denotes a strong emphasis on papal 
authority and centralization in the Church; it characterizes Catholics in the north of Europe 
who habitually look southward beyond the Alps to Rome for guidance.

† Derived from “this side of the Alps,” Cisalpine describes the attitude of Catholics with 
a tendency to minimize the authority of Rome and to emphasize regional or national indepen-
dence and self-suOciency.
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anticipated many of the council’s teachings, as well as being an 
inspiration to the theologians who paved the way for them. In 
Newman on Vatican II (20&4), Ker contends that Newman’s writ-
ings o7er an illuminating commentary on the council documents 
and the way they were interpreted and implemented. He illus-
trates this with reference to Newman’s insights on justi,cation, 
conscience and the development of doctrine, inter alia, as well as 
Newman’s rich ecclesiology, though the references to the laity and 
their place in the people of God are but brief.

So, what is Newman’s idea of the laity? *e answer to this 
question will be developed over the course of this volume, both 
in terms of his theoretical understanding of the laity and in its 
manifestation in practice in his writings and actions. It is hoped 
that the reader will gain not just a notional understanding of the 
place of the laity in the Church but a real one—to use two key 
Newmanian terms from his Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent 
(&870)—and that this rich understanding will contribute to a 
conviction that leads to deeds. 

Newman has his own manner of reaching the truth about key 
ideas such as those of conscience, a university, or even Christian-
ity. He explains his approach in his Essay on the Development of 
Christian Doctrine (&845):

 *e idea which represents an object or supposed object is com-
mensurate with the sum total of its possible aspects, however 
they may vary in the separate consciousness of individuals; and 
in proportion to the variety of aspects under which it presents 
itself to various minds is its force and depth, and the argu-
ment for its reality. Ordinarily an idea is not brought home 
to the intellect as objective except through this variety; like 
bodily substances, which are not apprehended except under 
the clothing of their properties and results, and which admit 
of being walked round, and surveyed on opposite sides, and 
in di7erent perspectives, and in contrary lights, in evidence of 
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their reality. And, as views of a material object may be taken 
from points so remote or so opposed, that they seem at ,rst 
sight incompatible, and especially as their shadows will be dis-
proportionate, or even monstrous, and yet all these anomalies 
will disappear and all these contrarieties be adjusted, on ascer-
taining the point of vision or the surface of projection in each 
case; so also all the aspects of an idea are capable of coalition, 
and of a resolution into the object to which it belongs; and 
the primâ facie dissimilitude of its aspects becomes, when ex-
plained, an argument for its substantiveness and integrity, and 
their multiplicity for its originality and power.6

Dense though this passage is, it amounts to saying that the greater 
the number of instances, settings, views, or images of an idea, the 
more the mind is able to gain a rich and comprehensive grasp of 
it. *is method of reaching truth is clearly distinct from the sci-
enti,c approach of conveying the essence of something by means 
of a de,nition. Newman does not deny the use of de,nitions, but 
he is acutely aware of their limitations. So rather than present the 
reader with a handful of pithy quotations by Newman about the 
laity, this book presents those living images of his ‘idea of the la-
ity’ in various episodes of his life, such as his setting up of a Cath-
olic university and the ,rst Catholic public school in England.

For someone whose name will evermore be associated with 
‘development,’ it is natural to inquire about the extent to which 
Newman’s rich understanding of the ‘laity’ developed: whether he 
was gifted with a keen intuition from his early years or whether he 
came to acquire a deep understanding only gradually; and, if the 
latter, whether he was chie8y in8uenced by the Church Fathers* 
of the ,rst millennium, by his reception into full communion 

* *e Church Fathers are the teachers of the ,rst centuries who teach orthodox doctrine, 
in agreement with the Church and antiquity, and who have the fame of sanctity. *e patristic 
era came to an end in the East with Saint John Damascene (!75–750) and in the West with Saint 
Isidore of Seville (5!0–!(!). 
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with the Catholic Church, or by certain individuals (such as Saint 
Philip Neri) and their writings. 

By a ‘theology of laity’ is meant a theological understanding 
of the lay Christian and his or her place in the Church and in 
the world qua Christian. Some distinctions are useful; others are 
confusing because used inconsistently. All the faithful by virtue 
of their baptism and faith are members of the Church and can 
lay claim to a ‘common priesthood’ according to the words of 
Saint Peter to the ,rst Christians: “You are a chosen race, a royal 
priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people” (& Pet 2:)). *e 
‘ministerial priesthood,’ by contrast, is that exercised by those 
who are ordained, whether as deacons, priests, or bishops. *is 
separates the faithful into lay and clerical. As regards membership 
of religious orders or congregations, the faithful can be separated 
into secular or religious—priests into secular priests and religious 
priests, and lay Christians into ordinary lay Christians or lay reli-
gious—but the terms ‘secular’ and ‘religious’ are used with other 
connotations, and so prove unhelpful. 

*e expression ‘world’ is also used in di7erent ways, and 
the tension between the di7erent meanings is linked to the vari-
ous ways the laity are de,ned. One of the de,ning biblical texts 
comes from the discourse at the Last Supper, where Jesus prays to 
his heavenly Father: 

I am no more in the world, but they are in the world . . . I have 
given them your word; and the world has hated them because 
they are not of the world, even as I am not of the world. I do 
not pray that you should take them out of the world, but that 
you should keep them from the evil one. *ey are not of the 
world, even as I am not of the world. . . . As you sent me into 
the world, so I have sent them into the world. (John &7:&&, 
&4–&!, &8)
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Christians have grappled with the priestly prayer of Jesus 
Christ for two thousand years as they have sought to live out the 
implications of their faith in so many di7erent circumstances and 
settings. In order to situate and thereby assess the novelty of New-
man’s approach to the laity, it would be wonderful to have access 
to a reliable history of the laity over the last twenty centuries, 
but, alas, no such historical sweep exists.7 It would be immensely 
diOcult to compose, not least because at any one time in salva-
tion history, a host of attitudes to the world have existed—one 
only has to think of our own times. But this does not mean that 
certain dominant attitudes were not prevalent at any one time, 
nor that they have changed over time. For our purposes, it will 
be useful to re8ect very brie8y on the age of the early Church 
and then to pick up the story at the start of the nineteenth cen-
tury, bypassing the centuries in between, which saw the growth 
of the monastic orders and rise of medieval Christendom, the 
schism with the Eastern Church, the Protestant Reformation and 
the Counter-Reformation, and the age of the Enlightenment. 
*roughout these centuries, ideas about the laity were shifting, 
developing—and receding. 

*e early or primitive Church is one that Newman became 
very familiar with, not least because for many years he sought 
to determine which of the churches in his own day the early 
Christians would have recognized as the successor to the original 
church, the Church founded by Jesus Christ. As a means of con-
veying succinctly attitudes to the world in the second century, it is 
hard to better the “Letter to Diognetus,” written around AD &!!:

Christians are indistinguishable from other men either by na-
tionality, language or customs. *ey do not inhabit separate 
cities of their own, or speak a strange dialect, or follow some 
outlandish way of life. . . . With regard to dress, food and 
manner of life in general, they follow the customs of whatever 
city they happen to be living in, whether it is Greek or foreign. 
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And yet there is something extraordinary about their 
lives. *ey live in their own countries as though they were 
only passing through. *ey play their full role as citizens, but 
labour under all the disabilities of aliens. Any country can be 
their homeland, but for them their homeland, wherever it may 
be, is a foreign country. Like others, they marry and have chil-
dren, but they do not expose them. *ey share their meals, but 
not their wives. 

*ey live in the 8esh, but they are not governed by the 
desires of the 8esh. *ey pass their days upon earth, but they 
are citizens of heaven.* Obedient to the laws, they yet live on 
a level that transcends the law. Christians love all men, but all 
men persecute them. Condemned because they are not un-
derstood, they are put to death, but raised to life again. *ey 
live in poverty, but enrich many; they are totally destitute, but 
possess an abundance of everything. *ey su7er dishonour, 
but that is their glory. *ey are defamed, but vindicated. A 
blessing is their answer to abuse, deference their response to 
insult. For the good they do they receive the punishment of 
malefactors, but even then they rejoice, as though receiving 
the gift of life. . . .

To speak in general terms, we may say that the Chris-
tian is to the world what the soul is to the body.8 As the soul 
is present in every part of the body, while remaining distinct 
from it, so Christians are found in all the cities of the world, 
but cannot be identi,ed with the world. As the visible body 
contains the invisible soul, so Christians are seen living in the 
world, but their religious life remains unseen. *e body hates 
the soul and wars against it, not because of any injury the soul 
has done it, but because of the restriction the soul places on 

* Newman quotes this passage up to this point in “*e Church of the Fathers,” British 
Magazine (&8(!); HS 2:)4–5. Introducing this quotation, he writes, “It would be a great mistake 
for us to suppose that we need quit our temporal calling, and go into retirement, in order to 
serve God acceptably. Christianity is a religion for this world, for the busy and in8uential, for 
the rich and powerful, as well as for the poor.”
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its pleasures. Similarly, the world hates the Christians, not be-
cause they have done it any wrong, but because they are op-
posed to its enjoyments. 

Christians love those who hate them just as the soul loves 
the body and all its members despite the body’s hatred. It is 
by the soul, enclosed within the body, that the body is held 
together, and similarly, it is by the Christians, detained in the 
world as in a prison, that the world is held together. *e soul, 
though immortal, has a mortal dwelling place; and Christians 
also live for a time amidst perishable things, while awaiting the 
freedom from change and decay that will be theirs in heaven. 
As the soul bene,ts from the deprivation of food and drink, so 
Christians 8ourish under persecution. Such is the Christian’s 
lofty and divinely appointed function, from which he is not 
permitted to excuse himself.9

*e con,dent tone of the unknown author of this letter 
would not have typi,ed the attitude of many writers in later 
epochs, other than those familiar with the early Christians and 
their writings. *e ,rst Christians are unlikely to have had any 
use for the term ‘laity,’ as the distinction between lay and clerical 
only arose and gained sway over time. With the growth of the 
monastic orders, many people came to view the religious voca-
tion and its attendant vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience as 
the supreme form of Christian living. Separation from the world 
came to be considered necessary for those aspiring to a high de-
gree of holiness. As a consequence, the laity, in practice, came 
to be regarded as second-class citizens in the Church, with no 
special calling to a life of holiness. Outside conventual forms of 
living, the clergy have at times taken such a dominant role in 
the Church as to leave the laity in a state of passivity with little 
scope for initiative. When the Roman Empire collapsed, the void 
left was ,lled by Church government, which ushered in an era 
in which the authority of bishops extended to temporal as well 
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as ecclesiastical matters. Various other forms of clericalization—a 
loaded word that can take on di7erent meanings—have distorted 
the role of the laity too. (*e reverse is also true.) Spiritualities 
for the laity have often been spiritualities adapted—and watered 
down—from the religious or the priestly life. Models for the lay 
Christian to imitate have predominantly come from those multi-
tudes of non-lay saints. 

*ese very sketchy comments are evidently over-generaliza-
tions that come with attendant shortcomings, but they do serve 
to prime the reader for what is to follow. One highly instructive 
way of grappling with the Church’s understanding of the laity in 
modern times is to observe the contrast between the way the laity 
were de,ned in the Codes of Canon Law of &)&7 and &)8(. *e 
Codex Iuris Canonici of &)&7 was the ,rst oOcial systematic cod-
i,cation of canon law for the Latin Church—that is, for Latin- 
rite Catholics. It de,ned the laity in a negative fashion as those 
who were not clergy or religious; in other words, it recognized the 
clerical and religious state but not the lay state. *e &)8( Code, 
on the other hand, presented the Church as the people of God 
and began by considering what all its members had in common. 
After setting out general norms, part & deals with, ,rst, the faith-
ful (or Christi.deles) in general (can. 208–2(), then with the rights 
and duties of the lay faithful (can. 224–(&), before moving on to 
the sacred ministries and clerics (can. 2(2–)(). *e hierarchical 
constitution of the Church is covered in part 2, and the various 
forms of consecrated and apostolic life in part (. *e change in 
the structure of the Code re8ects the development of ecclesiology 
that had taken place during the intervening seven decades, and 
the results are worth spelling out.

*e section in the &)8( Code on the people of God begins 
by stating that all the faithful “participate in their own way in 
the priestly, prophetic and kingly oOce of Christ” according to 
their condition (can. 204). *ere is a “genuine equality of dig-
nity and action among all of Christ’s faithful,” each of whom 
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contribute in their own way “to the building up of the Body of 
Christ” (can. 208). All the faithful “must make a wholehearted 
e7ort to lead a holy life” (can. 2&0), and they have both a right 
and duty to carry out a Christian apostolate (can. 2&&). *e ob-
ligation of the lay faithful to carry out this apostolate “is all the 
more insistent in circumstances in which only through them 
are people able to hear the Gospel and to know Christ” (can. 
225 §&); “*ey have also . . . the special obligation to perme-
ate and perfect the temporal order of things with the spirit of 
the Gospel. In this way, particularly in conducting secular busi-
ness and exercising secular functions, they are to give witness to 
Christ” (can. 225 §2). Other canons speak of the special role of 
married people and their rights and duties with respect to the 
education of their children (can. 22!); the freedom of lay people 
in temporal matters, while heeding the teaching of the Church 
(can. 227); and the right and duty of lay people “to acquire the 
knowledge of Christian teaching which is appropriate to each 
one’s capacity and condition, so that they may be able to live 
according to this teaching, to proclaim it, and if necessary to 
defend it” (can. 22)). Associations of the faithful were also given 
special prominence (can. 2)8–(2)).

It is unlikely that any of these canons would surprise the 
modern Catholic, but they would have perplexed those liv-
ing when the &)&7 Code was promulgated. What explains the 
change? Put simply, all that fed into and was taught at the Sec-
ond Vatican Council. Other than the First Vatican Council 
(&8!)–70), which was cut short by the invasion of Rome, there 
had been no ecumenical council for four centuries—since the 
Council of Trent (&545–!(), which dealt with the turmoil of the 
Reformation. *e Second Vatican Council could be described as 
a response to all the changes in the intervening years, not least 
the growth of secularization and other e7ects of the Enlighten-
ment. In ‘updating’ its teaching to contend with the modern 
world, the council produced sixteen major documents. Two of 
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them in particular pertain to the new understanding of the la-
ity: Lumen Gentium (&)!4), the Dogmatic Constitution on the 
Church, and Gaudium et Spes (&)!5), the Pastoral Constitution 
on the Church in the Modern World. It can con,dently be ar-
gued that Newman in8uenced both of these major documents; 
less so, perhaps, Apostolicam Actuositatem (&)!5), the Decree on 
the Apostolate of the Laity.

In Lumen Gentium, there are chapters on “*e People of 
God” (ch. 2), “*e Laity” (ch. 4), and “*e Universal Call to 
Holiness” (ch. 5). Key passages from these will be cited in the 
concluding chapters of this book, along with others from Gaud-
ium et Spes and Apostolicam Actuositatem, so as to ascertain the 
extent to which Newman did or did not anticipate the teach-
ings within them. Of course, one thing is the written expression 
of Church teaching, another is how it is put into practice and 
lived. In this regard, Newman’s example is particularly illustra-
tive as it demonstrates a deep intuition of the lay state to an 
extent that is rarely seen even after the council. His deeds also 
show how it is possible for clergy and laity to work together in 
a collaborative way. In some respects, Newman’s actions speak 
louder than his words, as his manner of collaborating with the 
laity in educational or other endeavors betrays an understanding 
that he did not fully express on paper. 

Newman’s discussion of the triple oOce of priest, prophet, 
and king, whether applied to the faithful in general or to the 
ministerial priesthood, anticipated Church teaching by a cen-
tury. But his writings on these oOces are not easily under-
stood, because they are imbedded in historical circumstances 
and require an understanding of times and con8icts as well as 
a familiarity with his highly rhetorical style and strategic use of 
hyperbole. Moreover, what he could say in public as a Catholic 
priest in the &870s was severely constrained on account of the 
suspicion he was under at the time for his (seemingly) unorth-
odox views. 
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A separate note of caution should be sounded, as there is a 
danger of reading too much into Newman and making claims 
for him that are not properly backed up. Certainly, he was a 
pioneer and ahead of his time, but he did not articulate his ideas 
fully in the way that the documents of Vatican II do. In their 
enthusiasm, some Newman commentators succumb to a good 
deal of ‘proof by assertion,’ particularly with respect to claims 
about his in2uence on the council. *e fact is that it is almost 
impossible to trace his in8uence in a conclusive manner, though 
there is plenty of scope for sensible speculation. 

A proper understanding of the laity is key to the life of the 
Church. It colors thinking on the family, evangelization, and 
education. Saint John Paul II viewed the family as the Church in 
miniature, like a domestic church, and parental homes as sem-
inaries of vocations. Evangelization in the secularized West is 
simply impossible without the participation of the laity. Edu-
cation is another vital arena for their activity as Christians. *e 
contribution to education made by the various teaching orders 
is undisputed, and their absence is felt deeply today. But did 
their contribution displace lay participation? Can an adequate 
preparation for the world be given by those who are not fully 
part of it, not married and without experience of the world of 
work? In theory, the laity can ,ll the vacuum left by the demise 
of the teaching orders, but how many of them are equipped or 
trained to do so? As for the universal call to holiness and evan-
gelization, it is interesting to re8ect on how much impact the 
teachings of Vatican II have had in these key areas, or whether 
much of it remains a dead letter.

*e contribution this volume makes to the understanding 
of the laity in the Church is based almost entirely on the ideas of 
the great Christian humanist Saint John Henry Newman. *e 
main emphasis will be on the practical and the personal rather 
than on the theoretical. It is about ‘Newman in action’ rather 
than an examination of his thought, for his deeds have a capacity 



MB@;ALIN@iAB

&5

to inspire, along the lines of his famous dictum: “*e heart is 
commonly reached, not through the reason, but through the 
imagination, by means of direct impressions, by the testimony 
of facts and events, by history, by description. Persons in8uence 
us, voices melt us, looks subdue us, deeds in8ame us.”10 It is a 
moot point whether the teachings of Vatican II on the laity are 
really understood and lived out or whether they simply gather 
dust and are merely nodded at now and again; whether claims 
to the ‘spirit of the council’ do not give rise to exaggerated or 
distorted expressions of its teachings, evidenced in a clericalized 
laity or its counterpart in the clergy. 

When ‘seen’ or grasped, the Church’s teaching on the laity is 
truly transformative—and not just for laity. Newman’s own life 
provides a wonderful example of a priest working closely with 
the laity in pioneering educational ventures, as well as in the 
world of journalism. Words do not suOce to explain the role of 
the laity: examples are essential—and Newman’s Catholic life is 
full of rich examples that provide an ideal way of grasping some 
of the key ideas expressed at the Second Vatican Council. Retell-
ing the story of his life through the prism of the laity brings out 
this underappreciated dimension of his thought and deeds. *is 
story is told in ten chronological chapters, supplemented by a 
thematic chapter on his life of service to the laity. *e penulti-
mate chapter seeks to ascertain the extent to which his writings 
and actions, his theological framework and organic view of the 
Church, anticipate the main teachings of the council. *e ,nal 
chapter draws upon the previous ones to illustrate how New-
man’s insights are eminently applicable in the Church and world 
in our times.

As Arnold Toynbee remarked, the fate of a society always 
depends on its creative minority.11 Newman belonged to this 
minority: his ideas are capable of changing the way we live and 
think, with important rami,cations for the Christian living in 
the world. *e philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre has commented 
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that in reading Newman (and studying his life), we are con-
fronted with arguments, engaged with insights, and challenged: 

But a further element to the encounter is Newman himself, 
who is concerned for his readers and anxious that his words 
might make them better able to see things as they are. He 
speaks to us with moral and spiritual urgency, determined that 
neither habit, familiarity, nor prejudice will prevent us from 
being open to the truth, including the truth about ourselves. 
Reading Newman complacently, in order to ,nd only what 
con,rms our existing way of thinking and feeling, is to miss 
the profoundly interpersonal challenge which he intends. *is 
challenge may in8uence, surprise, or even upset us. Because 
he inhabits the same modernity as ourselves, he speaks to our 
own time in ways which are designed to inform and trans-
form us. *is in8uence unites intellectual, moral and spiritual 
considerations in ways which are inseparable from the call to 
conversion.12
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 2  

Newman’s Anglican Years, 
1801–45

“Where did this man get this wisdom?” the Jews of Nazareth 
asked of Jesus Christ. “Is not this the carpenter’s son? Is not his 
mother called Mary?” (Matt &(:54–55). A similar curiosity might 
cause us to ask how John Henry Newman came to acquire such 
an extraordinarily rich insight into the condition of the lay 
Christian, for his early years and education do not provide ob-
vious pointers to what lay ahead. For sure, he was a highly gifted 
individual, blessed with a precocious intellect and an insatiable 
appetite for knowledge as well as a hunger for truth. But these 
and other qualities only provide some of the clues that explain 
how Newman came by his many insights and was able to make 
so many contributions to Christian thinking in the ,elds of the-
ology, philosophy, and education.

Newman became a Catholic halfway through his life, in his 
forty-,fth year. His conversion in &845—that is, his entering into 
full communion with the Catholic Church—was national news 
and shook the foundations of the Established Church. But his 
fame at the time did not rest solely on his leadership of that re-
vival of the National Church that has come to be known as the 
Oxford Movement. He was highly esteemed for his preaching, his 
powerful prose, his winning personality, and the way he lived out 
the implications of what he taught—that is, his personal holiness. 
He also played a leading role in the reform of Oxford University. 
Indeed, this broader in8uence helps to explain why he was widely 
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regarded during these years as “the greatest force both morally 
and intellectually in the University.”1 

Newman’s involvement in and reforming contributions to 
education, at the level of both practice and theory, explain why, 
when he became a Catholic, he was the obvious person to ap-
proach about pioneering educational ventures in the Catholic 
Church, particularly for fellow converts from Anglicanism who 
had passed through Oxford or Cambridge. Much of Newman’s 
involvement with the Catholic laity lies in the ,eld of education: 
as he himself put it, “From ,rst to last,   education, in this large 
sense of the word, has been my line.”2 To appreciate why his ad-
vice and collaboration was so valued, it is necessary to enter into 
life as an Anglican.

 Early  years ,  schooli,g ,  a,d  
u,dergraduate  life

John Henry Newman was born in the city of London on February 
2&, &80&, the eldest of six children. His father was a banker, the son 
of a London grocer who originally came from Cambridgeshire, 
and his mother was the daughter of a paper maker, whose fam-
ily were originally French Huguenot refugees. John Henry re-
ceived a stimulating pre-school education in the secure and 
happy surroundings of the family home and imbibed a thorough 
knowledge and love of Scripture from his mother, grandmother, 
and aunt Elizabeth. His religious upbringing was of a standard 
non-doctrinal, non-sacramental, Bible-reading Anglicanism. At 
the age of seven, he was sent to Ealing School, a large, success-
ful private boarding establishment, quite unlike the great public 
schools of England: it had ,rst-class facilities, a homely atmo-
sphere, a broad curriculum, specialist teachers, and small classes.3 
Newman excelled in his studies and participated enthusiastically 
in school life, acting in Latin plays, winning prizes for speeches, 
taking part in debates, learning to play the violin, writing musical 
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compositions, leading a boys’ society, and editing several school 
magazines. By contrast, he had no interest in outdoor or sporting 
activities other than walking and horse riding.

At Ealing School, Newman was befriended by Dr. George 
Nicholas, the scholarly headmaster, and deeply in8uenced by the 
sermons, conversations, and suggested reading of the Reverend 
Walter Mayers,* the senior Classics master and a devout evangeli-
cal Christian. In the aftermath of the collapse of his father’s bank 
in March &8&!, Newman spent the summer vacation at school, 
where he was thrown into the company of Mayers. During this 
time, he fell seriously ill. *at autumn, he experienced the reli-
gious conversion that he regarded as the most momentous event 
of his life and from which he emerged as a believing Christian. Al-
though Newman became what might loosely speaking be termed 
a Calvinistic evangelical, his was “quite unlike the standard form 
of Evangelical conversion”; he saw it as a personal call to holiness 
rather than an assurance of salvation and adopted a more doctrinal 
form of Christianity.4 Newman interpreted the humiliation and 
upheaval involved in the loss of the business and family home, 
as well as their house in the country, as a divine punishment for 
intellectual pride, as the precocious ,fteen-year-old had begun to 
dabble in the writings of the deists Tom Paine and Voltaire and 
the religious sceptic David Hume, and to toy with the “arguments 
for in,delity.”5

Going up to Trinity College, Oxford, at the tender age of six-
teen was a chastening experience for the earnest young man of 
Calvinist leanings, who found himself among sixty undergradu-
ates who were older than himself, not over-studious, and given to 
enjoying life. Within a week of arriving, in the summer of &8&7, 
his preconceptions of Oxford were shattered when he attended a 

* Walter Mayers (&7)0–&828) was educated at Pembroke College, Oxford, and took An-
glican orders. After teaching at Ealing School, he moved to Bampton brie8y, then took over the 
curacy of Over Worton, where Newman preached his ,rst sermon on June 2(, &824. Newman 
preached at his funeral: “His was a life of prayer,” he said. “*e unseen things of the spiritual 
world were always uppermost in his mind.” 
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wine party and found himself in the company of undergraduates 
who enthusiastically set about getting drunk. As Newman would 
later say, it was the support of Walter Mayers that helped him 
through “the dangerous season of my Undergraduate residence,”6 
by warning him not to associate with those who were dissipated 
and instead to seek out select friends, and by urging him to face 
up to the dangers of residence at Oxford and endure the “ridicule 
of the world.”7 Far from the world of student social gatherings and 
outdoor pursuits, Newman spent his ,rst year buried in books, 
lectures, and private devotions. Yet he struck up an intimate 
friendship with John Bowden,* also an undergraduate at Trinity, 
and corresponded regularly with several of his school friends. 

On entering Trinity, Newman was assigned to the junior of its 
two tutors, the Reverend *omas Short,† who, as soon as he real-
ized he had a genuine scholar on his hands, lent Newman a book 
and invited him to breakfast. Dr. Short was alive to the spirit of 
reform that was gradually spreading from one reluctant college to 
another in the wake of Oxford’s New Examination Statute (&800), 
which had introduced the honors degree and given an incentive to 
both teachers and taught. In a bid to raise academic standards at 
Trinity, Short oversaw a tightening of discipline and the introduc-
tion of open scholarships. By dint of hard reading in term and out, 
and careful preparation for his college exams, Newman landed one 
of the new Trinity scholarships in May &8&8, toward the end of his 
,rst year of residence; it marked a new phase of his undergradu-
ate career.

Buoyed up by his academic successes, Newman began to 
blossom, and—though he later chided himself for living the life 

* John William Bowden (&7)8–&844) became a fervent Tractarian and wrote ,ve of the 
Tracts and four major articles for the British Critic. He died a year before Newman became a 
Catholic; his widow and her children all became Catholic, the two sons becoming priests of the 
London Oratory.

† *omas Short (&78)–&87)) was educated at Rugby School and Trinity College, Oxford, 
where he was a fellow until his death. He was a college tutor &8&!–5!. He met Newman for the 
,rst time in several decades when Newman returned to the college in &878 after he had been 
named an honorary fellow.
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of a dilettante—indulged a broad range of interests. Without 
stinting on his reading of classical authors—supplemented by the 
study of mathematical texts, logic, and Scripture—he took up 
the works of Gibbon and Locke, entered himself for university 
prizes, attended concerts, studied manuals and tried experiments 
in chemistry, and attended lectures in the newly emerging science 
of geology. He also played ,rst violin in a music club at St. John’s 
College and cofounded the Trinity College Book Society for the 
dissemination of modern novels, such as Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe. 
With John Bowden, his closest friend, he started a periodical 
called !e Undergraduate. Appearing just two years after the ,rst 
truly undergraduate magazine, it ran to six numbers and enjoyed 
a brief popularity, until their cover of anonymity was blown in 
March &8&) and the editors abandoned the enterprise. *e reason 
for closing it down was that they had voiced dissatisfaction with 
academic arrangements, such as the pedantic scholarly concern 
with detail and the exclusive devotion to ancient authors in the 
prescribed course of reading.

At the time, the two dozen colleges at Oxford functioned 
largely as independent mini universities, with their own admis-
sions criteria and rules of discipline, while the university had but 
a shadowy existence: it oversaw the matriculation of students, the 
exam system, and discipline outside the con,nes of the colleges, 
and had its own court and parliament. (A loose analogy is the 
United States: the colleges are the equivalent of the states of the 
Union, and the university the equivalent of the federal govern-
ment in Washington, DC.)8 *ere were a tiny number of pro-
fessors tasked with giving the occasional lecture that any student 
could attend, but otherwise there was no university lecture system 
and teaching took place within each college. Undergraduates were 
required to attend ‘college lectures’ (i.e., classes) for two or three 
hours a day during which a college tutor would typically over-
see a group of up to ,fteen students translating Latin and Greek 
texts, to which he might add a commentary of a grammatical, 
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historical, or philosophical nature. It was an unwieldy system, as 
the tutors were expected to tackle too many subjects and the pace 
was reduced by the presence of many backward and idle students. 
In consequence, a parallel, semi-oOcial system had emerged, in 
which private tutors were engaged by serious students for indi-
vidual tuition or else by idle students in a last-minute attempt 
to salvage a degree. Everyone who aimed at honors was virtually 
obliged to supplement the regular college instruction with that of 
a private tutor.

Newman could not a7ord to engage a private tutor in his ,rst 
year, but, on winning the Trinity scholarship, he was able to. So, 
in his second year, he and Bowden engaged the services of James 
Ogle, who had recently graduated from Trinity with a ,rst-class 
degree in mathematics and, like other private coaches, was com-
bining tutoring with his own reading until he succeeded in gain-
ing a fellowship.* Not being au fait with the private-tutor system, 
Newman did not continue the extra tuition into his third year.

*e third and ,nal period of Newman’s undergraduate exis-
tence began in April &8&) when he set himself the ambitious goal 
of seeking honors in both classics and mathematics and, as a con-
sequence, dropped his unrelated studies to focus on his exams. 
Hard reading became the order of the day, and in the six-month 
approach to ,nal exams, he was averaging twelve hours of study a 
day. He teamed up with Bowden to establish a study regime that 
ensured that exam preparation was never passive. But as Decem-
ber &820 approached, he became unnerved by the thought that an 
academic triumph would pave the way for pride, and weakened 
by mental exhaustion, he began to panic, so much so that when 
the (public and essentially oral) exams began, he was nervous in 
the extreme and broke down. Instead of the double ,rst predicted 

* Fellows are the senior members of an Oxford college who, together with the college 
head, constitute its governing body. Two, three, or four of their number were elected as college 
tutors, and others could occupy positions such as junior or senior treasurer (i.e., bursar).
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for him, the outcome was a bare pass in classics and not even that 
in mathematics.

Newman later attributed his failure to a lack of tutorial guid-
ance, which left him, young and inexperienced as he was, almost 
entirely to his own devices. Years later, he came to realize that “at 
that time the very idea of study was new” and that just a handful 
of colleges—but not Trinity—had adjusted to the demands of the 
honors system; only they possessed the real tutors, shared the tra-
dition, and—crucially—supplied the examiners.9 But as it turned 
out, Newman’s “toilsome years” were not without pro,t. In April 
&822, against all odds, his talents were recognized by Oriel, the 
leading college of its day, which awarded him one of its coveted 
fellowships. Back in November &8&), he had become a member of 
Lincoln’s Inn with a view to a career in law, but six months after 
winning the fellowship at Oriel, he decided to abandon his legal 
aspirations.* 

 Fellow,  clerg yma, ,  a,d  tutor  at  Oriel

In the early part of the nineteenth century, the common room 
of Oriel College was home to the academic talent of the day. 
*e dominating tone was set by a group known as the Noetics, 
who sought to provide a defense of Christianity against Deists 
and rationalist Unitarians, and to shore up the Anglican Church 
against intellectual assaults by raising academic standards at Ox-
ford, which together with Cambridge functioned as a national 
seminary. Drawing heavily on the works of Aristotle, the Noetics 
contended that truth should be pursued by means of reasoned 
argument, fearless commentary on all aspects of society, and a 
dialectical style of argument that manifested itself in constant 
cross-questioning. *e Oriel common room created a new con-
ception of academic life in Oxford; it was said to have “stunk 

* Lincoln’s Inn is one of the four Inns of Court (professional associations for barristers 
and judges) in London.
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of logic.”10 Newman was entranced by the scholarship he found 
there and the daily interaction of mind with mind, and saw in it 
a pattern of university life that he was later to idealize in prose.

Newman arrived at Oriel during the college’s golden years, 
when the provost* was Edward Copleston,† widely regarded as 
“the representative man of university culture,”11 who had de-
fended Oxford to brilliant e7ect in &8&0 against attacks from the 
Edinburgh Review and over the following two decades inspired an 
intellectual renaissance in Oriel, and Oxford in general. *e great 
teacher of his day, Copleston had developed a rigorous catechet-
ical style of teaching and was the ,rst to live out what became 
the Oxford ideal: Multum, non multa.‡ His abiding claim that 
“to exercise the mind of the student is the business of education, 
rather than to pour in knowledge”12 in8uenced Newman pro-
foundly, as it did countless others. Copleston entrusted the task 
of drawing the timid young graduate out of his shell to Richard 
Whately,§ who took Newman walking and riding over the sum-
mer of &822 and conversed with him at length. As Newman re-
counts, Whately “was the ,rst person who opened my mind, that 
is, who gave it ideas and principles to cogitate on”13 and taught 
him to think for himself. Whately enlisted Newman’s assistance 
in rewriting his textbook Elements of Logic (&82!), which became 
the standard work on logic for the next two decades.

In June &824, Newman was ordained a deacon of the Church 
of England and took up the curacy of St. Clement’s, a rapidly 
growing working-class parish adjoining the university, and a 
year later, he was ordained an Anglican priest. As a result, New-
man came under the in8uence of another Oriel fellow, Edward 

* Heads of Oxford colleges go by the names of president, master, warden, dean, principal, 
rector—and provost.

† Edward Copleston (&77!–&84)) was provost of Oriel &8&4–28 and in &827 was made 
bishop of Llanda7. 

‡ One meaning of the Latin (often given in the form Non multa, sed multum) is “Much, 
not many,” though the looser translation “Depth, not breadth” gives the sense better.

§ Richard Whately (&787–&8!() had been an undergraduate at Oriel before becoming a 
fellow. In &8(&, he became archbishop of Dublin.


