Newman and the Church Fathers

The Fathers made me a Catholic

Blessed John Henry Newman’s life stretched from near the end of the 18th century to close to the beginning of the 20th, having been born on 21 February 1801 and died on 11 August 1890. Throughout his life great changes occurred in society and in his own circumstances. One of the greatest changes in his life occurred in 1816 when aged 15 he experienced a deep religious experience, and another major alteration occurred  in 1845 when he converted to Catholicism, thus he changed from luke-warm Anglicanism to Evangelical conviction and finally to the Catholic Church.
 He wrote in An Essay on the Development of Christian Doctrine “In a higher world it is otherwise, but here below to live is to change, and to be perfect is to have changed often”.1 This well-known quotation may give the impression that he changed his values  fundamentally during his life but there were some principles to which he held constantly, and one of these was his belief in the importance of dogma, and he found the importance of this in the Fathers, thus in a reply to Dr Pusey (Remarks on Various Statements Introduced into the Eirenicon)  he wrote:
The Fathers made me a Catholic, and I am not going to kick down the ladder by which I ascended into the Church. It is a ladder quite as serviceable for that purpose now, as it was twenty years ago. Though I hold, as you know, a process of development in Apostolic truth as time goes on, such development does not supersede the Fathers, but explains and completes them.2
This quotation shows that while he believed in development, yet he had solid permanent foundations to his faith, and his study of the Fathers reinforced his convictions. In later life (Apologia pro Vita Sua) he wrote:   
I have changed in many things: in this I have not. From the age of fifteen, dogma has been the fundamental principle of my religion… What I held in 1816, I held in 1833, and I hold in 1864. Please God, I shall hold it to the end.3 

Many excellent works have been written about Newman and the Fathers of the Church. Frs Thomas Norris4 and Thomas McGovern5 have discussed this topic, as has Fr Ian Ker6.   However in this short presentation I will not try to be comprehensive. Previously I discussed St Ignatius of Antioch in the Writings of Venerable John Henry Newman7 in a talk in Maynooth, and ‘At one with the bishop and presbyters and deacons’: the Letters of Ignatius Compared with those of Paul8 in Oxford. It was noted that St Ignatius, the earliest Father to be considered by Newman, stressed the importance of bishops, as shown, for example, in his Letter to the Smyrnaeans:
See that you all follow the bishop, even as Jesus Christ does the Father, and the presbytery as you would the apostles; and reverence the deacons, as being the institution of God. Let no man do anything connected with the Church without the bishop.9
Newman, like Ignatius, held strongly in the importance of bishops, although there is irony here as he had difficulties with bishops, such as Cardinals Cullen and Manning and his concerns about the Anglican-German bishopric of Jerusalem played a significant role in his difficulties with Anglicanism and his conversion to Catholicism. His respect for bishops did not prevent him from criticizing the Archbishop of Canterbury, since Ker quotes Newman as claiming that “if he (Archbishop Howley) had but the little finger of Athanasius, he would do us all the good in the world”.6                                                                                                                           
In a chronological consideration of Newman’s studies of the Fathers, it is worth noting that his interests began in boyhood, since at the age of fifteen he wrote that “I read Joseph Milner’s Church History, and was nothing short of enamoured of the long extracts from St Augustine, St Ambrose, and the other Fathers I found there”.10 This was the beginning of Newman’s interest in the Fathers. Here he first met the importance of dogma.
The next major stage in Newman’s study of the Fathers occurred in 1828 when Newman set about to read the Church Fathers chronologically, “beginning with St. Ignatius and St. Justin”.10
After his return from an extensive visit to Europe, and the Mediterranean region especially, many significant publications appeared. In 1833 his book The Arians of the Fourth Century11 was published, and republished in a uniform issue in 1871. In The Advertisement Newman wrote “Some apology is due to the reader for the length of the introductory chapter, but it was intended as the opening of a more extensive undertaking”.11 Initially it was intended to write a more comprehensive book on the early councils, so the final work, concentrating on Arianism, was not what was initially intended. In this work Athanasius, a hero in Newman’s view, featured greatly.

In his Apologia10 Newman wrote:

The work at last appeared under the title of The Arians of the Fourth Century and of its 422 pages, the first 117 consisted of introductory matter, and the Council of Nicaea did not appear till the 254th and then consisted at most twenty pages… The battle of Arianism was first fought in Alexandria; Athanasius, the champion of the truth, was bishop of Alexandria.

This period also saw the start of the Oxford (Tractarian) Movement, and in many of the Tracts, written by Newman, his views on the Fathers featured largely. As well as holding firmly to the Patristic views of dogma and bishops he firmly held other principles. His main convictions during the Tractarian Movement and for much of his life, were: 

1. First was the principle of dogma: my battle was with liberalism; by liberalism I mean the anti-dogmatic principle and its developments. This was the first point on which I was certain…
2. Secondly, I was confident in the truth of a certain definite religious teaching, based upon this foundation of dogma; viz. that there was a visible Church, with sacraments and rites which are the channels of invisible grace. I thought that this was the doctrine of Scripture, of the early Church, and of the Anglican Church… And further, as to the Episcopal system, I founded it upon the Epistles of St. Ignatius, which inculcated it in various ways…  

3. But now, as to the third point on which I stood in 1833, and which I have utterly renounced and trampled upon since,—my then view of the Church of Rome… I thought the Pope to be Antichrist.3

These principles, which influenced his thinking while contributing to the Tracts for the Times, also reflect his perennial convictions during his long career.
An important factor encouraging the writings of Newman at this time was that in 1833 the British Parliament proposed abolishing ten of the twenty two sees in the Church of Ireland. Newman, with his strong views about bishops, was extremely upset by this and he drew parallels between the situation of the Church in the fourth century and the Anglican Church in his day.6
Around this time Newman wrote a series of article which were printed in issues of the British Magazine, and were brought together in 1840 in The Church of the Fathers. This was included in Historical Sketches, Volume 2, where in The Advertisement it was noted:

The following Sketches, which, with two or three exceptions, appeared in the British Magazine during 1833 and the following years, do not, as the author is very conscious, warrant a title of such high pretension as that which was there prefixed to them and is here preserved. But that title will at least show the object with which they were written, viz. to illustrate, as far as they go, the tone and modes of thought, the habits and manners of the early times of the Church.12
 The Arians of the Fourth Century, The Church of the Fathers and the first Tracts for the Times were written essentially around the same time, however the history of the publication of The Church of the Fathers is complex, since it was first published in 1840.  The most recent publication of The Church of the Fathers was in 2002, when an edition edited by Francis McGrath was published by the Notre Dame Press13 and most of this is available online.14 McGrath considers there are two works considered The Church of the Fathers, the Anglican one of 1840 and subsequent editions and Catholic versions of 1868 and 1873, even though much material in both is identical.    
While Newman’s most important work concerning the Fathers was written when Newman was in his early thirties, throughout his life he wrote concerning the Fathers, even though some publications were reissues of previously written material. In 1842, reissued 1877,  Select Treatises of St Athanasius was published.15  Historical Sketches, Volume 3 contained Historical Tracts of St. Athanasius Translated by Miles Atkinson, with Preface and Notes by John Henry Newman.16 
In the 1903 9th impression of Select Treatises of St Athanasius in Controversy with the Arians freely translated with an Appendix by John Henry Newman17 it is noted that  the translation is considered free rather than strictly literal.  This impression contains The Advertisement  to the 3rd edition:18
I AM obliged to accompany this new edition of my translation of certain Treatises of     St. Athanasius against the Arians with some words of explanation, or even of apology…

Things are much altered since 1836-1845. I yield to no one still in special devotion to those centuries of the Catholic Church which the Holy Fathers represent; but I see no difficulty at this day in a writer proposing to himself a free translation of their Treatises, if he makes an open profession of what he is doing, and has sufficient reasons for doing it…
I did not follow Athanasius's text sentence by sentence, allowing myself in abbreviation where he was diffuse, and in paraphrase where he was obscure.This then is what I determined on, and thus I set off in this new Edition; and I so far acted upon this view that I am obliged in the title-page to call my work "a free translation"… 
 Febr. 2, 1881. J. H. N.
To the Fourth Edition.—Also I regret that I have not been able in this new edition to prosecute in any sufficient way my intention of making the work answer the idea of a free translation.
May 2, 1887.
Thus one sees that Newman was thinking about and studying the  Fathers from his boyhood in 1816 right up to near the end of his long life. The above long quotation indicates a possible, but important,  criticism of Newman’s works on Athanasius, that his translations are not rigorously literal and may be excessively polemical at times.
In a broad and loose sense St Benedict might be considered a Father of the Church and thus a work with local Irish interest, The Mission of St. Benedict which was published in the January 1858 issue of the Atlantis and printed in Historical Sketches, Volume 219, might be considered a work on the Fathers by Newman. The Atlantis was a learned journal, launched by Newman, designed to publish the academic work of the Catholic University of Ireland. In this  article Newman does not claim Benedict as a Church Father, although others have done so, or  as a major contributor to dogma, noting “Dogma runs along the line of Athanasius, Augustine, Thomas”. 
 While  Newman wrote very extensively on St Athanasius and Arianism he also wrote works on St Chrysostom, St Cyril, the epistles and theology of St Ignatius and Theodoret.20

Another major project was the Library of the Fathers,with which Newman, Pusey, Keble and others were associated. This was a series of about 50 volumes published from 1838 to 1881. Newman ceased to be editor in 1845 when he converted to Catholicism.21   
This  paper has attempted to show  that Newman’s interest in the Fathers remained constant throughout his life from the age of fifteen. He was consistent, having as his major theological  conviction the importance of dogma.  His two major works, both essentially from 1833, The Arians of the Fourth Century and The Church of the Father, as well as his Tracts for the Times, expressed his unchanging views on the Fathers of the Church and especially St Athanasius. 

In conclusion I want to thank very sincerely Frs Thomas Norris, Fr Thomas McGovern and Prof Teresa Iglesias for helpful suggestions.
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