John Henry Newman: His Life and His Writings


September 30, 2004





An Address to the School-Boys of St. Mary's College





	One-hundred twenty-five years ago, Cardinal John Henry Newman addressed the school-boys of St. Mary's College in Oscott, England.  On Sunday, October 5th, 1879, Cardinal Newman came to the school to celebrate High Mass on the Feast of the Most Holy Rosary (which we observe on October 7th).  Cardinal Newman spoke to the students following the Gospel of Luke 2:26: "And they found Mary and Joseph, and the Infant lying in the manger".


	Newman opens by saying, "I am not going to make a long address to you, my dear boys".  (His remarks last about five and a half minutes when read aloud.)  He also informs the students that he would not "say anything that you have not often heard before from your superiors".  Personally, I found that several points in his homily educated me.  Perhaps this reveals that my theological knowledge falls below that of those school boys.  In any case, it goes to show that spiritual writings from the past are valuable for bringing to light things which we fail to see today.


	Newman begins with the origin of the Rosary, how God inspired St. Dominic to promote the devotion at a time of widespread heresy buttressed by sophistry.  "[The Rosary] seems so simple and easy, but you know God chooses the small things of the world to humble the great."  Newman touches on the boys' studies when he says that "Unaided Reason can, with great difficulty, arrive at some knowledge of Him ... as in the case of the philosophers of old whom you have read".  However, this was "but a light in a dark place" and those men "found it too hard to conform their lives to their knowledge of God".  "And so [God] in His mercy, in order that we might know Him better, has given us a revelation of Himself by coming amongst us... He came down from Heaven and dwelt among us, and died for us.  All these things are in the Creed, which contains the chief things that He has revealed to us about Himself."


	Having moved from St. Dominic and sophistry, to God-seeking philosophy, to the Incarnation and the Creed, Cardinal Newman now arrives at a major insight.  "Now the great power of the Rosary lies in this, that it makes the Creed into a prayer; of course the Creed is in some sense a prayer and a great act of homage to God; but the Rosary gives us the great truths of His life and death to meditate upon, and brings them nearer to our hearts."  Newman presents the Rosary as a the prayer through which we contemplate the way, the truth, and the life of Jesus Christ in both our hearts and our minds.


	"But even Christians," says Newman, "with all their knowledge of God, have usually more awe of Him than love; hence the virtue of the Rosary lies in the special way in which it looks at these mysteries; for with all our thoughts of Him are mingled thoughts of His Mother, and in the relations between Mother and Son we have set before us the Holy Family, the Home in which God lived."  Here Newman implies the teaching that a greater love of Jesus can be facilitated through devotion to his mother, Mary.


	As Cardinal Newman approaches his closing, he delivers his ultimate lesson.  "This is what I should most wish you to remember in future years. ...  This is, my dear boys, what I most earnestly ask of you.  I ask you when you go out into the world, as soon as you must, to make the Holy Family your home, to which you may turn from all the sorrow and care of the world, and find solace, a compensation and a refuge. ... And when I speak of the Holy Family I do not mean our Lord and His Blessed Mother only, but St. Joseph too; for as we cannot separate our Lord from His Mother, so we cannot separate St. Joseph from them both; for who but he was their protector in all the scenes of our Lord's early life?"  Then Newman extends the concept of the Holy Family in a way I have never encountered before, to include the extended relatives of Jesus.  "And with St. Joseph must be included St. Elizabeth and St. John, whom we naturally think of as part of the Holy family; we read of them together and see them in pictures together."  The meaning of John and Elizabeth impacting the life of Jesus as his relatives is a fit subject for meditation.


	Newman concludes in saying, "May you, my dear boys, throughout your life find a home in the Holy Family: the home of our Lord and His blessed Mother, St. Joseph, St. Elizabeth and St. John."


