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John Henry Newman's Thoughts on Islam





	John Henry Newman's thoughts on "Mahometanism" and its founder are revealed though his life's writings.  Newman's assessments are of increased interest today as Western civilization considers how to regard Islam.  Though Newman would not deny whatever is good and true in Islam, his writings consistently demonstrate his conviction regarding the Islamic religion's essential falsehood and imperfection.  


	In 1838, in the course of writing on the Church Fathers' ideas about the Antichrist, Newman submits that "the false prophet Mahomet, who propagated his imposture about 600 years after Christ came," stands as a likeness of the Antichrist.  Newman also includes in his company King Antiochus (against whom the Maccabees rebelled) and the Roman Emperor Julian (called the Apostate).  Newman says these figures foreshadow, in agreement with "the universal tradition of the early Church", how the Antichrist shall be "one individual man, not a power,-not a mere ethical spirit, or a political system, not a dynasty, or succession of rulers".(1)


	In this same work, Newman predicts that Antichrist will come once the old forms of empire on earth have crumbled away.  He sees a sign of this trend in "the present state of the Roman Empire".  By this he means modern Europe, which he likens to "a man on his death-bed, who after many throes and pangs at last goes off when you least expect, or perhaps you know not when."  Newman's opinion on the state of Islamic religion is revealed when he observes that, "Again, another anxious sign at the present time is what appears in the approaching destruction of the Mahometan power. This too may outlive our day; still it tends visibly to annihilation, and as it crumbles, perchance the sands of the world's life are running out."


	In 1843, Newman again states his judgement that Islam was approaching its demise.  He notes that kingdoms, nations, philosophies, heresies and the like, all fail in time's passage.  "They have their day, but the Church is eternal; yet in their day they seem of much account.  How in early times must the Church have been dismayed, when, from the East, the false religion of Mahomet spread far and near, and Christians were extirpated or converted by it by thousands! Yet even that long-lived delusion is now failing; and though younger than the Church by some centuries, has aged before it."(2)


	At this time, Newman predicts the fall of Islamic religion because he perceived its stagnancy.  In 1849 he says, "Mahometanism is only an indigenous religion, and that in certain portions of two continents, with little power or wish to propagate its faith."(3)  Newman expanded on this point further in 1850:  "[In proselytizing,] Mahometanism soon got tired of its own undertaking, and, when the novelty and excitement of conversion were over, it relapsed into a sort of conservative, local, national religion..."(4)  However in 1853, in lectures on the history of the Muslim Turks, Newman seems to reverse his prior prediction, which doubted Islam's future endurance.  "First, no well-authenticated tokens come to us of the decay of the Mahometan faith.  ...I confess nothing has been brought home to me to show that this superstition is not still a living, energetic principle in the Turkish population, sufficient to bind them together in one, and to lead to bold and persevering action. It must be recollected that a national and local faith, like the Mahometan, is most closely connected with the sentiments of patriotism, family honour, loyalty towards the past, and party spirit; and this the more in the case of a religion which has no articles of faith at all, except those of the Divine Unity and the mission of Mahomet."(5)  These and other cultural and human factors cause Newman to conclude that make the changing of Muslim outlooks antecedently improbable.


	Although Newman thought that Islam was not going away, at very least for the Turks, he presented a number of factors that would stifle growth and development.  In speaking on the Turks, Newman said, "You will recollect, I have not been unwilling in a former Lecture to acknowledge what is salutary in Mahometanism; certainly it embodies in it some ancient and momentous truths, and is undeniably beneficial so far as their proper influence extends. But, after all, looked at as a religion, it is as debasing to the populations which receive it as it is false; and, as it arose among barbarians, it is not wonderful that it subserves the reign of barbarism."  Following false beliefs naturally leads to bad consequences.  Newman notes that their criminal and civil law cannot be legislated, for these are "unalterably fixed in the Koran".  Their economic system is widely deprived of finance, because lending money at interest is condemned (as it was in the law of the Jews).  Their culture is deficient in beauty, for they are forbidden to artistically depict the human form or any natural object, since these are "graven images".(6)


	In 1870, Newman insightfully reveals Islamic religion's weakness compared to the Christian faith.  "[Christianity] alone has a definite message addressed to all mankind. As far as I know, the religion of Mahomet has brought into the world no new doctrine whatever, except, indeed, that of its own divine origin; and the character of its teaching is too exact a reflection of the race, time, place, and climate in which it arose, to admit of its becoming universal."  Newman observes that Christianity expands and fulfills Jewish revelation, while Islam consists as a mere reduction of these religions.  "Here it is that Mahometanism fails, though it claims to carry on the line of revelation after Christianity; for it is the mere creed and rite of certain races, bringing with it, as such, no gifts to our nature, and is rather a reformation of local corruptions, and a return to the ceremonial worship of earlier times, than a new and larger revelation."(6)  In the end, Newman's opinions might be summed up by saying that Islam represents no step forward for humanity.  It is a step back, or a step astray, from the Christian Way.





�
Referenced Works


(1)  Discussions and Arguments - The Patristical Idea of Antichrist, 1838.


(2)  Sermons on Subjects of the Day - Sermon 6. Faith and Experience, 1843.


(3)  Discourses to Mixed Congregations - Discourse 12. Prospects of the Catholic Missioner, 


	1849.


(4)  Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching, Vol. 1 - Lecture 11.  Heretical


	and Schismatical Bodies No Prejudice to the Catholicity of the Church, 1850.


(5)  Historical Sketches, Volume 1 - I. Lectures on the History of the Turks in their relation to 


	Europe.  Lecture 9. The Future of the Ottomans, 1853.


(6)  An Essay in aid of a Grammar of Assent - Inference and Assent in the matter of Religion. 


	§ 2. Revealed Religion, 1870.


