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IT IS NOT ENOUGH TO THINK ABOUT OUR DESTINY: IT MUST BE FELT.

MIGUEL DE UNAMUNO, The Tragic Sense of Life
 




GOD BE IN MY HEAD, AND IN MY UNDERSTANDING;

GOD BE IN MY EYES, AND IN MY LOOKING;

GOD BE IN MY MOUTH, AND IN MY SPEAKING;

GOD BE IN MY HEART, AND IN MY THINKING;

GOD BE AT MY END, AND AT MY DEPARTING.

SARUM PRIMER
 




SOME OF THOSE HABITS OF THE MIND

WHICH ARE THROUGHOUT THE BIBLE REPRESENTED AS ALONE PLEASING

IN THE SIGHT OF GOD,

ARE THE VERY HABITS WHICH ARE NECESSARY

FOR SUCCESS IN SCIENTIFIC INVESTIGATION,

AND WITHOUT WHICH IT IS QUITE IMPOSSIBLE TO EXTEND

THE SPHERE OF OUR KNOWLEDGE.

JOHN HENRY NEWMAN, sermon preached July 7, 1826
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TO MARJORIE,
WHOSE INTELLECTUAL REALISM
KEEPS IN CHECK
MY ROMANTIC FLIGHTS OF FANCY





Preface


Calling is the truth that God calls us to himself so decisively that everything we are, everything we do, and everything we have is invested with a special devotion, dynamism, and direction lived out as a response to his summons and service.

OS GUINNESS, The Call

 

The topic of Habits of the Mind is the intellectual life, especially its integral nature. First, thinking is integral to our call to be what God wants us to be. God calls every one of us to think and to do so as well as we can. We are to love God with our mind as well as with our heart and soul and strength (Lk 10:27). How we ever thought otherwise is not the topic of this book. That fact, which should but does not astonish us, has been covered very well by others such as Mark Noll. Here I am much more interested in getting on with our call to love God with our minds by thinking as well as we can with the intelligence with which we are endowed.

Some of us, however, are called specially to a life of the mind. It is not a call that makes us either better or worse. But it is a call that must be heeded. For as Os Guinness says, “A life lived listening to the decisive call of God is a life lived before one audience that trumps all others—the Audience of One. The caller is God.”1 The central goal of this book is to identify, describe and encourage those habits of the mind that are central to fulfilling our call to glorify God by thinking well.

Second, thinking is rarely a matter of cold, heartless, calculating logic. Thinking feels. Sometimes when I am reading—and thinking while reading—my mind becomes so hot, so affected by the implications of the ideas, that I stop to cool off. John Henry Newman talks about the mind enraptured by the “music of the spheres.” A. G. Sertillanges speaks of being lifted on the downy wings of truth. There is indeed a unity between thinking and feeling. Unity, in fact, stands behind all aspects of our human being. I have, therefore, let my emotions be displayed as I agonize and play, think and feel, through a major theme of this book: how thinking feels.

So this is a very personal book, the most personal I have written. I have not hesitated to convey my feelings, my emotions, about the subjects I am dealing with. Moreover, I think I am learning to trust my emotions and even my gut feelings, willing to put them on display. Some might say that I am learning to be vulnerable—a term reflecting, in part and sadly, the move toward a therapeutic understanding of Christian faith. But should anyone conclude that this is really happening, be it known: I shall battle them long and hard with all the abstract intellect at my personal disposal! So there!

As I was writing this book, I had the privilege of lecturing in the Miguel de Unamuno Room in the University of Salamanca. Oddly, the topic was “responsible technology,” an analysis of the implications of technology on our social destiny. I picture Unamuno listening from the walls. What did he think? Whatever it was, one thing would have been clear. His thought would have been flavored by passion. “It is not enough to think about our destiny: it must be felt,” he wrote.2 So I too would long for those who read this present book: let your thoughts be felt; let your feelings be thought. Our goal will be Unamuno’s goal: to speak as and to address “the man of flesh and bone; the man who is born, suffers, and dies—above all, who dies; the man who eats and drinks and plays and sleeps and thinks and wills; the man who is seen and heard; the brother, the real brother.”3

Third, thinking well is integral to acting righteously. Truth and spirituality are of a piece: to know the truth is to do it. There is no dichotomy between the two. To be spiritual is to know/do the truth.

So my primary goal in this book is to encourage you to think more and better than you did before reading it, to strive toward “the perfection of the intellect,” to enjoy the proper habits of the mind. Though I discuss some specific biblical, theological and philosophic notions, I am far more interested in stimulating good Christian thinking and prompting it to be put into action than I am in propagating a set of ideas.

My best thinking is, however, woefully lacking in finality—even for myself. I have worked off and on for several years thinking about and writing this book. The subject is important, too important for me to publish what is still in flux in my own mind. I have wanted to wait for the last word, the final formulation, to take shape. A book on the intellectual life should be the product of settled conviction. Or so I thought. Now I have abandoned this goal. Even when I sound certain, that certainty is not absolute. Rather, may all I say reflect the wisdom of the ancient intellectual who said:


When someone is honestly 55% right, that’s very good and there’s no use wrangling. And if someone is 60% right, it’s wonderful, its great luck, and let him thank God. But what’s to be said about 75% right? Wise people say this is suspicious. Well, and what 100% right? Whoever says he’s 100% right is a fanatic, a thug, and the worst kind of rascal.4



*     *     *

A caveat for author and reader: Always when one presumes to instruct or advise others about complex matters, there is a great danger. Dom Camillo points this out. We run the risk, he says, “of reincarnating Jesus’ message in a new culture or ideology which is destined, like all others, to perish, incapable of expressing God’s thought and fit only to be a vehicle of suffering for Christians yet to come.” Lord save us—reader and author alike—from the evil consequences of our best but erring thoughts!

One guard against erring thoughts is the witness of the intellectual communities, both specifically Christian and generally intelligent. I have tried to submit my thoughts to these communities by consulting and quoting frequently from others across a wide spectrum of intellectual commitments. It was a delight to find ample justification for this in, of all places, a Renaissance Italian author:


Yes, I use a great many quotations; but they are illustrious and true, and, if I am not mistaken, they convey authority pleasurably. People say that I could use fewer. Of course I could; I might even omit them entirely. I shan’t deny that I might even be totally silent; and perhaps that would be the wisest thing. But in view of the world’s ills and shames it is hard to keep silent. . . . If anyone asks why I do so abound with quotations and seem to dwell on them so lovingly, I can merely reply that I think my reader’s taste is like mine. Nothing moves me so much as the quoted maxims of great men. I like to rise above myself, to test my mind to see if it contains anything solid or lofty, or stout and firm against ill-fortune, or to find if my mind has been lying to me about itself. And there is no better way of doing this—except by direct experience, the surest mistress—than by comparing one’s mind with those it would most like to resemble. Thus, as I am grateful to my authors who give me the chance of testing my mind against maxims frequently quoted, so I hope my readers will thank me.5



Six and a half centuries later I say, “Thank you, Petrarch.” Your maxim on maxims has come in rather handy—not least in its ardent admission of authorial self-deception. May your insight help us twenty-first-century readers to detect when our minds have been lying to us about ourselves!

*     *     *

I am delighted to acknowledge my debt to several scholars who have recently published books on the topic of Christian thinking. Mark Noll, Os Guinness, David Gill, Brian Walsh, Richard Middleton and George Marsden have each contributed to the development of my own views. I will only occasionally refer to their work, not because it hasn’t helped shape my own perspective but because their work is an established given. There is no need to document or give detailed explanation of American and evangelical anti-intellectualism. Noll in The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind and Guinness in Fit Bodies, Fat Minds have done that. There is also no need to outline the history of the decline of a Christian presence in the academic world. Marsden has done that in The Soul of the American University. Nor is there need to outline a Christian worldview. Walsh and Middleton have done so in The Transforming Vision and Truth Is Stranger Than It Used to Be. Moreover, I have addressed this in The Universe Next Door and Discipleship of the Mind. David Gill has fleshed out the dimensions of the Christian mind in The Opening of the Christian Mind, as has Gene Edward Veith Jr. in Loving God with All Your Mind. The book that most parallels the themes and approach of my own is J. P. Moreland’s Love Your God with All Your Mind, published as I had the present book well under way on paper and in my mind. I will let others judge between them.

I see in the present book a unique focus on “intellectual life” itself—not what a Christian should think but how a Christian can think better—with more accuracy, more attention to implications for life, more experience and acknowledgment of the presence of God in whatever is thought. For this I have not so much quoted my evangelical contemporaries as plumbed the riches of Christian thought of earlier centuries and other traditions.

*     *     *

It has taken me several years to write this book. Though I had outlined it roughly before starting, the topic soon got away from me and the book, like Topsy, just “growed.” Even in its first conception it was never like a pine tree with a straight trunk pointing in a single upward direction. The more it growed, the more it became like an elm or, better, a live oak. Branches went off in a dozen directions and then grew like the twigs. Only from a far distance—perhaps only sub species aeternitatus—could a unified form be seen. Then as it matured, a few themes appeared in different forms in a number of different chapters. I found that what I had written about reading had the same overall structure as what I was writing about knowing and doing. I saw as well that the intellectual disciplines were almost identical to the spiritual disciplines. Then I noticed the profound similarity between the engagement-abstinence disciplines and the active-passive character not just of thinking but of reading as well. Finally, another two chapters conceived at different times for different overall goals suddenly emerged as mirror images of each other but, in the final trim, were completely cut.

Chapter one introduces the intellectual life by looking at several definitions of the word intellectual and concluding with my own. A major source for this definition is John Henry Newman, whose own character as a Christian intellectual (the subject of chapter two) has long intrigued me, as has his concept of the “perfection of the intellect” (chapter three). Two succeeding chapters examine my own concept of intellectual life, first in relation to its distinctly mental dimension (chapter four) then in its moral dimension (chapter five).

Then follow three chapters detailing intellectual practice: intellectual virtues (chapter six), intellecual disciplines (chapter seven) and thinking by reading (chapter eight). A chapter on Jesus as a reasoner, even a “logician,” provides one reason (of several that could be examined) that we both can and should reason (chapter nine). The final chapter (chapter ten) challenges us as Christians to accept the responsibility to think well and in so doing to seek first the kingdom of God and to glorify God. With this structure undergirding the argument of the book, I trust it has become a tree and not a pile of dead branches.

My intent in all this could be summed up in a comment made by George Santayana about William James as a professor at Harvard University: “A philosopher who is a teacher of youth is more concerned to give people a right start than a right conclusion.”6 May the habits of our minds lead us to more than notebook knowledge.

Finally, I wish to thank those who have reviewed this work in manuscript form and offered excellent advice; for all its faults this book is better for the contributions of Harold K. Bush Jr., Steve Garber, Douglas Groothuis, Don Meeks, Terry Morrison and James Strauss. A special thanks goes to James Hoover, my stalwart and longtime editor, who has saved me from several significant gaffes. And thanks go also to Ruth Goring, the final editorial eye on these meanderings. The remaining faults are my own.

So I offer now my conception of some of the proper habits of the mind. Tolle, lege; tolle, lege.7










I


Confessions of an Intellectual
Wannabe



I remember it very clearly. It was a sunny day in the fall of 1954. We were standing in front of the Museum of the Nebraska State Historical Society. I said to the young woman who would one day be my wife, “I’d really like to be an intellectual.”

When I reminded her of this forty-three years later, she said. “It’s funny that I married you. You were such a snob.”

The word intellectual has certainly had its detractors, so many that one might wonder why anyone would want to be one. Perhaps I was a snob, seeking a place in the university sun. Certainly my origins were humble enough. Born on one ranch—literally, my mother gave birth to me in the ranch house—raised on another ranch, educated for the first six years in a one-room schoolhouse where one teacher, a high-school graduate, taught from four to eight children individually because all of them were in different grades: to be sure, I did not have the benefits of a great Montessori elementary education.

My parents did, however, instill in me a love for reading. The Saturday Evening Post and Collier’s, staple reading in my rural community, arrived regularly. So before the end of the sixth grade, I had learned to read well and had developed a taste for good literature. By the seventh grade we had moved to Butte, a county seat of six hundred (now five hundred) people with a high school of ninety. There were twenty-three in my graduating class.

I loved the beauty of the ranch land, and in my childhood days I roamed the hills above our tiny house in the wooded valley of Eagle Creek. But as I grew older I came to dislike, then detest, the work of ranching. Milking cows was one thing. I didn’t like it, but it came easy. Lifting bales of fresh-cut hay, shocking wheat and riding a horse through the tall marijuana that grew wild and unharvested—that was another matter. Great clouds of pollen would rise from the marijuana, my eyes would water and close, my nose would drip, and I would sneeze my way back to the ranch house, letting the horse find the way.

When we moved to Butte, I escaped much of the agony. But the University of Nebraska was the great escape. My uncle, only sixteen years older than I, had escaped before me. He had become a pharmacist and an amateur photographer with a Rollicord, a Leica and a wife who was also a pharmacist and photographer. I loved them and I loved their cameras. My aunt was city always, my uncle was country-turned-city with a love, like mine, for the beauty of the country and a loathing, like mine, for the mindless work.

The conversation with my future wife in front of the State Historical Society could almost have been predicted, but only given the knowledge that I had rejected not only the work of ranching and farming but the anti-intellectual tone set by my father.


Intellectual: A Populist Version

I learned very early from my father that intellectuals were not to be trusted. Dad was a rancher, a farmer, a county assessor, for seven years a county agricultural agent, then again a farmer and rancher, cream-station manager and cattle-feed salesman. He was appointed to the job as county agent in 1945 just as World War II was ending. A college degree was normally required, but no one was qualified. Most men who otherwise would have been were in the military. Dad had had to leave college, Nebraska Wesleyan University, before the end of his first semester because of illness and a financial disaster at home. Over the years he had become known for his work as a 4-H leader, a county assessor and an active breeder of purebred Herefords. So he was appointed county agent.


 

Egghead: A person of spurious intellectual pretensions, often a professor or the protégé of a professor. Fundamentally superficial. Over-emotional and feminine in reactions to any problem. Supercilious and surfeited with conceit and contempt for the experience of more sound and stable men. Essentially confused in thought and immersed in mixture of sentimentality and violent evangelism. Subject to the old-fashioned philosophical morality of Nietzsche which frequently leads him into jail or disgrace. A self-conscious prig, so given to examining all sides of a question that he becomes thoroughly addled while remaining always in the same spot. An anemic bleeding heart.

LOUIS BROMFIELD
“The Triumph of the Egghead”

 



Then the soldiers came home, went to college and became more qualified than my father. So he lost his job to a younger man, much more educated, much less wise. I think that all his life Dad had railed against pointy-headed intellectuals. After he lost his job, these comments surfaced with greater regularity.

The last time I remember hearing my father complaining about the intellectuals was not long before his death. I had asked him why the new bridge across the Niobrara River had been placed a half-mile downstream from the old one. “To save a tiny tract of wetlands,” Dad said. “The road should have just gone straight across the river, but those pointy-headed environmentalists (nuts and radicals, they are) put up a fuss, and it cost a lot more to reroute the road.”

I can only imagine how my father might have exploded had he picked up The Saturday Evening Post and begun to read there the opening lines of Rameau’s Nephew:


Come rain or shine, my custom is to go for a stroll in the Palais-Royal every afternoon at about five. I am always to be seen there alone, sitting on a seat in the Allée d’Argenson, meditating. I hold discussions with myself on politics, love, taste or philosophy, and let my thoughts wander in complete abandon, leaving them free to follow the first wise or foolish idea that comes along, like those young rakes we see in the Allée de Foy who run after a giddy-looking piece with a laughing face, sparkling eye and tip-tilted nose, only to leave her for another, accosting them all, sticking to none. In my case my thoughts are my wenches.1



“A man with too much time on his hands,” we might say today. My father’s words would be unprintable. What I imagine would have been his definition of an intellectual is not unprintable.


 

The average American would rather be driving a car along a highway than reading a book and thinking. The average Frenchman would rather be drinking an extra bottle of wine than watching a play by Racine. The average Britisher would rather fill up a football-pool form than listen to Elgar’s Enigma.

GILBERT HIGHET
Man’s Unconquerable Mind

 



Dad would have simply defined an intellectual as someone educated beyond his intelligence.2 At times it seemed to me that he thought anyone who had a college degree, let alone a doctorate, was indeed so educated.3 But perhaps my father was unwittingly echoing Bertrand Russell, who would surely fit most people’s definition of an intellectual:


I have never called myself an intellectual, and nobody has ever dared to call me one in my presence. I think an intellectual may be defined as a person who pretends to have more intellect than he has, and I hope this definition does not fit me.4






Intellectual: An Ideological Version

One needn’t be limited to negative definitions coming from populists. There are also negative academic definitions of an intellectual. Paul Johnson—who, like Russell, is himself an intellectual—attacks the breed of secular thinkers who he says have set themselves up as kings and high priests of a modern, not just secular but religionless world.5 Speaking of the first intellectuals who began to emerge as the credibility of the church began to be shattered in the Enlightenment, Johnson writes:


The secular intellectual might be deist, sceptic or atheist. But he was just as ready as any pontiff or presbyter to tell mankind how to conduct its affairs. He proclaimed, from the start, a special devotion to the interests of humanity and an evangelical duty to advance them by his teaching.6



Like a modern Prometheus, the intellectual felt confident that he (and it was always a he) could select or reject any or all wisdom from the past, diagnose, prescribe and cure all social ills, and expect that even “the fundamental habits of human beings could be transformed for the better.”7


 

If we look back to the sixteenth century, the era in which the class of independent word-workers emerged, we may notice several types who reappear in subsequent history: withdrawn scholars, militant freethinkers, militant defenders of the establishment, skeptics, failed politicians, curious seekers of novelties and polyhistorians.

LESZEK KOLAKOWSKI
Modernity on Endless Trial

 



In writing such a description Johnson says he is trying to be “factual and dispassionate,” but the book itself belies him. He may often be factual—in fact, he may always be factual—but he is seldom dispassionate. Johnson has a much blunter instrument than a stiletto to grind, and grind it he does, then relentlessly swings it. Down come some of the tallest of intellectual trees in the forest of modern society—from Jean-Jacques Rousseau to Karl Marx, from Bertrand Russell to Jean-Paul Sartre. It may be well to fell these trees, but to use the term intellectual to describe only those Johnson finds perhaps justifiably reprehensible is to play into the hands of those who are anti-intellectual for less than worthy reasons.


 

Power, power everywhere,

And how the signs do shrink.

Power, power everywhere,

And nothing else to think.

MARSHALL SAHLINS
Waiting for Foucault

 



If I had had in mind either the populist definition of my father or the academic and ideological definition of Johnson, I would never have yearned to spread my branches in their woods.




Intellectual: A Fundamentalist Version

But there was one intellectual who was worse than the populist and the academic versions. This was the intellectual according to biblical fundamentalism. I was fortunate. I did not encounter this version in a fever-pitched form. I knew something was awry with what I saw symbolized by Bob Jones University.

Still, the form it came in was strong enough. “If you go to the godless University of Nebraska, you are likely to lose your faith,” I heard my Baptist pastor say. He probably said no such thing, but I heard him say it anyway. I knew he wanted me to go where his children went—Bethel College in St. Paul, Minnesota. I wanted to go there too, because I wanted a Christian education. My father, despite his anti-intellectualism, wanted me to have an education, but not at an expensive private school like Bethel. It had to be the University of Nebraska, the major public university in our state. So that’s where I went.8

But I went with some trepidation—not much—and a great deal of Nebraska rancher bull-headedness. I encountered skepticism, atheism and agnosticism, but none of them ever fazed my faith. “You read lots of books,” my atheist anthropology professor told me, “but you read all the wrong ones.” He was actually more correct than I then gave him credit for, for I was reading what I now think of as the mad ravings of a man who claimed to have worked with the great Egyptologist Sir Flinders Petrie. I remember him telling a packed fundamentalist church in Lincoln that the buzzing hornets referred to in Joshua were really the engines of Egyptian aircraft. Archaeologists had found the buttons worn on the uniforms of the pilots. Well, here was a pseudointellectual masking as intellectual and putting himself at the service of the church.


 

Fundamentalism created major problems in several ways for the life of the mind. First, it gave new impetus to general anti-intellectualism; second, it hardened conservative evangelical commitments to certain features of the nineteenth-century evangelical-American synthesis that were problematic to begin with; and third, its major theological emphases had a chilling effect on the exercise of Christian thinking about the world.

MARK NOLL
The Scandal of the Evangelical Mind

 



When I asked my anthropology professor if he had ever met this archaeologist, he said, “Yes, he came by to visit me. He’s a nice old man.” After that, what intelligent person would want to be a Christian and intellectual? Well, I for one.

I soon met other Christians who were brighter than I. We supported each other, had our faith deepened by daily devotions, group Bible studies, prayer meetings and intelligent Christian speakers. There was never any question in the InterVarsity Christian Fellowship I joined that Christianity was somehow intellectually secondrate. It obviously was not.

Still, there was considerable reason for my pastor and other fundamentalists to be concerned about intellectuals. And this warning sticks with me and, if anything, is stronger in me today than ever before. Both Jesus and the apostle Paul had some hard words for those who thought they had the truth tacked down tight. Paul especially is known for his warning: “Knowledge puffs up, but love builds up. The man who thinks he knows something does not yet know as he ought to know. But the man who loves God is known by God” (1 Cor 8:1-2). The warning here is against intellectual pride.

But Paul’s strongest warning comes in his first letter to the Corinthians:


Where is the wise man? Where is the scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of this world? For since in the wisdom of God the world through its wisdom did not know him, God was pleased through the foolishness of what was preached to save those who believe. . . . For the foolishness of God is wiser than man’s wisdom, and the weakness of God is stronger than man’s strength. (1 Cor 1:20-25)



Again he writes to the Colossians: “See to it that no one takes you captive through hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the basic principles of this world rather than on Christ” (Col 2:8).


 

Anti-intellectualism is a disposition to discount the importance of truth and the life of the mind. Living in a sensuous culture and an increasingly emotional democracy, American evangelicals in the last generation have simultaneously toned up their bodies and dumbed down their minds. The result? Many suffer from a modern form of what the ancient stoics called “metal hedonism”—having fit bodies but fat minds.

OS GUINNESS
Fit Bodies, Fat Minds

 



Many Christians have interpreted these passages to mean that Christians should avoid the world of scholarship and philosophy. This is surely not a proper understanding of Paul’s word. He is not objecting to good thinking but to inaccurate thinking, especially of the sort that insists on its accuracy. Paul is rather pitting God’s genuine knowledge against claims to human knowledge.9

It has always puzzled me that some Christians have thoroughly rejected the life of the mind, for Jesus commanded us to use our mind: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength” (Mk 12:30). But anti-intellectualism is a major strain in American Christianity, and it’s not likely to fade away anytime soon.10 As Mark Noll says, “The scandal of the evangelical mind is that there is not much of an evangelical mind.”11

Is the only good intellectual a dead intellectual? That’s what the first three definitions would suggest.12 But those three just can’t be the only choices.




The Intellectual Cast of Mind

One way out of the morass of anti-intellectualism spawned by populism, ideological conservatism and misguided fundamentalism is to look at what constitutes the basic nature of an intellectual cast of mind.13 Surely we can reach less tendentious conclusions than that to be an intellectual is to be some sort of cultural or religious pariah. In his study of anti-intellectualism in America historian Richard Hofstadter gives us a helpful list of the qualities characteristic of intellectual life: “disinterested intelligence, generalizing power, free speculation, fresh observation, creative novelty, radical criticism.”14

To be sure, each one of these qualities carries with it an implied ability. It assumes, for example, that one actually could have an intelligence that pursues truth regardless of its implications for one’s life or the life of one’s community or country. It assumes that one can speculate without the restraints of prejudice, self-interest or prior commitment to a way of life or set of values. It assumes the ability to see with eyes no longer clouded by past vision. It assumes that newness of vision and novelty of notion are, at least for the most part, virtues. And finally, it undermines all of the above by recognizing radical criticism as an essential element, not at the moment noting that if radical criticism is turned back on the other qualities, it is possible that none of them will remain. Radical criticism is indeed the sharpest ax in the intellectual forest, and it has been wielded so well by those masters of the hermeneutic of suspicion—Marx, Freud, Nietzsche—that the whole notion of intellectual is suspect.15 But this is to get ahead of my story. We will look at some of the work of these critics later.

Hofstadter distinguishes between intelligence and intellect.16 Intelligence is simply mental ability, being able to use the mind well in a wide range of circumstances. In this sense, most professionals—lawyers, doctors, editors, accountants, engineers—use their intelligence much of the time. But, says Hofstadter, deferring to Max Weber, professionals live “off ideas, not for them.”17 Living off ideas is employing instrumental knowledge: knowledge for the sake of something other than knowledge itself. The intellectual, on the other hand, has an almost religious dedication to ideas as such, which, when it is not balanced by playfulness, can quickly turn to ideological fanaticism.18 True intellectuals, however, have fun with ideas; they move them around, back and forth, turn them on their heads, submit them to ironic reflection, test them with their imagination and don’t get so enamored of their own brilliance that they become nothing more than sophisticated, arrogant prigs.19


 

To me an intellectual is a person who has devoted his or her life to thinking in general terms about the affairs of this world and the broader context of things. . . . That is, their principal occupation is studying, reading, teaching, writing, publishing, addressing the public. . . . Often. . . it leads them to embrace a broader sense of responsibility for the state of the world and its future.

VÁCLAV HAVEL
The Art of the Impossible

 



There is a spontaneity about the intellectual life. It is not fueled by a passion directed solely toward one objective. And because of this the true intellectual occasionally sees some things, makes true observations and has insights that few if any before him have seen or had. If there is any danger in this, it is not in having a one-track mind but in having a mind with so many tracks that it either arrives at many places at the same time or never gets out of the station.

My experience resonates with Hofstadter’s description of the intellectual life. Though Hofstadter was yet to write his book when I said to Marj, “I would really like to be an intellectual,” it was Hofstadter’s notion that seems now to have been implicitly mine.


 

One ought to make good use of one’s intellect in order to live a morally good life. Stated another way, one ought to lead an intellectual life. But many of us do not lead intellectual lives. Many of us are anti-intellectual. Many do not use their intellects beyond those uses they cannot avoid—its cooperation with the sensory powers in acts of perception, memory, and imagination.

MORTIMER ADLER
Intellect: Mind over Matter

 



So what shall we say about the desire to be an intellectual? Should we wannabe one? If being an intellectual is dangerous, if it is hazardous to the health of both the intellectual and society, if it is biblically problematic, is it worth it? I am not yet ready to answer that question.


 

What I mean [by an intellectual] is a person playing a particular role.

It is the role of the thinker or writer who engages in public discussion of issues of public policy, in politics in the broadest sense, while deliberately not engaging in the pursuit of political power.

TIMOTHY GARTON ASH
“Prague: Intellectuals and Politics”

 



But I am ready to offer an initial definition of what an intellectual is and how that relates to being a Christian intellectual. These will stand at this point as proposals. In the chapters that follow I will examine other positive contributions to these definitions and suggest how any person who still “wants to be a Christian intellectual” might take positive steps in that direction. But first the definition:


An intellectual is one who loves ideas, is dedicated to clarifying them, developing them, criticizing them, turning them over and over, seeing their implications, stacking them atop one another, arranging them, sitting silent while new ideas pop up and old ones seem to rearrange themselves, playing with them, punning with their terminology, laughing at them, watching them clash, picking up the pieces, starting over, judging them, withholding judgment about them, changing them, bringing them into contact with their counterparts in other systems of thought, inviting them to dine and have a ball but also suiting them for service in workaday life.

A Christian intellectual is all of the above to the glory of God.



We will get a further perspective on these definitions when we consider the perspective of John Henry Newman, surely one of the great intellectuals of the nineteenth century. Of course Newman is one of those good intellectuals who is also a dead intellectual. But his death for us is rather an illusion. For Newman is not only now very much alive in God, he is a living intellectual presence in many twentieth-century minds, mine included. I hope to show why in the next two chapters.











II


John Henry Newman as an Intellectual



I have long had a love affair with John Henry Newman. I was introduced to him in Professor Howard Fulweiler’s course in nineteenth-century prose, taken in graduate school one fall over thirty years ago. From the moment I first read portions of his Apologia Pro Vita Sua and The Idea of a University I was hooked. In that course he was a good figure to admire, for Fulweiler was an easily self-confessed high-church Episcopalian, and it was obvious that Newman was one of his favorite authors.

There was perhaps another reason as well. I had become known in the department as a vocal but not obnoxious Christian and a member of a Southern Baptist church. This gave Dr. Fulweiler—who himself had recently received his Ph.D.—a foil in the class. I was his source of contemporary opinion for what “evangelicals” were currently believing or, perhaps in my case, actually thinking. Now normally this issue would not come up in a graduate course in English literature, but with nineteenth-century writers like John Stuart Mill, Thomas Huxley and of course Newman, the question of religious belief was clearly relevant. Newman’s whole life was wrapped up in issues that distinguished the major religious orientations of the day: Dissenters, evangelical Anglicans, “broad church” Anglicans, high-church Anglicans, Catholics and a growing number of defectors from any religious belief at all. So more than once, with a wry smile Fulweiler would ask me, “So, what do the evangelicals think about that issue?”

What I remember from those days, however, were Newman’s lectures on the founding of the first Catholic university in Ireland. From those lectures I remember most Newman’s eloquent, even passionate, description of the Christian mind, what he variously called “the perfection of the intellect” or “the imperial intellect” or the “philosophical habit of mind.” This passage especially almost struck me dumb:


That perfection of the intellect which is the result of education, and its beau ideal, to be imparted to individuals in their respective measures, is the clear, calm, accurate vision and comprehension of all things, as far as the finite mind can embrace them, each in its place, and with its own characteristics upon it. It is almost prophetic from its knowledge of history; it is almost heart-searching from its knowledge of human nature; it has almost supernatural charity from its freedom from littleness and prejudice; it has almost the repose of faith, because nothing can startle it; it has almost the beauty and harmony of heavenly contemplation, so intimate is it with the eternal order of things and the music of the spheres.1



This is by no means the only passage of appropriately purple prose to leap from the pages of The Idea of a University. The entire set of published lectures is itself one of the highlights of nineteenth-century prose. Deliberately Ciceronian in prose style, Newman can still stir the blood while he fires the imagination and sets the mind spinning.

The following chapter will focus on Newman’s notion of “the perfection of the intellect.” This chapter, however, will focus on Newman himself—the cast of his mind, the practice of those habits he called “philosophical.” Newman was, of course, a Roman Catholic for about half of his life. Moreover, his radical development from Protestant to Catholic took up much of his intellectual energy. Protestants such as myself have much to learn from Catholics, especially from one like Newman who represents in such a magnificent fashion what a Christian intellectual can be. Primarily, however, I have selected Newman because I know of no Christian thinker—scholar, cleric or both, as Newman was—who has given us such a vivid picture of the “perfection” toward which all Christians should aspire to the limit of their ability.

So here we will look at the individual cast of Newman’s mind. For that we need to know more about Newman the man and his age.


Newman the Man

Born in 1801, Newman grew up in a modestly Christian family and attended a private school. At age fifteen, after an illness, Newman had a profound religious conversion. Though this conversion was not marked by “those special Evangelical experiences,” nor were Newman’s parents evangelical, Newman’s early religious training was evangelical. He was, for example, “firmly convinced that the Pope was the Antichrist.”2 Newman was studious, and because of excellent test scores he gained access to Trinity College, Oxford.3 Then, despite a very poor—but misleading—showing as an undergraduate, he wrote a stellar essay and was elected a fellow of Oriel College.

Newman was early attracted to the religious life and knew he “wanted to go into the Church.”4 In 1824 he took Holy Orders, becoming a curate at St. Clement’s, Oxford, and in 1828 the vicar of St. Mary the Virgin, Oxford. From this post he preached sophisticated sermons (many more like lectures) to a growing number of Oxford students and faculty. The basic orientation of his religious devotion never altered, and though his ecclesiology and theology were to take some dramatic twists and turns, and though he experienced doubts and occasional serious depression, he remained a convinced Christian, engaged in controversy and writing many essays and open letters, throughout his long and productive life.5

A few key turning points will serve to finish the backdrop to the more detailed picture I want to draw of Newman’s cast of mind. From his early training as an evangelical, Newman first became attracted by Enlightenment rationalism, subjecting “all questions to intellectual scrutiny” and eventually losing confidence in the “emotional and intuitive approach to religious certitude” that characterized the evangelical faith of his day.6 It was in fact a modest skeptic, Richard Whately, whom Newman credits with teaching him “to think for himself.”7 This was only a temporary preface, however, to a growing interest in a new movement toward a more traditionally Catholic approach to Christian piety and ecclesiology. Newman, in fact, became a major figure in this so-called Oxford Movement that began with a sermon by John Keble in 1833 and was spurred on by a series of Tracts for the Times, many of which Newman wrote.


 

Lead, Kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom

Lead Thou me on!

The night is dark, and I am far from home—

Lead Thou me on!

Keep Thou my feet; I do not ask to see

The distant scene—one step enough for me.

JOHN HENRY NEWMAN
“The Pillar of the Cloud”

 



In 1841 Newman wrote the famous, or infamous, Tract 90, suggesting that the Thirty-nine Articles defining the doctrines of the Anglican Church were really more Catholic than Protestant. This caused a furor among many Anglican clergy and intellectuals, as rumors spread that Newman, despite his constant and eloquent denials, was about to convert to Catholicism. And the rumormongers in all strains of Christian commitment—Dissenters, Anglicans and Catholics—eventually had their fears or hopes confirmed. In 1845 Newman was received into the Catholic Church.

Newman was soon ordained priest in Rome by the pope and joined the Oratorians, “a community of secular priests living under a rule but not under vows.” In this semimonastic order Newman could keep his property, the most important of which to him was his library.8 In 1852 Bishop Paul Cullen of Armagh asked him to deliver a few lectures on education toward the founding of the Catholic University of Ireland. This sparked the lectures that became The Idea of a University and were followed by his appointment as the university’s first rector, a post he held till 1856.

His next major move came when Charles Kingsley, a popular novelist, wrote, “Truth for its own sake had never been a virtue with the Roman clergy. Father Newman informs us it need not be, and on the whole ought not to be.”9 Newman responded with his Apologia Pro Vita Sua which not only answered Kingsley but finally brought Newman commendation from across the religious spectrum. Always admired by a few, he finally secured the respect of many.

Newman continued to serve the Catholic Church in a variety of ways, writing, teaching, administering and gradually winning the admiration of most who knew him or about him. Late in life his alma mater, Trinity College, Oxford, fêted him and made him its first honorary fellow (1878), and for his contribution to Catholic faith Pope Leo XIII made him cardinal (1879). He continued to write and edit during the last ten years of his life, dying of pneumonia on August 11, 1890. “The pall over the coffin bore his cardinal’s motto ‘cor ad cor loquitur’ [heart speaks to heart]. On his memorial-tablet were inscribed the words he had chosen—‘Ex umbris et imaginibus in veritatem.’ Out of unreality into Reality.”10




The Cast of Newman’s Mind

No brief list of appointments and accomplishments can begin to do justice to the quality and significance of the life of a man like Newman. Even Ian Ker’s masterful and massive biography (745 pages) cannot do the job. This book’s topic is smaller, of course, but it also has fewer pages. Still, if we can get a sense of the cast of Newman’s mind, it will advance a major aim of this book: to encourage the development of a Christian mind in every one of its readers.

Very oddly, some would suggest that Newman could never be a hero of a book on the Christian mind. Thomas Carlyle, for example, said that “Newman had not the brains of a moderate-sized rabbit.”11 And Henri Bremond remarked that “among his intellectual equals he had the least inquiring mind of the last century.” History and the facts have belied both Carlyle and Bremond. Newman had a superb and original intellect. Rather than coursing down the well-worn paths of theological and philosophical discourse, he took his own route, bringing such insights as could not have been the work of anyone else. His contribution to the understanding of the development of Christian doctrine, his analysis of the theology of justification, his innovative treatment of the justification of belief: all bear the unique stamp of his powers of imagination and ratiocination.12 “He had a lively mind,” writes Owen Chadwick, and it was always working.13


 

A religious mind is ever marvelling, and irreligious men laugh and scoff at it because it marvels. A religious mind is ever looking out of itself, is ever pondering God’s words, is ever “looking into” them with the Angels, is ever realizing to itself Him on whom it depends, and who is the centre of all truth and good. Carnal and proud minds are contented with self; they like to remain at home; when they hear of mysteries, they have no devout curiosity to go and see the great sight, though it be ever so little out of their way; and when it actually falls in their path, they stumble at it.

JOHN HENRY NEWMAN
Parochial and Plain Sermons

 



In The Idea of a University Newman wrote, “Thought and speech are inseparable from each other. . . . Style is a thinking out in language.”14 Near the end of his life Newman noted that “he had never been able to think well without a pen in his hand, ‘and now that I cannot use it freely, I cannot use my mind.’ ”15 Because of this we can see something of Newman’s mind at work just before he began to doubt the legitimacy of the English Church:


I write—I write again—I write a third time, in the course of six months—then I take the third—I literally fill the paper with corrections so that another person could not read it—I then write it out fair for the printer—I put it by—I take it up—I begin to correct again—it will not do—alterations multiply—pages are re-written—little lines sneak in and crawl about—the whole page is disfigured—I write again. I cannot count how many times this process goes on.—I can but compare the whole business to a very homely undertaking. . . washing a sponge of the sea gravel and sea smell. Well—as many fresh waters have I taken to my book [Lectures on Justification].16



One wonders how he would have gotten on with a word-processing computer.




A Passion for Truth

In his thought and consequently in his writing Newman was always driven by a passion for truth. Not long after his conversion Newman read Thomas Scott’s The Force of Truth. It struck him profoundly. Scott, Newman said, “followed the truth wherever it led him, beginning with Unitarianism, and ending in a zealous faith in the Holy Trinity.”17 In this comment two themes which were to characterize Newman’s whole life combine in perfect union: truth and obedience to the truth. This is a thread we will pick up below.


 

By the time he passed the age of thirty-five he had become the solitary thinker. His ideas developed under his own meditation.

He read many books, and thought about them much, and on occasion discussed them. But his mind was his own.

OWEN CHADWICK
Newman

 



The passion for truth is the underlying assumption of everything Newman thought and did.18 Railing against the retreat from reason that had begun to characterize Christian thought in his day, he writes: “That there is a truth then; that there is one truth; that religious error is in itself of an immortal nature;. . . that the search for truth is not the gratification of curiosity;. . . that truth and falsehood are set before us for the trial of our hearts. . . this is the dogmatical principle.”19


 

[Newman] seemed to one listener to be like an eagle swooping unerringly upon its prey. He might lead the hearers into mystery; he never lost his consciousness that the universe is a very mysterious place and that mortal mind can only touch its fringes; but he never left his audience muddled by mystery, or confused about what they heard.

OWEN CHADWICK
Newman

 



Newman contrasts this principle with the principle of liberalism, which he rejects:


That truth and falsehood in religion are but matter of opinion; that one doctrine is as good as another; that the Governor of the world does not intend that we should gain the truth; that there is no truth;. . . that belief belongs to the mere intellect, not to the heart also; that we may safely trust to ourselves in matters of Faith, and need no other guide.20



John Henry, we cry out, where are you when we need you! Perhaps not as much has changed in the past hundred years as we might think. But back to the point.

Newman is passionate about truth itself, not just an endless search for it, but the real, embodied, blood-and-gut reality itself. And he is fascinated both by how it can be acquired and how its acquirement can be made certain.


 

Truth is too sacred and religious a thing to be sacrificed to the mere gratification of the fancy, or amusement of the mind, or party spirit, or the prejudices of education, or attachment (however amiable) to the opinions of human teachers, or any of those other feelings which the ancient philosophers suffered to influence them in their professedly grave and serious discussions.

JOHN HENRY NEWMAN
Fifteen Sermons Preached Before the University of Oxford Between A.D. 1836 and 1843

 



First, how can it be acquired? That question immediately brings us to the second half of the theme: the willingness to follow what one begins to perceive might be true. “Great men alone can prove great ideas or grasp them,” he wrote. “Moral truths are ‘gained by patient study, by calm reflection, silently as the dew falls’ and do not show well ‘in the argument of an hour.’ ”21 The close relationship between knowing and doing, believing and obeying, theory and practice, emerge in a host of ways in his writings throughout his life. Consider these:


[1833, during his trip in the Mediterranean] Good thoughts are only good so far as they are taken as means to an exact obedience, or at least this is the chief part of their goodness.22

[1841?] If virtue be a mastery over the mind, if its end be action, if its perfection be inward order, harmony, and peace, we must seek it in graver and holier places than in Libraries and Reading-rooms.23

 

[April 20, 1845] It is so difficult to know whether it [the inclination to leave the Anglican for the Roman Catholic Church] is a call of reason or of conscience. I cannot make out if I am impelled by what seems to me to be clear or by a sense of duty.24

 

[1856, on the character of a Catholic university] I want the same roof to contain both the intellectual and the moral discipline.25






A Passion for Holiness

To say only that Newman had a passion for truth and that this meant obedience had to follow is not strong enough. Newman had in fact an “unremitting quest for holiness” regardless of its connection to anything else—truth, sentiment, pleasure—anything.26 Early in his pastoral work at St. Clement’s he wrote: “Those who make comfort the great subject of their preaching seem to mistake the end of ministry. Holiness is the great end. There must be a struggle and trial here. Comfort is a cordial, but no one drinks cordials from morning to night.”27

How did Newman conceive of holiness? One of his clearest explanations is in two sermons preached while still the Anglican rector of St. Mary the Virgin in Oxford.


To love our brethren with a resolution which no obstacles can overcome, so as almost to consent to an anathema on ourselves, if so by we may save those who hate us,—to labour in God’s cause against hope, and in the midst of sufferings,—to read the events of life, as they occur, by the interpretation which Scripture gives them, and that, not as if the language were strange to us, but to do it promptly,—to perform all our relative daily duties most watchfully,—to check every evil thought, and bring the whole mind into captivity to the law of Christ,—to be patient, cheerful, forgiving, meek, honest, and true,—to persevere in this good work till death, making fresh and fresh advances towards perfection—and after all, even to the end, to confess ourselves unprofitable servants, nay, to feel ourselves corrupt and sinful creatures, who (with all our proficiency) would still be lost unless God bestowed on us His mercy in Christ;—these are some of the difficult realities of religious obedience, which we must pursue, and which the Apostles in high measure attained, and which we may well bless God’s holy name, if He enables us to make our own.28



The second sermon again addresses the path to holiness:


Let us strive and pray that the love of holiness may be created within our hearts; and then acts will follow, such as befit us and our circumstances, in due time, without our distressing ourselves to find what they should be. You need not attempt to draw any precise line between what is sinful and what is only allowable: look up to Christ, and deny yourselves every thing, whatever its character, which you think He would have you relinquish. You need not calculate and measure, if you love much: you need not perplex yourselves with points of curiosity, if you have a heart to venture after Him. True, difficulties will sometimes arise, but they will be seldom. He bids you take up your cross; therefore accept the daily opportunities which occur of yielding to others, when you need not yield, and of doing unpleasant services, which you might avoid. He bids those who would be highest, live as the lowest: therefore, turn from ambitious thoughts, and (as far as you religiously may) make resolves against taking on you authority and rule. He bids you sell and give alms; therefore, hate to spend money on yourself. Shut your ears to praise, when it grows loud: set your face like a flint, when the world ridicules, and smile at its threats. Learn to master your heart, when it would burst forth into vehemence, or prolong a barren sorrow, or dissolve into unseasonable tenderness. Curb your tongue, and turn away your eye, lest you fall into temptation. Avoid the dangerous air which relaxes you, and brace yourself upon the heights. Be up at prayer “a great while before day,” and seek the true, your only Bridegroom, “by night on your bed.” So shall self-denial become natural to you, and a change come over you, gently and imperceptibly; and, like Jacob, you will lie down in the waste, and soon see Angels, and a way opened for you into heaven.29



Newman knew that such holiness was not easy to come by. One must want to change, and that desire itself has to be developed: “Is not holiness the result of many patient, repeated efforts after obedience, gradually working on us, and first modifying and changing our hearts?”30

A few years prior to his conversion to Catholicism, Newman discovered that holiness is not to be acquired by a severe asceticism but by ordinary discipline.31 The life of a saint, he wrote, “is a narrative which impresses the reader with the idea of moral unity, identity, growth, continuity, personality. . . the presence of one active principle of thought, one individual character. . . an inward life.”32 And while Newman never aspired to be recognized as a saint, he clearly aspired to have a life identified by moral unity, “one active principle of thought.” Indeed, his passion for holiness along with his passion for truth is the hidden bedrock undergirding his whole life—personal, intellectual, pastoral, professorial, clerical.33


 

Those who saw Newman at the sacrament were conscious that he was much with God. But he prayed in his own way. He had a lively mind and could not rest in long silences. He needed a lot of material for his prayers, a lot of thinking about Biblical texts or devotional authors.

The mode was unusual. He thought best with pen and paper, and prayer was no exception.

OWEN CHADWICK
Newman

 






Acquiring Truth

Assuming, then, that one has a passion for the truth and is willing to live by that truth when it becomes known, how is the truth acquired?

Newman is no innovator here. The human mind is made for truth, and the arts and sciences as practiced in Newman’s day were taken by him as the main ways to acquire knowledge about the world around us. The main way one arrives at religious truth, however, is through reason and revelation (Scripture, Christian tradition and the individual human conscience).34 Tract 73 deals with this topic at some length and subtlety. First, reason has a role to play with regard to revealed truth:


As regards Revealed Truth, it is not Rationalism to set about to ascertain, by the use of reason, what things are ascertainable by reason, and what are not; nor, in the absence of an express Revelation, to inquire into the truths of Religion, as they come to us by nature; nor to determine what proofs are necessary for the acceptance of a Revelation, if it be given; nor to reject a Revelation on the plea of insufficient proof; nor, after recognizing it as divine, to investigate the meaning of its declarations, and to interpret its language. . . . This is not Rationalism.35



But there are limits to reason too:


But it is Rationalism to accept the Revelation, and then to explain it away; to speak of it as the Word of God, and to treat it as the word of man; to refuse to let it speak for itself; to claim to be told the why and the how of God’s dealings with us. . . and to assign to Him a motive and a scope of our own; to stumble at the partial knowledge of what he may give us of them; to put aside what is obscure, as if it had not been said at all; to accept one half of what has been told us, and not the other half; to assume that the contents of Revelation are also its proof; to frame some gratuitous hypothesis about them, and then to garble, gloss, and colour them, to trim, to clip, pare away, and twist them in order to bring them into conformity with the idea to which we have subjected them.36



Like all traditional Christians, Newman saw the Bible as the prime revelation, though part of the reason he became more and more attracted to Catholicism is that he saw a growing role for the teaching office of the church, first the councils and later, and more important, the pope. Moreover, as Newman studied the history of the church he came to reject what he called the “ ‘ultra-Protestant principle,’ according to which ‘every one may gain the true doctrines of the gospel for himself from the Bible.’”37 Rather, the early church formed the doctrines, using the Bible only “in vindication of its teaching.”38 In short, Newman believed (and Protestants do not) that the church teaches and then the Bible justifies the church’s teaching.

Surely Newman was not sanguine about the ability of any human mind to easily achieve a knowledge of truth—whether secular or sacred. The mind is an instrument of great complexity; it is subject to all sorts of extraneous desires that lead it astray; it proceeds by fits and starts and often flags in the process of gaining clarity. One of the most eloquent passages Newman ever wrote describes the mind at work:


The mind ranges to and fro, and spreads out, and advances forward with a quickness which has become a proverb, and a subtlety and versatility which baffle investigation. It passes on from point to point, gaining one by some indication; another on a probability; then availing itself of an association; then falling back on some received law; next seizing on testimony; then committing itself to some popular impression, or some inward instinct, or some obscure memory; and thus it makes progress not unlike a clamberer on a steep cliff, who, by quick eye, prompt hand, and firm foot, ascends how he knows not himself, by personal endowments and by practice, rather than by rule, leaving no track behind him, and unable to teach another. It is not too much to say that the stepping by which great geniuses scale the mountains of truth is as unsafe and precarious to men in general, as the ascent of a skilful mountaineer up a literal crag. It is a way which they alone can take; and its justification lies in their success. And such mainly is the way in which all men, gifted or not gifted, commonly reason,—not by rule, but by an inward faculty.39



This is, of course, Newman describing the workings of any vitally active mind, but we can be certain that much of this description came from deep introspection of the workings of his own mind. Newman was to think long and hard about the “inward faculty,” and in The Grammar of Assent he eventually lights upon the term “Illative Sense” to give it a concrete label.40 His discussion there is too complex to summarize in this chapter. Suffice it to say that Newman has in mind a distinct mental faculty, to be equated with neither logical inference nor intuition. A sense of this we can see from a comment he made in a letter: “You must be patient, you must wait for the eye of the soul to be formed in you. Religious truth is reached, not by reasoning, but by an inward perception. Any one can reason; only disciplined, educated formed minds can perceive.”41 Or again: “We judge for ourselves, by our own lights, and on our own principles; and our criterion of truth is not so much the manipulation of propositions, as the intellectual and moral character of the person maintaining them, and the ultimate silent effect of his argument or conclusions upon our minds.”42

First principles especially—what I usually call presuppositions—are not to be grasped by reason but by the conscience:43


Conscience. . . teaches us, not only that God is, but what He is; it provides for the mind a real image of Him, as a medium of worship; it gives us a rule of right and wrong, as being His rule, and a code of moral duties. Moreover, it is so constructed that, if obeyed, it becomes clearer in its injunctions, and wider in their range, and corrects and completes the accidental feebleness of its initial teachings.44



Or again:


The conscience is the connecting principle between the creature and his Creator; and the firmest hold of theological truths is gained by habits of personal religion. When men begin all their works with the thought of God, acting for His sake, and to fulfill His will, when they ask His blessing on themselves and their life, pray to Him for the objects they desire, and see Him in the event, whether it be according to their prayers or not, they will find everything that happens tends to confirm them in the truths about Him which live in their imagination, varied and unearthly as those truths may be.45



Truth, however, is not solely the province of the individual intellect, eye of the soul or conscience to determine. This would lead to the exaltation of a principle Newman rejected throughout his life: the principle of “private judgment,” the principle deriving from the Protestant Reformation and one that has had, as far as Newman is concerned, disastrous consequences. It is the principle that led to the “Rationalism” we have already seen him reject.46 Rather, truth is often the result of a conflict between claims to truth.47 Moreover, “Truth is wrought out by many minds, working together freely.”48

There is no doubt that there is a tension in Newman’s treatment of “private judgment,” which often seems to characterize his own original thinking, and the judgment of his colleagues and especially of the tradition of the church.49 As Ker puts it, “Indeed, it is in these exploratory letters that we see a vigorously independent and original mind, yet imbued with a profound sense of authority and tradition, in the actual process of forming a balanced theory of the teaching office of the Church.”50 As he agonizingly worked through the issue of the infallibility of the pope, a dogma enunciated in 1870 which he personally opposed, Newman carefully presented a balanced case. Ker comments, “What is so impressive ultimately about this last chapter [of Apologia Pro Vita Sua] is its refusal to adopt any one particular point of view to the exclusion of other considerations and factors.”51

What I find most striking, however, are the famous final words on the subject of conscience, which he calls “the law of God as apprehended in the minds of individual men.”52


Conscience is the aboriginal Vicar of Christ, a prophet in its informations, a monarch in its peremptoriness, a priest in its blessings and anathemas, and even though the eternal priesthood throughout the Church could cease to be, in it the sacerdotal principle would remain and be given a sway.53



Only under the most extreme of circumstances would it be appropriate for the “dictate” of conscience to override that of the pope: “Unless a man is able to say to himself, as in the Presence of God, that he must not, and dare not, act upon the Papal injunction, he is bound to obey it, and would commit a great sin in disobeying it.”54 Then Newman concludes: “I add one remark. Certainly, if I am obliged to bring religion into after-dinner toasts, (which indeed does not seem quite the thing) I shall drink—to the Pope, if you please—still, to Conscience first, and to the Pope afterwards.”55

We must note well that Newman did not view conscience as the judgment of any private individual on his or her own. Conscience, he said, is “the connecting principle between the creature and his Creator.”56 Nonetheless, it seems to me that Newman as an individual thinker practices the principle of “private judgment” in spite of himself. But is it not the only way any person can act? When one submits to the judgment of another, one is making a private judgment that submitting is right. When one refuses to accede to another—be it parent, friend, spouse, teacher or pope—one exercises “private judgment.”

What we get in Newman and in the teaching of traditional Christianity in general is the teaching that our private judgments, especially when they seem to belie the common understandings of the church (no matter how defined—Catholic, Protestant, Mennonite, Orthodox), are especially prone to error and therefore should be made with the greatest of care and humility. “The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom” (Ps 111:10): if we honor that truth with obedience, we will at least have our heart in the right place.
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