John Henry Newman: His Life and His Writings


September 3, 2004


The Pope:


How Far Does He Control Conscience?


How Far Does He Interfere With Citizenship?





A Summary of John Henry Newman's Fourth Chapter: Divided Allegiance





	Can a faithful Roman Catholic, who professes obedience to the Pope abroad, be regarded as a loyal citizen by their own country?  Upon becoming a Catholic, does a person surrender their mind and liberty to the opinions and will of another, an act repulsive to both human reason and conscience?  In 1874 England, John Henry Newman, who was by then a Catholic for nearly thirty years, was providing thoughtful answers to these issues of the day.


	The debate arose in the public scene through a pamphlet entitled "Vaticanism" written by W. E. Gladstone.  Gladstone answered both questions in the vigorous negative.  First, he argued that a Catholic could be commanded to do treason against the state by his infallible Pope at any time and thus could not be regarded as trustworthy subjects.  Second, that the mental enslavement, which loyalty and obedience to an inerrant Pontiff follows as a natural consequence, stands in total repugnance to the modern mind.  The publisher's preface to Newman's work details some of his historic background.  Mr. Gladstone had been "chagrined and angered by the defeat of his Irish University bill by the opposition of the Catholic clergy and laity of Ireland, and by his subsequent expulsion from power".  Gladstone regarded the First Vatican Council's 1870 promulgation of the formal decree of Papal Infallibility as a threatening development for the land of England and the entire world.


	In the fourth chapter of his response to Gladstone, Newman begins by considering the principle of religious obedience to spiritual authorities itself.  He presents several verses from Scripture that clearly point to a Christian's duty to be humbly obedient to the authority of their spiritual leaders.  Then Newman makes a striking point.  "Can we [Catholics] be blamed, if, arguing from those texts which say that ecclesiastical authority comes from above, we obey it in that one form in which alone we find it on earth, in that one person who, of all the notabilities of this nineteenth century into which we have been born, alone claims it of us?  The Pope has no rival in his claim upon us; nor is it our doing that his claim has been made and allowed for centuries upon centuries... If we give him up, to whom shall we go?"  Newman observes that Gladstone had offered no alternative of his own.  "Can we dress up any civil functionary in the vestments of divine authority?"


	After this preliminary thought, Newman goes on to challenge the view that the Pope's supreme authority means slavery for his subjects.  Newman observes that the normal functioning of civil law, which no one ever objects to, bears a greater resemblance to the workings of a totalitarian despot than the influence of the Pope in the daily lives of Catholics.  "The State, as well as the Church, has the power at its will of imposing law upon us, laws bearing on our moral duties, our daily conduct, affecting our actions in various ways, and circumscribing our liberties; yet no one would say that the Law ... interferes with either our comfort or conscience."  He observes that the itself law is not fixed, it can change at anytime.  Sometimes the dictates of the law can be unclear, requiring interpretation, for instance by lawyers and judges.    "What rule does the Pope claim which can be compared to its strong and its long arm?"  Newman notes that the Pope's "supreme call for our obedience" in matters of faith and morals may possibly touch upon "any act" accidentally (in the metaphysical sense of the word).  However, this is not, and has never been, "minute" control into "every act" of Catholic life.  Catholic obedience is no burden.  It is a light yoke, and acceptable to both human reason and conscience.


