Newman and the Laity

It would be good to point out from the start that Newman has provided a great deal of material for establishing a ‘theology of the laity’, but he himself, as far as I am aware of, never used that expression. Others, inspired by Newman, have done so later. What he did write was a ‘theology of the development of doctrine’, and I will make use of this, applying it to his views on the laity.

As it happens, it recently came to my ears that at the Congregation for the Causes of Saints some amusing remarks have been made, prompted by a trend in the causes being presented for their process of canonisation: a great many of them are deemed to be ‘precursors’ of the Second Vatican Council…

I must admit, that when I wrote my thesis on ‘John Henry Newman and the Laity’
  in Rome at the conclusion of the Council, I followed the generally held opinion that John Henry Newman was an absent Father of the Council.

At the same time I made use of the seven ‘notes’ Newman had included in his Development of Christian Doctrine in order “to discriminate healthy developments of an idea from its state of corruption and decay”.
 If we apply them to the ideal of a greater participation of the laity in the mission of the Church, we will be able to see that Newman’s attitude towards the lay faithful was simply a development of the royal priesthood among the lay members of the Church, retaining a clear distinction from the ministerial priesthood, but sharing the rank of “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a consecrated nation, a people God means to have for himself”, and, as St Peter continues, it is theirs “to proclaim the exploits of the God who has called you out of darkness into his marvellous light”.

We do not need to go through the seven notes in detail. It is just a way of showing how the complementary role of ministerial priesthood and the lay faithful have developed in time; and how, at different stages, due to changes in society as nations developed, the lay faithful may have been excluded from their share in the offices of teaching, sanctifying and governing, according to their Christian vocation.

In Newman’s view, development is the opposite of corruption, so that when we admire his approach on the laity it has to be confronted with attitudes that may have appeared and reappeared among some sections of the clergy in the course of history. They arise as the result of human temptations due to our fallen human nature, out of suspicion or of distrust towards other sections of a community that ought to be united in the Mystical Body of Christ. Here lies the importance of responding to the call “to be one”.
 Even as the flock is urged to be united to their pastors, there is a call for the elders to tend the flock of God that is their charge, not by constraint but willingly, not for shameful gain but eagerly, not domineering over those in their charge but being examples to the flock.
 

The three notes selected from the seven are:

1. Preservation of type. From the beginning, as we gather from reading the Acts of the Apostles, there is an active participation of the ordinary faithful side by side with the apostles, deacons and presbyters.
 All are called ‘saints’ and are encouraged to aim at sanctity. Newman would have said, applying this principle to the laity, that the People of God remain the same original type as in the times of the Early Christians or those of the Middle Ages, but the external action that is demanded of them has constantly changed.

2. The beginnings anticipate its subsequent phases. So that when Newman would defend a wider scope for the integral role of the Church in influencing human education it was to have laymen who have a very important part to play in those essentially secular occupations. In Christifideles Laici John Paul II understands ‘secular’ life as “life in a family, at work, in social relationships, in the responsibilities of public life and in culture”.
 St Thomas More had led by example in this, four hundred years earlier. Newman also saw in the work of St Philip Neri, and his understanding of the spirit of the Renaissance, a revival of the truly humanistic nature of the Church in all ages. He was attracted by the fact that St Philip “carried out the Church into the world and aimed to bring under her light yoke as many men as he could possibly reach”. In deciding to be an Oratorian, Newman, saw greater freedom of action in that way of life, and was attracted by peculiarities in the Oratory of St Philip such as that “they had little or nothing to do with ecclesiastical matters or secular politics”
 and helped laymen by sharing their spiritual life with them.

3. The power of assimilation and revival. At different times a rift had occurred between the clergy and the laity due to ordinary human disagreements or petty rivalries. But remedies have been found and examples of a greater unity and effectiveness have been achieved. It is not that the role of the laity has undergone any fundamental change since the foundation of the Church by Jesus Christ, or that his basic commandment of “be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect”
 has not been properly understood until now. But a development was needed to take into account the changing conditions of society. It was a world in which the hierarchic Church no longer had a direct influence in the professional, social and political activities of men. In a sense it was going back to the early centuries when the Roman and Greek civilisation had to be Christianised. Newman clearly saw the need for a more active participation of the laity in matters which appertain to the essence of their vocation as Christians in the world. This meant that the laity had to be prepared and relied upon, both spiritually and intellectually, to carry the burden, in their own way, of the priestly, prophetic and kingly roles of the People of God.

One of Newman’s Anglican sermons is entitled precisely as ‘The Three Offices of Christ’. He starts with the affirmation that “Christ was Prophet, Priest, and King”, and continues with the observation, “that these three offices seem to contain in them and to represent the three principal conditions of mankind”: that of sufferers, that of those who work, that of those studious, learned and wise. Newman first applies this to those who should take Christ’s place “a ministerial order, who are His representatives and instruments. […] He consecrated His Apostles to suffer, […] to teach […] and to rule”. But then he adds:

Nay, all His followers in some sense bear all three offices, as Scripture is not slow to declare. In one place it is said, that Christ has ‘made us kings and priests unto God and His Father’; in another. ‘Ye have an unction from the Holy One, and ye know all things’.

In an earlier sermon, Newman had only applied these offices of Christ to the “peculiar dignity of the Christian Minister”. We can say that in those six years we can notice a development in his ‘theology of the People of God’.

If we now turn our attention to the period after his conversion to the Catholic Church, we learn that Newman, because of his background and inclination, “had seen great wants which had to be supplied among Catholics, especially as regards education”.
 Three years later, he points out the reason why he had been misunderstood: what had been expected of him were conversions. “At Propaganda [Fidei], conversions, and nothing else are the proof of doing any thing”. And he adds: “To me conversions were not the first thing, but the edification of Catholics. […] the Church must be prepared for converts, as well as converts prepared for the Church”.

In correspondence with John More Capes, a convert, the policy Newman favoured was, as his first biographer expressed it, “to let English [lay] Catholics grow stronger in reality – in organisation, education and influence – lying low as far as public display was concerned”.
 I interpret this by saying that it was not by some sort of official Catholic organisations but by holding beliefs imbued in Catholic doctrine. His doubts about Catholic schools and Catholic universities are well known, because of the danger he saw of their being turned into seminaries.

Capes had founded The Rambler in 1848. He was a product of Westminster School and Balliol College Oxford, and, like other converts soon experienced the cultural limitations of Catholics and their isolation from intellectual and public life in England. He hoped The Rambler would “serve to raise the level of culture of the English Catholics and by removing the reproach of intellectual backwardness, to enable them to exert their influence on other Englishmen”.

Newman was interested in laymen like Capes to come forward and lecture in defence of Catholics. In the end, however, Capes fell ill and Newman delivered some lectures himself. They were published under the title of Present Position of Catholics (1851). While those lectures were being delivered, Newman was asked by Cardinal Cullen to undertake as Rector the foundation of the Catholic University in Dublin that had been proposed by Rome.

The recommendation from Rome to the bishops had been that it should be “clerus et integra natio”
 (the clergy and the entire nation) who should work for the establishment of the Catholic University. But Newman had to fight very hard with the Irish bishops in order to include laymen in the staff. He wished to bridge the gap between the clerical and lay elements in the Church. He did not wish the university to be a seminary.

Newman’s view was that the integral role of the Church in influencing human education was to have wider scope. Laymen would have a very important part to play in those essentially secular occupations. In previous centuries, “there were but few laymen at all who could teach” and clerics were chosen for civil administration “simply because no others were to be found capable of undertaking it”.
 

In Dublin, Newman wanted to have audited accounts and finance committees of laymen. Also, avoiding the limitations that Church politics would have imposed upon him, he appointed lecturers and professors who held different political opinions: loyalists, nationalists, republicans and rebels. In those Autobiographical Writings, Newman asserts that

[…] what I think was the real serious cause of distance, jealousy, distrust, and disapproval, as regards me and my doings, was the desire I had to make the laity a substantive power in the University.

Another example of the difficulties Newman encountered in Ireland is this interesting paragraph from a letter written from the Oratory, Birmingham, to John Wallis, then editor of The Tablet:

It seems to me, speaking in confidence, that no small portion of the hierarchy and clergy of Ireland think it a mistake and a misfortune that they have any of the upper or middle class among them – that they do but feel awkward when a gentleman is converted or shows himself a good Catholic – and in fact, that they think that then only Ireland will become again the Isle of Saints, when it has a population of peasants ruled over by a patriotic priesthood patriarchally.

In another letter to Capes, apart from showing his insight into true ecumenism, Newman had suggested many practical ways in which laymen could provide support, give advice and back the initiatives of the hierarchy: but as something that should come from their own interest and devotion for the cause of the Church: “Men do with a special gusto what they do themselves – it is an outlet for private judgement.”

Later, in his correspondence with Sir John Acton over a period of two months, from June to July 1861, on themes related to the Catholic monthly The Rambler, Newman brings out the particular prerogative of the laity to uphold their opinions: “having excluded theology from the Rambler nothing remained over which the ecclesiastical power possessed jurisdiction”.

Newman encouraged the laymen to be independent witnesses to their faith, but as faithful Catholics always obedient to the Magisterium, so that in 1858, when he realised that in spite of the good work done, there was something defiant and unsettling in some of The Rambler’s articles, Newman saw the necessity for some moderating influence in The Rambler so that it could do good.

When, in 1859, The Rambler was censured by the bishops, Newman acted as intermediary, but it was another of those tasks he had undertaken in hope and frustrated by those who failed to understand its importance. In the May issue he contributed an article entitled, significantly, ‘On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine’.
What Newman tried to present in this article was the need to bring the laity forward in order to help them form in themselves a truly Catholic mind. His advice and encouragement to those who wrote in The Rambler, the same as his endeavours at the University in Dublin and in the foundation of a Catholic school in Birmingham, were part of this attempt. He had encountered difficulties precisely among the bishops and in some clerical circles who seemed not to welcome the collaboration of the laity and rather feared their intervention.

In May 1859 Bishop Ullathorne of Birmingham, in a conversation with Fr Newman, had said that “our laity were a peaceable set, the church was at peace. They had deep faith; they did not like to hear that anyone doubted”. Newman said that he saw another side, that the bishops perhaps did not see the state of the laity: in Ireland, how unsettled, yet how docile. When Ullathorne said something like “Who are the laity?”, Newman answered, as he himself records, something to the effect “that the Church would look foolish without them”.

What Newman had written in that article was that

[…] just as the faithful were consulted in the preparation of the dogmatic definition of the Immaculate Conception, it is at least as natural […] that the bishops would like to know the sentiments of an influential portion of the laity before they took any step which perhaps they could not recall.

Reading this now, at a time when the bishops, after Vatican II especially, do avail themselves of the help of so many different experts who are lay people, it is much easier to see Newman’s point of view. The misunderstanding arose because the idea of ‘consulting’ was interpreted as if it were on matters of faith. Newman explained his meaning by comparing it to consulting a barometer, which “does not give us its opinion, but ascertains for us a fact”.

Newman maintained that the faithful as distinct from the hierarchy, but also, in general together with the hierarchy, have that Catholic feeling. The fidelium sensus et consensus is a form of witnessing; the consensus of the faithful throughout the history of Christianity is the voice of the faithful Church. But one had to wait for Vatican II to have this confirmed in Lumen Gentium,
 and even more specifically in the Catechism of the Catholic Church.

Newman was very much convinced about the sensus fidelium, an intuition of the religious life of the people that would detect the orthodoxy of some opinion.

Drive a stake into a river’s bed, and you will at once ascertain which way it is running, and at what speed; throw up even a straw upon the air, and you will see which way the wind blows. Submit your heretical and your Catholic principle to the action of the multitude and you will be able to pronounce at once whether that multitude is imbued with Catholic truth or with heretical falsehood.
 

This was one of the passages that Newman quoted in his article, ‘On Consulting the Faithful in Matters of Doctrine’. 

One wonders whether our easy‑going modernistic age would have shaken his conviction, but then, it was precisely this grounding of faith that he wanted to promote in his educational programmes:

Human nature, left to itself, is susceptible of innumerable feelings, more or less unbecoming, indecorous, petty, and miserable. […] Mental cultivation, though it does not of itself touch the greater wounds of human nature, does a good deal for these lesser defects.

And so, what was needed were

[…] men who know their religion, who enter into it, who know just where they stand, who know what they hold, and what they do not, who know their creed so well, that they can give an account of it, who know so much of history that they can defend it. I want an intelligent, well-instructed laity; […] I wish you to enlarge your knowledge, to cultivate your reason, to get an insight into the relation of truth to truth, to learn to view things as they are, to understand how faith and reason stand to each other.

Newman realised that many of the hierarchy’s actions, which have human repercussions, needed the advice and the help of the laity who were more in the know of such things. On the other hand, the laity had to take upon themselves this duty with a sense of responsibility; but this responsibility could only be achieved if they felt themselves trusted by the bishops.

Newman explained very clearly the situation of Catholic lay men and women in the world, and, therefore, the need for providing the means of sanctifying themselves in the world. In a letter to Mrs Froude, who was considering whether to become a Catholic, he wrote: “this world is a world of trouble. You must come to the Church, not to avoid it, but to save your soul. If this is the motive, all is right”.
 As an Anglican, he had said:

[…] the Church is one thing, and the world is another, yet in present matter of fact, the Church is of the world, not separate from it. […] Thus we form part of the world to each other, though we be not of the world.

His pastoral concern for the laity did not begin after he had been received into the Catholic Church. The Parochial and Plain Sermons, written and preached between the years 1825 and 1843, were acknowledged, when printed in eight volumes in 1869, to have had an effect on those who read them and had had a living effect upon those who heard them. Who was he preaching to? Who had he wished to educate? The following extract from a sermon, commenting on the text “Now is it high time to awake out of sleep” (Rom 13:11) provides us with an answer:

While the Ministers of Christ are using the armour of light, and all things speak of Him, they [Christian citizens] ‘walk’ not ‘becomingly as in the day’. Many live altogether as though the day shone not on them, but the shadows still endured; and far the greater part of them are but very faintly sensible of the great truths preached around them. They see and hear as people in a dream; they mix up the Holy Word of God with their own idle imaginings; if startled for a moment, still they soon relapse into slumber; they refuse to be awakened, and think their happiness consists in continuing as they are.

Later he wrote:

Christianity is no theory of the study or the cloister. It has long since passed beyond the letter of documents and the reasonings of individual minds and has become public property.

The relevance of these quotations is simply to show that Newman expected that all the faithful, and the laity in particular, should give witness to their faith in the world, and in the different environments in which they lived. For this they required a proper formation.

Considering the laity as an integral part of the Church, it follows that those worldly affairs which are compatible with their Christian ideals and duties would be the main point of contact between the world and the Church. The laity is in many respects the link and the channel by means of which the world can be sanctified. The Church has gone into the world to save the world, but too often, and this was Newman’s contention, they had been considered as only a passive element and not an integral part of the Church.

A well-known passage of a letter written by Mgr Talbot to Archbishop Manning, from Rome in 1867, as a result of Newman’s article in The Rambler, is a very good instance of such a ‘clerical’ view:

What is the province of the laity? To hunt, to shoot, to entertain. These matters they understand, but to meddle with ecclesiastical matters they have no right at all, and this affair of Newman is a matter purely ecclesiastical.

It is here of course where Newman would beg to differ. The Church in the world is the whole of the People of God, and the duty of proclaiming and defending it includes the laity as much as the ‘ecclesiastics’. 

As mentioned, John Henry Newman saw in St Philip Neri a model from whom one could learn to bring the laity into a more active part in the mission of the Church. In an Instruction Newman gave on ‘The Mission of St Philip’, delivered in Birmingham in 1850, and at subsequent times, Newman says of St Philip that “it was his mission to save men, not from, but in, the world”; and that the people he gathered around himself “had little or nothing to do with ecclesiastical matters or with secular politics […] they let each day do its work as it came; they […] laid a special stress on prayer and meditation […] and they freely admitted laymen into their fellowship.”

It is to this group of parishioners and Oratorians that he asked to

[…] do a good deal of hard work in your generation, and prosecute many useful labours, and effect a number of religious purposes, and send many souls to heaven, and take men by surprise, how much you were really doing, when they happened to be near enough to see it.

In his Discourses to Mixed Congregations, Newman exhorts all Christians to take their mission seriously:

If He, the Creator, came into His own world not for His own pleasure, but to do His Father’s will, we too must surely have some work to do, and have seriously to bethink ourselves what that work is.

He presents the saints as a model even though not always our example, but as witnesses to the inspirations of the Holy Spirit for the particular needs of their times. What needed further development was the universal call to sanctity in the world, because the work to be done is the work of our sanctification. Our thoughts are, on hearing this, naturally directed to St Josemaría Escrivá, and Opus Dei, the Work he founded.

Here are some of his words in the homily ‘Passionately Loving the World’. It was delivered at a Mass celebrated in the campus of the University of Navarre on 8 October 1967, and he reminded those attending that

[…] everyday life is the true setting for your lives as Christians. Your ordinary contact with God takes place where your fellow men, your yearnings, your work and your affections are. There you have your daily encounter with Christ. It is in the midst of the most material things of the earth that we must sanctify ourselves, serving God and all mankind. […] You must understand now, more clearly, that God is calling you to serve Him in and from the ordinary, material and secular activities of human life. He waits for us every day, in the laboratory, in the operating theatre, in the army barracks, in the university chair, in the factory, in the workshop, in the fields, in the home and in all the immense panorama of work. Understand this well: there is something holy, something divine, hidden in the most ordinary situations, and it is up to each one of you to discover it.

In Newman we find, in anticipation, similar expressions of this same idea:

[…] every one who breathes, high and low, educated and ignorant, young and old, man and woman, has a mission, has a work. […] As Christ has His work, we too have ours; as He rejoiced to do His work, we must rejoice in ours also.

Here is another well known passage of Newman where perhaps the emphasis is more on sanctifying the day through devotions rather than on seeing work as prayer, as a means of sanctification in itself:

It is the saying of holy men that, if we wish to be perfect, we have nothing more to do than perform the ordinary duties of the day well. […] He, then, is perfect who does the work of the day perfectly, and we need not go beyond this to seek for perfection, You need not go out of the round of the day.
Newman goes on to advise certain practices which will help in that daily work, including:

Do not lie in bed beyond the due time of rising, give your first thought to God, make a good visit to the Blessed Sacrament, say the Angelus devoutly; eat and drink to God’s glory; say the Rosary well; be recollected; keep out bad thoughts, make your evening meditation well; examine yourself daily; go to bed in good time, and you are already perfect.

C. F. Harrold, in the introduction to his edition of The Idea of a University, seems to find a conflict in Newman’s mind between viewing a university education as a function of the Church and viewing it as a secular activity. But the conflict is only apparent, for there need be no contradiction between religion and secular knowledge, faith and reason, and, as Harrold himself says, what interested Newman was the “secular activity which, while exposing the loyal and devout Catholic to no serious worldly dangers, would so promote that ‘intellectual excellence’ […] as to raise the university-trained Catholics of the 50s to the level of the non-Catholics educated at Oxford and Cambridge”.

One should also recall the purpose Newman had when he founded the Oratory School: “a school run or lines which would be less ecclesiastic and monastic, where feminine influence would be real and constant”.

It is in the whole spectrum of human affairs that Newman makes this necessary distinction between the theological (dogmatic, hierarchical, doctrinal, call it what you will) and the secular (personal, optional, free…). 

It is indeed in the Vatican Council II’s ‘Dogmatic Constitution of the Church’ that a similar distinction is asked of the faithful. They should distinguish “between the rights and duties they have undertaken as members of the Christian flock, and those which belong to them as members of the human society”.

The ‘Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World’ develops this even further:

It is important, specially in pluralistic societies, that there should be proper regard for the relation between the political community and the Church and a clear distinction between what Christians singly and collectively do in their own name, as citizens guided by a Christian conscience, and what they do in conjunction with their pastors in the name of the Church.

And so we have come back to Newman as a precursor of the Second Vatican Council. One of many, but he certainly could be qualified as one even if only on the role of the laity in the Catholic Church, and their sensus fidelium.
R. A. P. Stork
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