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From Chapter 3. History of My Religious Opinions from
1839 to 1841

And now that I am about to trace, as far as I can, the course of that great
revolution of mind, which led me to leave my own home, to which I was
bound by so many strong and tender ties, I feel overcome with the difficulty
of satisfying myself in my account of it, and have recoiled from the attempt,
till the near approach of the day, on which these lines must be given to the
world, forces me to set about the task. For who can know himself, and the
multitude of subtle influences which act upon him? And who can recollect,
at the distance of twenty-five years, all that he once knew about his thoughts
and his deeds, and that, during a portion of his life, when even at the time, his
observation, whether of himself or of the external world, was less than before
or after, by very reason of the perplexity and dismay which weighed upon him,
when, in spite of the light given to him according to his need amid his darkness,
yet a darkness it emphatically was? And who can suddenly gird himself to a
new and anxious undertaking, which he might be able indeed to perform well,
were full and calm leisure allowed him to look through every thing that he
had written, whether in published works or private letters? yet again, granting
that calm contemplation of the past, in itself so desirable, who could afford to
be leisurely and deliberate, while he practices on himself a cruel operation,
the ripping up of old griefs, and the venturing again upon the infandum dolo-
rem1 of years, in which the stars of this lower heaven were one by one going
out? I could not in cool blood, nor except upon the imperious call of duty,
attempt what I have set myself to do. It is both to head and heart an extreme
trial, thus to analyze what has so long gone by, and to bring out the results of
that examination. I have done various bold things in my life; this is the boldest,
and, were I not sure I should after all succeed in my object, it would be madness
to set about it.

1. Grief beyond words ( Aeneid 2.3).
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In the spring of 1839 my position in the Anglican Church was at its
height. I had supreme confidence in my controversial status, and I had a
great and still growing success, in recommending it to others. I had in the
foregoing autumn been somewhat sore at the Bishop’s Charge,2 but I have a
letter which shows that all annoyance had passed from my mind. In January,
if I recollect aright, in order to meet the popular clamor against myself and
others, and to satisfy the Bishop, I had collected into one all the strong
things which they, and especially I, had said against the Church of Rome, in
order to their insertion among the advertisements appended to our
publications.3 Conscious as I was that my opinions in religion were not
gained, as the world said, from Roman sources, but were, on the contrary,
the birth of my own mind and of the circumstances in which I had been
placed, I had a scorn of the imputations which were heaped upon me. It was
true that I held a large bold system of religion, very unlike the Protestantism
of the day, but it was the concentration and adjustment of the statements of
great Anglican authorities, and I had as much right to hold it, as the Evan-
gelical, and more right than the Liberal party could show, for asserting their
own respective doctrines. As I declared on occasion of Tract 90,4 I claimed,
in behalf of who would in the Anglican Church, the right of holding with
Bramhall a comprecation with the Saints, and the Mass all but Transubstan-
tiation with Andrewes, or with Hooker that Transubstantiation itself is not a
point for Churches to part communion upon, or with Hammond that a
General Council, truly such, never did, never shall err in a matter of faith,
or with Bull that man had in paradise and lost on the fall, a supernatural
habit of grace, or with Thorndike that penance is a propitiation for post-
baptismal sin, or with Pearson5 that the allpowerful name of Jesus is no oth-
erwise given than in the Catholic Church. “Two can play at that,” was often

2. In 1838 Newman had been hurt when his bishop, Richard Bagot of Oxford (whom he admired), criticized
some of the tracts published by the Anglo-Catholic group.
3. Tracts and articles written by High Church Anglican clergymen who made up the Tractarian Anglo-
Catholic party, or Oxford Movement. Their opponents, the Evangelicals and also the Broad Church liberals,
accused them of favoring Roman Catholic doctrines.
4. An interpretation of Anglicanism by Newman, published in 1841, which provoked an acrimonious
controversy.
5. All the names here are those of Anglican clergymen of the 16th and 17th centuries. Newman and his
Anglo-Catholic party frequently reinforced their theological arguments by drawing from the writings of these
earlier divines, especially from Richard Hooker’s Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (1593), a defense of the
Anglican position as a via media (middle way) between Roman Catholicism and Protestantism.
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in my mouth, when men of Protestant sentiments appealed to the Articles,
Homilies, or Reformers; in the sense that, if they had a right to speak loud, I
had the liberty to speak out as well as they, and had the means, by the same
or parallel appeals, of giving them tit for tat. I thought that the Anglican Church
was tyrannized over by a mere party, and I aimed at bringing into effect the
promise contained in the motto to the Lyra, “They shall know the difference
now.”6 I only asked to be allowed to show them the difference.

What will best describe my state of mind at the early part of 1839 is an
Article in the British Critic for that April. I have looked over it now, for the
first time since it was published; and have been struck by it for this reason: it
contains the last words which I ever spoke as an Anglican to Anglicans. It may
now be read as my parting address and valediction, made to my friends. I little
knew it at the time. It reviews the actual state of things, and it ends by looking
toward the future. It is not altogether mine; for my memory goes to this, that
I had asked a friend to do the work; that then, the thought came on me, that
I would do it myself; and that he was good enough to put into my hands what
he had with great appositeness written, and that I embodied it in my Article.
Every one, I think, will recognize the greater part of it as mine. It was published
two years before the affair of Tract 90, and was entitled “The State of Religious
Parties.”

In this Article, I begin by bringing together testimonies from our enemies
to the remarkable success of our exertions. One writer said: “Opinions and
views of a theology of a very marked and peculiar kind have been extensively
adopted and strenuously upheld, and are daily gaining ground among a con-
siderable and influential portion of the members, as well as ministers of the
Established Church.” * * *

After thus stating the phenomenon of the time, as it presented itself to
those who did not sympathize in it, the Article proceeds to account for it;
and this it does by considering it as a reaction from the dry and superficial
character of the religious teaching and the literature of the last generation,
or century, and as a result of the need which was felt both by the hearts
and the intellects of the nation for a deeper philosophy, and as the evi-
dence and as the partial fulfillment of that need, to which even the chief

6. On returning to battle the Trojans, Achilles had boasted: “You shall know the difference now that I am
back again” (Iliad 18.125). His words served as the motto for Lyra Apostolica, a series of Anglo-Catholic articles
published in the British Magazine, of which Newman served as editor.
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authors of the then generation had borne witness. First, I mentioned the lit-
erary influence of Walter Scott, who turned men’s minds in the direction
of the middle ages. “The general need,” I said, “of something deeper and
more attractive, than what had offered itself elsewhere, may be considered
to have led to his popularity; and by means of his popularity he reacted on
his readers, stimulating their mental thirst, feeding their hopes, setting
before them visions, which, when once seen, are not easily forgotten, and
silently indoctrinating them with nobler ideas, which might afterwards be
appealed to as first principles.”

Then I spoke of Coleridge, thus: “While history in prose and verse was
thus made the instrument of Church feelings and opinions, a philosophical
basis for the same was laid in England by a very original thinker, who,
while he indulged a liberty of speculation, which no Christian can tolerate,
and advocated conclusions which were often heathen rather than Christian,
yet after all installed a higher philosophy into inquiring minds, than they
had hitherto been accustomed to accept. In this way he made trial of his
age, and succeeded in interesting its genius in the cause of Catholic truth.”

Then come Southey and Wordsworth, “to living poets, one of whom in
the department of fantastic fiction, the other in that of philosophical med-
itation, have addressed themselves to the same high principles and feelings,
and carried forward their readers in the same direction.”

* * *
These being the circumstances under which the Movement began and pro-
gressed, it was absurd to refer it to the act of two or three individuals. It was
not so much a movement as a “spirit afloat”; it was within us, “rising up in
hearts where it was least suspected, and working itself, though not in secret,
yet so subtly and impalpably, as hardly to admit of precaution or encounter
on any ordinary human rules of opposition. It is,” I continued, “an adversary
in the air, a something one and entire, a whole wherever it is, unapproach-
able and incapable of being grasped, as being the result of causes far deeper
than political or other visible agencies, the spiritual awakening of spiritual
wants.”

* * *
Lastly, I proceeded to the question of that future of the Anglican Church,
which was to be a new birth of the Ancient Religion. And I did not venture to
pronounce upon it. “About the future, we have no prospect before our minds
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whatever, good or bad. Ever since that great luminary, Augustine, proved to be
the last bishop of Hippo, Christians have had a lesson against attempting to
foretell, how Providence will prosper and” [or?] “bring to an end, what it
begins.” Perhaps the lately revived principles would prevail in the Anglican
Church; perhaps they would be lost in some miserable schism, or some more
miserable compromise; but there was nothing rash in venturing to predict that
“neither Puritanism nor Liberalism had any permanent inheritance within
her.”

Then I went on: “As to Liberalism, we think the formularies of the Church
will ever, with the aid of a good Providence, keep it from making any serious
inroads upon the clergy. Besides, it is too cold a principle to prevail with the
multitude.” But as regarded what was called Evangelical Religion or Puritan-
ism, there was more to cause alarm. I observed upon its organization; but on
the other hand it had no intellectual basis; no internal idea, no principle of
unity, no theology. “Its adherents,” I said, “are already separating from each
other; they will melt away like a snowdrift. It has no straightforward view on
any one point, on which it professes to teach, and to hide its poverty, it has
dressed itself out in a maze of words. We have no dread of it at all; we only
fear what it may lead to. It does not stand on intrenched ground, or make any
pretense to a position; it does but occupy the space between contending powers,
Catholic Truth and Rationalism. Then indeed will be the stern encounter,
when two real and living principles, simple, entire, and consistent, one in the
Church, the other out of it, at length rush upon each other, contending not
for names and words, or half-views, but for elementary notions and distinctive
moral characters.”

Whether the ideas of the coming age upon religion were true or false, at
least they would be real. “In the present day,” I said, “mistiness is the mother
of wisdom. A man who can set down a half-a-dozen general propositions, which
escape from destroying one another only by being diluted into truisms, who
can hold the balance between opposites so skillfully as to do without fulcrum
or beam, who never enunciates a truth without guarding himself against being
supposed to exclude the contradictory—who holds that Scripture is the only
authority, yet that the Church is to be deferred to, that faith only justifies, yet
that it does not justify without works, that grace does not depend on the sac-
raments, yet is not given without them, that bishops are a divine ordinance,
yet those who have them not are in the same religious condition as those who
have—this is your safe man and the hope of the Church; this is what the
Church is said to want, not party men, but sensible, temperate, sober, well-
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judging persons, to guide it through the channel of no-meaning, between the
Scylla and Charydbis of Aye and No.”

This state of things, however, I said, could not last, if men were to read and
think. They “will not keep in that very attitude which you call sound Church-of-
Englandism or orthodox Protestantism. They cannot go on forever standing on
one leg, or sitting without a chair, or walking with their feet tied, or like Tityrus’s
stags grazing in the air.7 They will take one view or another, but it will be a
consistent view. It may be Liberalism, or Erastianism, or Popery, or Catholicity;
but it will be real.”

I concluded the Article by saying, that all who did not wish to be “demo-
cratic, or pantheistic, or popish,” must “look out for some Via Media which
will preserve us from what threatens, though it cannot restore the dead. The
spirit of Luther is dead; but Hildebrand and Loyola are alive.8 Is it sensible,
sober, judicious, to be so very angry with those writers of the day, who point
to the fact, that our divines of the seventeenth century have occupied a ground
which is the true and intelligible mean between extremes? Is it wise to quarrel
with this ground, because it is not exactly what we should choose, had we the
power of choice? Is it true moderation, instead of trying to fortify a middle
doctrine, to fling stones at those who do? . . . Would you rather have your sons
and daughters members of the Church of England or of the Church of Rome?”

And thus I left the matter. But, while I was thus speaking of the future of
the Movement, I was in truth winding up my accounts with it, little dreaming
that it was so to be; while I was still, in some way or other, feeling about for
an available Via Media, I was soon to receive a shock which was to cast out of
my imagination all middle courses and compromises forever.9 As I have said,
this Article appeared in the April number of the British Critic; in the July
number, I cannot tell why, there is no Article of mine; before the number for
October, the event had happened to which I have alluded.

But before I proceed to describe what happened to me in the summer of
1839, I must detain the reader for a while, in order to describe the issue of the
controversy between Rome and the Anglican Church, as I viewed it. This will
involve some dry discussion; but it is as necessary for my narrative, as plans of
buildings and homesteads are at times needed in the proceedings of our law
courts.

7. Virgil, Eclogues 1.59.
8. Hildebrand (Pope Gregory VII) and St. Ignatius of Loyola, representing medieval and modern Catholicism.
9. The “shock” was prompted by his discovery in 1839, in the course of studying church history, that the
Anglican position seemed to be identical with that of a heretical movement of the 5th century.
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* * *
From Chapter 5. Position of My Mind Since 1845

* * *
Starting then with the being of a God (which, as I have said, is as certain to

me as the certainty of my own existence, though when I try to put the grounds
of that certainty into logical shape I find a difficulty in doing so in mood and
figure to my satisfaction), I look out of myself into the world of men, and there
I see a sight which fills me with unspeakable distress. The world seems simply
to give the lie to that great truth, of which my whole being is so full; and the
effect upon me is, in consequence, as a matter of necessity, as confusing as if
it denied that I am in existence myself. If I looked into a mirror, and did not
see my face, I should have the sort of feeling which actually comes upon me,
when I look into this living busy world, and see no reflection of its Creator.
This is, to me, one of the great difficulties of this absolute primary truth, to
which I referred just now. Were it not for this voice, speaking so clearly in my
conscience and my heart, I should be an atheist, or a pantheist, or a polytheist
when I looked into the world. I am speaking for myself only; and I am far from
denying the real force of the arguments in proof of a God, drawn from the
general facts of human society, but these do not warm me or enlighten me;
they do not take away the winter of my desolation, or make the buds unfold
and the leaves grow within me, and my moral being rejoice. The sight of the
world is nothing else than the prophet’s scroll, full of “lamentations, and
mourning, and woe.”1

To consider the world in its length and breadth, its various history, the many
races of man, their starts, their fortunes, their mutual alienation, their conflicts;
and then their ways, habits, governments, forms of worship; their enterprises,
their aimless courses, their random achievements and acquirements, the impo-
tent conclusion of long-standing facts, the tokens so faint and broken, of a
superintending design, the blind evolution of what turn out to be great powers
or truth, the progress of things, as if from unreasoning elements, not towards
final causes, the greatness and littleness of man, his far-reaching aims, his short
duration, the curtain hung over his futurity, the disappointments of life, the
defeat of good, the success of evil, physical pain, mental anguish, the preva-
lence and intensity of sin, the pervading idolatries, the corruptions, the dreary

1. Ezekiel 2.9–10.
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hopeless irreligion, that condition of the whole race, so fearfully yet exactly
described in the Apostle’s words, “having no hope and without God in the
world”2—all this is a vision to dizzy and appall; and inflicts upon the mind the
sense of a profound mystery which is absolutely beyond human solution.

What shall be said to this heart-piercing, reason-bewildering fact? I can only
answer that either there is no Creator, or this living society of men is in a true
sense discarded from His presence. Did I see a boy of good make and mind,
with the tokens on him of a refined nature, cast upon the world without pro-
vision, unable to say whence he came, his birthplace or his family connections,
I should conclude that there was some mystery connected with his history, and
that he was one, of whom, from one cause or other, his parents were ashamed.
Thus only should I be able to account for the contrast between the promise
and condition of his being. And so I argue about the world—if there be a God,
since there is a God, the human race is implicated in some terrible aboriginal
calamity. It is out of joint with the purposes of its Creator. This is a fact, a fact
as true as the fact of its existence; and thus the doctrine of what is theologically
called original sin becomes to me almost as certain as that the world exists,
and as the existence of God.

And now, supposing it were the blessed and loving will of the Creator to
interfere in this anarchical condition of things, what are we to suppose would
be the methods which might be necessarily or naturally involved in His object
of mercy? Since the world is in so abnormal a state, surely it would be no
surprise to me if the interposition were of necessity equally extraordinary—or
what is called miraculous. But that subject does not directly come into the
scope of my present remarks. Miracles as evidence involve an argument; and
of course I am thinking of some means which does not immediately run into
argument. I am rather asking what must be the face-to-face antagonist, by which
to withstand and baffle the fierce energy of passion and the all-corroding, all-
dissolving skepticism of the intellect in religious inquiries? I have no intention
at all to deny that truth is the real object of our reason, and that, if it does not
attain to truth, either the premise or the process is in fault; but I am not speaking
of right reason, but of reason as it acts in fact and concretely in fallen man. I
know that even the unaided reason, when correctly exercised, leads to a belief
in God, in the immortality of the soul, and in a future retribution; but I am
considering it actually and historically; and in this point of view, I do not think
I am wrong in saying that its tendency is towards a simple unbelief in matters

2. Ephesians 2.12.
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of religion. No truth, however sacred, can stand against it, in the long run; and
hence it is that in the pagan world, when out Lord came, the last traces of the
religious knowledge of former times were all but disappearing from those por-
tions of the world in which the intellect had been active and had had a career.

And in these latter days, in like manner, outside the Catholic Church things
are tending, with far greater rapidity than in that old time from the circum-
stance of the age, to atheism in one shape or other. What a scene, what a
prospect, does the whole of Europe present at this day! and not only Europe,
but every government and every civilization through the world, which is under
the influence of the European mind! Especially, for it most concerns us, how
sorrowful, in the view of religion, even taken in its most elementary, most
attenuated form, is the spectacle presented to us by the educated intellect of
England, France, and Germany! Lovers of their country and of their race,
religious men, external to the Catholic Church, have attempted various expe-
dients to arrest fierce willful human nature in its onward course, and to bring
it into subjection. The necessity of some form of religion for the interests of
humanity has been generally acknowledged: but where was the concrete rep-
resentative of things invisible, which would have the force and the toughness
necessary to be a breakwater against the deluge? Three centuries ago the estab-
lishment of religion, material, legal, and social was generally adopted as the
best expedient for the purpose, in those countries which separated from the
Catholic Church; and for a long time it was successful; but now the crevices
of those establishments are admitting the enemy. Thirty years ago, education
was relied upon: ten years ago there was a hope that wars would cease forever,
under the influence of commercial enterprise and the reign of the useful and
fine arts;3 but will anyone venture to say that there is anything anywhere on
this earth, which will afford a fulcrum for us, whereby to keep the earth from
moving onwards?

The judgment, which experience passes on establishments or education, as
a means of maintaining religious truth in this anarchical world, must be
extended even to Scripture, though Scripture be divine. Experience proves
surely that the Bible does not answer a purpose, for which it was never intended.
It may be accidentally the means of the conversion of individuals; but a book,
after all, cannot make a stand against the wild living intellect of man, and in
this day it begins to testify, as regards its own structure and contents, to the

3. A reference to the optimism generated at the time of the Great Exhibition of 1851, a mood that was sobered
by the sufferings endured during the Crimean War (1854–56).
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power of that universal solvent,4 which is so successfully acting upon religious
establishments.

Supposing then it to be the Will of the Creator to interfere in human affairs,
and to make provisions for retaining in the world a knowledge of Himself, so
definite and distinct as to be proof against the energy of human skepticism, in
such a case—I am far from saying that there was no other way—but there is
nothing to surprise the mind, if He should think fit to introduce a power into
the world, invested with the prerogative of infallibility in religious matters. Such
a provision would be a direct, immediate, active, and prompt means of with-
standing the difficulty; it would be an instrument suited to the need; and, when
I find that this is the very claim of the Catholic Church, not only do I feel no
difficulty in admitting the idea, but there is a fitness in it, which recommends
it to my mind. And thus I am brought to speak of the Church’s infallibility, as
a provision, adapted by the mercy of the Creator, to preserve religion in the
world, and to restrain that freedom of thought, which of course in itself is one
of the greatest of our natural gifts, and to rescue it from its own suicidal excesses.
And let it be observed that, neither here nor in what follows, shall I have
occasion to speak directly of the revealed body of truths, but only as they bear
upon the defense of natural religion. I say that a power, possessed of infallibility
in religious teaching, is happily adapted to be a working instrument, in the
course of human affairs, or smiting hard and throwing back the immense
energy of the aggressive intellect—and in saying this, as in the other things that
I have to say, it must still be recollected that I am all along bearing in mind
my main purpose, which is a defense of myself.

I am defending myself here from a plausible charge brought against Cath-
olics, as will be seen better as I proceed. The charge is this: that I, as a Catholic,
not only make profession to hold doctrines which I cannot possibly believe in
my heart, but that I also believe in the existence of a power on earth, which at
its own will imposes upon men any new set of credenda,5 when it pleases, by
a claim to infallibility; in consequence, that my own thoughts are not my own
property; that I cannot tell that tomorrow I may not have to give up what I
hold today, and that the necessary effect of such a condition of mind must be
a degrading bondage, or a bitter inward rebellion relieving itself in secret infi-
delity, or the necessity of ignoring the whole subject of religion in a sort of
disgust, and of mechanically saying everything that the Church says, and leav-

4. An allusion to the Higher Criticism, a method of analyzing the Bible as history.
5. Beliefs.



Apologia Pro Vita Sua 11

ing to others the defense of it. As then I have above spoken of the relation of
my mind towards the Catholic Creed, so now I shall speak of the attitude which
it takes up in view of the Church’s infallibility.

And first, the initial doctrine of the infallible teacher must be an emphatic
protest against the existing state of mankind. Man had rebelled against his
Maker. It was this that caused the divine interposition: and the first act of the
divinely accredited messenger must be to proclaim it. The Church must
denounce rebellion as of all possible evils the greatest. She must have no terms
with it; if she would be true to her Master, she must ban and anathematize it.
This is the meaning of a statement which has furnished matter for one of those
special accusations to which I am at present replying: I have, however, no fault
at all to confess in regard to it; I have nothing to withdraw, and in consequence
I here deliberately repeat it. I said, “The Catholic Church holds it better for
the sun and moon to drop from heaven, for the earth to fail, and for all the
many millions on it to die of starvation in extremest agony, as far as temporal
affliction goes, than that one soul, I will not say, should be lost, but should
commit one single venial sin, should tell one willful untruth, or should steal
one poor farthing without excuse.” I think the principle here enunciated to be
the mere preamble in the formal credentials of the Catholic Church, as an Act
of Parliament might begin with a “Whereas.” It is because of the intensity of
the evil which has possession of mankind that a suitable antagonist has been
provided against it; and the initial act of that divinely-commissioned power is
of course to deliver her challenge and to defy the enemy. Such a preamble
then gives a meaning to her position in the world, and an interpretation to her
whole course of teaching and action.

* * *
1864–65


