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Newman and Religions
Terrence Merrigan

Abstract. — John Henry Newman’s reflections on the origins and nature of religion 
contain a number of seminal ideas that can illuminate contemporary discussions 
about the relationship between Christianity – and the Roman Catholic Church, in 
particular – and the non-Christian religious traditions. In particular, Newman’s 
understanding of conscience and his sensitivity to the essentially ‘sacramental’ char-
acter of God’s dealings with humankind open interesting perspectives on the contro-
versial issue of whether the non-Christian traditions can play any sort of mediatory 
role in the economy of salvation. This issue has been a consistent theme in recent 
Catholic thought on the theology of religions and has been treated by, among others, 
Yves Congar, Jacques Dupuis and Pope John Paul II. Newman’s reflections on 
religion resonate with the concerns of all these authors.

1. Introduction: The Continuing Relevance of
the Thought of John Henry Newman

It is a commonplace that John Henry Newman was not a system-
atic theologian. He was, however, a seminal thinker and this is one of 
the reasons that he continues to fascinate us. By ‘seminal’ I mean that 
his work contains elements which may serve as ‘seeds’ for renewed reflec-
tion on contemporary themes in the life of the Church and theology. 

In this paper, I would like to take up such a theme and to inquire 
whether Newman’s thought might provide us with new perspectives on 
it. The theme I have in mind is, broadly speaking, the theology of reli-
gions or the theology of interreligious dialogue. More specifically, I 
would like to reflect on Newman’s understanding of the nature of non-
Christian religions and their function in the economy of salvation, and 
to inquire whether Newman’s thought in this regard can throw any light 
on the contemporary debate concerning this issue.

2. Newman on Non-Christian Religions

For Newman, the basis of all religiosity is the experience of God in 
conscience. We need not rehearse the details of Newman’s analysis of 
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the experience of conscience here.1 What concerns us is his reflection on 
the forms of religious life that this experience generates.

For Newman, the apprehension of God in the phenomena of con-
science is not the product of a rational analysis of our experience (though 
such an analysis might well, in his view, issue in a proof of God’s existence). 
It is instead an immediate, “existential” awareness2 (an instinct or intuition)3 
that we stand before One who is to us as a father, One in whose presence 
we feel a “tenderness almost tearful on going wrong, and a grateful cheerful-
ness when we go right.”4 There is no suggestion here of private revelation or 
of some sort of mystical encounter with God. The person – most obviously 
the child – who has been secured from influences hostile to religion or moral 
behavior, spontaneously apprehends God in the phenomena of conscience 
(namely, in the ‘moral sense’ and the ‘sense of duty’, and the emotions which 
accompany his decisions).5 Hence, conscience is described as the “voice” of 
God or, more accurately, as the “echo” of God’s voice in us.6

Newman maintains that the experience of conscience impresses on the 
mind (or, more accurately, the ‘imagination’) a “picture” or “image” of 
God.7 Indeed, it is precisely in view of its role in generating an ‘image’ of 
God in the minds of men and women that Newman describes conscience as 
the “creative principle of religion.” Religion here – or ‘natural religion’ as 
Newman preferred to call it – is that living relationship between the believer 

1. For detailed discussions of Newman’s thought on conscience, see Terrence 
Merrigan, “Newman and Religious Experience,” Divinising Experience: Essays in the History 
of Religious Experience from Origen to Ricœur, ed. Lieven Boeve & Laurence P. Hemming 
(Leuven: Peeters, 2004) 132-145; “‘Myself and My Creator’: Newman and the (Post-)
Modern Subject,” Newman and Truth, ed. Terrence Merrigan & Ian Ker (Leuven: 
Peeters; Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008) 1-31 

2. J. H. Walgrave, “Conscience de Soi et conscience de Dieu: Notes sur le ‘Cahier 
philosophique’ de Newman,” Thomist 71 (1971) 377. 

3. See John Henry Newman, An Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent, ed. Ian Ker 
(Oxford: Clarendon, 1985) 46-47, 71-73. For a discussion of ‘instinct’ and ‘intuition’ 
in Newman, see Father Zeno, Our Way to Certitude (Leiden: Brill, 1957) 95-97. 

4. John Henry Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons, 8 vols. (London: Riving-
tons, 1868) 2:61.  

5. Newman, Grammar of Assent, 73-75. The sanction is “conveyed in the feelings 
which attend on right or wrong conduct” (74). 

6. Ibid., 74-78. 
7. Ibid., 76 (emphasis ours). For an extensive discussion of the nature and func-

tion of the imagination in Newman’s work, see Terrence Merrigan, Clear Heads and 
Holy Hearts: The Religious and Theological Ideal of John Henry Newman, Louvain Theo-
logical and Pastoral Monographs, 7 (Leuven: Peeters / Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1991) 48-81, 177-178, 186-192; “The Image of the Word: John Henry Newman and 
John Hick on the Place of Christ in Christianity,” Newman and the Word, ed. Terrence 
Merrigan & Ian T. Ker, Louvain Theological and Pastoral Monographs, 27 (Leuven: 
Peeters / Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2000) 1-47. 
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338 TERRENCE MERRIGAN

and a personal God which comes to expression in stories and myths (narra-
tive), rituals and devotions (spirituality), and codes of conduct (ethics). It 
was this view of things that allowed Newman, in 1833, to affirm “the divin-
ity of traditionary religion” or the “dispensation of paganism” (Clement of 
Alexandria).8 “All knowledge of religion,” he wrote, “is from [God], and not 
only that which the Bible has transmitted to us. There never was a time when 
God had not spoken to man, and told him to a certain extent his duty.”9

Newman’s discussion of ‘natural religion’ mixes historical and what 
we would now call phenomenological analysis. As history, Newman’s pres-
entation is certainly not up to contemporary standards. The heart of his 
reflections, however, is not the history of religions, but the growth of reli-
gious consciousness. And on this point, Newman displays a remarkable 
sensitivity to the insights of modern psychology. He is, for example, well 
aware that the development of an ‘image’ of God is heavily dependent on 
all sorts of ‘external’ factors and circumstances such that, as he says, it is 
“very doubtful” whether it would “ever be elicited without extrinsic help.”10 
Hence, the “image” of God must be expanded, deepened and completed 
“by means of education, social intercourse, experience, and literature.”11 At 
least initially, and this remains the case if one’s education and religious 
practice do not contribute to a “filling out” of one’s emergent image of 
God, the individual experiences Him primarily as “Lawgiver” and “Judge.”12

However, while conscience reveals God primarily as a lawgiver, it 
also reveals Him as One who wills our happiness and has ordered crea-
tion accordingly. From the outset then, the individual looks to the divine 
lawgiver as to a benevolent ruler, who has one’s best interests at heart.13 

8. Rowan Williams, in the critical edition of the Arians, points out that when 
Newman speaks of traditionary religion, he “is appealing to the witness of ‘unrevealed’ 
religion as it appears in the heathen world; confused and inconclusive as it is, it neverthe-
less shows that God deals with human beings through the human institutions of ritual and 
myth as well as through the direct and infallible means of scriptural revelation.” See 
Rowan Williams (ed.), John Henry Newman, The Arians of the Fourth Century (Leo-
minster: Gracewing, 2001) 483 n. 79 (emphasis ours). 

9. Newman, Arians, 79, 81. See Wilfrid Ward, Last Lectures (London: Longmans, 
Green, and Co., 1918) 38-39, 41. 

10. Newman, Grammar of Assent, 79. 
11. Ibid., 80. 
12. Ibid., 101. 
13. Ibid., 78. See also Terrence Merrigan, “‘One Momentous Doctrine which 

Enters into my Reasoning’: The Unitive Function of Newman’s Doctrine of Providence,” 
Downside Review 108 (1990) 254-281. Note that, on p. 59 of the Grammar, Newman 
places the “thought” of “Divine Goodness” before the thought of “future reward,” or 
“eternal life” as objects of real assent. See our discussion of this point in Terrence Merrigan, 
“‘Numquam minus solus quam cum solus’: Newman’s First Conversion – Its Significance 
for His Life and Thought,” Downside Review 103 (1985) 99-116, at pp. 106-107. 
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J. H. Walgrave gives expression to this when he observes that, unlike Max 
Scheler or Albert Schweitzer and others (including Sigmund Freud), New-
man does not reduce the experience of conscience to that of ‘bad conscience’. 
Instead, he views it as a dialectical relationship between ‘good’ and ‘bad’.14 
This tensile experience issues in two major characteristics of ‘natural religion’, 
namely, prayer and hope, with the former serving as the vehicle par excel-
lence for the expression of the latter.15 The hope of which Newman speaks 
is perhaps best described as an irrepressible existential longing or perhaps 
even anticipation that the One who calls us to perfection will come to our 
aid. So, Newman could claim that “one of the most important effects of 
Natural Religion on the mind, in preparation for Revealed, is the anticipa-
tion which it creates, that a Revelation will be given.” “This presentiment,” 
he goes on, “is founded on our sense, on the one hand, of the infinite good-
ness of God, and, on the other, of our own extreme misery and need – two 
doctrines which are the primary constituents of Natural Religion.”16

3. The Problem of the Mediatory Role of Religions

It is striking that in his discussion of conscience and the origins of 
natural religion, as well as in his reflections on the appropriation of the 
truth of Christianity,17 Newman displays a particular sensitivity to the 
fact that the divine self-communication does not involve any violation of 
our essential nature as historical and social beings. God’s presence is 
always a mediated presence, and for that reason, always a veiled presence. 
For that very reason, Newman speaks of conscience as the ‘echo’ of God’s 
voice in us.18 What we ‘hear’, so to speak, is a distorted version of God’s 
voice after it has passed through the caverns of our consciousness, the 
caverns created by, among other things, our self-seeking and our sin.19

14. J. H. Walgrave, “Newman’s leer over het geweten,” in his Selected Writings 
– Thematische Geschriften, ed. G. De Schrijver & J. J. Kelly (Leuven: Peeters, 1982) 195.  

15. Newman, Grammar of Assent, 258-260. 
16. Ibid., 272. See also John Henry Newman, Discourses Addressed to Mixed Congrega-

tions, ed. James Tolhurst (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2002) 277-279. 
17. For a discussion of Newman’s understanding of the way in which Christian 

truth is appropriated, see Terrence Merrigan, “Revelation,” The Cambridge Companion 
to John Henry Newman, ed. Ian Ker & Terrence Merrigan (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009) 47-72. 

18. Newman, Grammar of Assent, 74–75. 
19. In keeping with this general principle, i.e., that God usually acts “through, 

with, and beneath those physical, social, and moral laws, of which our experience informs 
us.” See John Henry Newman, Essays Critical and Historical, 2 vols. (London: Longmans, 
Green, 1919) 2:192, Newman insists that the “secondary and intelligible” means by 
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340 TERRENCE MERRIGAN

The insistence on the mediated character of the divine presence is, 
of course, the application of the sacramental principle that was so dear 
to Newman. If God “is still actively present” in history, Newman 
claimed, then He must be “acting through, with, and beneath those 
physical, social, and moral laws, of which our experience informs us.” 
He must be implicated in “that system which meets the eye,” that is to 
say, the world as we know it. Indeed, according to Newman, “the one 
great rule on which the Divine Dispensations with mankind have been 
and are conducted, [is] that the visible world is the instrument, yet the 
veil, of the world invisible.”20

Newman’s willingness to regard humanity’s concrete religious history 
as the expression of a genuine (if deficient) relationship to God is reflected 
in his acknowledgement that much of what is characteristic of Christianity 
has parallels in non-Christian thought and practice. “When Providence 
would make a Revelation,” Newman observes, “He does not begin anew, 
but uses the existing system … Thus the great characteristic of Revelation 
is addition, substitution.”21 In line with this conviction, Newman notes 
that, a “great portion of what is generally received as Christian truth, is in 
its rudiments or in its separate parts to be found in heathen philosophies 
and religions. For instance, the doctrine of a Trinity is found both in the 
East and in the West; so is the ceremony of washing; so is the rite of 
sacrifice. The doctrine of the Divine Word is Platonic; the doctrine of the 
Incarnation is Indian; of a divine Kingdom is Judaic,” and so on. Upon 
discovering this fact, some theologians argue that since “these things are 
in heathenism, therefore they are not Christian’. Newman replies that, 
“We, on the contrary, prefer to say, ‘these things are in Christianity, there-
fore they are not heathen’.” He goes on to argue that Scripture indeed 
supports the view that, “from the beginning the Moral Governor of the 
world has scattered the seeds of truth far and wide over its extent; … these 
have variously taken root, and grown up as in the wilderness, wild plants 

which one receives the “impression of Divine Verities” (i.e., in this case, revealed truth), 
are, for instance, “the habitual and devout perusal of Scripture …, the gradual influence 
of intercourse with those who are in themselves in possession of sacred ideas, … the 
study of Dogmatic Theology…, a continual round of devotion, or again, sometimes, in 
minds both fitly disposed and apprehensive, the almost instantaneous operation of a keen 
faith.” See John Henry Newman, Fifteen Sermons Preached before the University of Oxford 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1997) 333. 

20. Newman, Essays Critical and Historical, 2:192. The essay being quoted is 
“Milman’s View of Christianity,” which Newman first published in January 1841. For 
a discussion of the circumstances of the essay, see Ian Ker, John Henry Newman: A 
Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1988) 203-206. 

21. Newman, Essays Critical and Historical, 2:194-195. 
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indeed but living.” It can then be rightly said that “the philosophies and 
religions of men have their life in certain true ideas, though they are not 
directly divine.” Hence, Newman can declare that “one special way in 
which Providence has imparted divine knowledge to us has been by ena-
bling her to draw and collect it together out of the world…”22

Whereas those who resist this view maintain that “Revelation was 
a single, entire, solitary act, or nearly so,” Newman maintains that 
“Divine teaching has been in fact… ‘at sundry times and in divers man-
ners’, various, complex, progressive, and supplemental of itself.”23 

Hearts and heads and wills that have been touched by the divine pres-
ence will inevitably give expression to the encounter and, in so doing, gener-
ate forms of life that bear the impress of this encounter. If one allows for the 
reality of the encounter between God and humanity (as Newman surely does 
and as the notion of God’s universal salvific will requires), and one combines 
this with the Catholic sacramental principle, one can hardly escape the prop-
osition that non-Christian religions serve the cause of salvation. It is with 
this notion in mind that Newman could make the remarkable assertion that, 
“Revelation, properly speaking, is an universal, not a local gift.”24 In the 
Arians, he speaks of the “vague and uncertain family of religious truths, 
originally from God,” which permeate the “Dispensation of Paganism.”25

22. Newman, Essays Critical and Historical, 2:231-232. See Newman, Grammar of 
Assent, 386 where Newman claims that “Our Supreme Master might have imparted to us 
truths which nature cannot teach us, without telling us that He had imparted them, – as 
is actually the case now as regards heathen countries, into which portions of revealed truth 
overflow and penetrate, without their populations knowing whence those truths came.” 

23. Newman, Essays Critical and Historical, 2:233. 
24. Newman, Arians, 79-80. 
25. Ibid., 80-82. See also Newman, Essays Critical and Historical, 2:231-232, 

where Newman speaks of the “seeds of truth” in “the philosophies and religions of 
men… though they are not directly divine.” See Ian Ker, “Newman and the Postcon-
ciliar Church,” Newman Today, ed. S. J. Jaki (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 1989) 
124 who points out that Newman’s acknowledgement of elements of truth in paganism 
led him “to what was then the radical conclusion that the Christian apologist or mis-
sionary should, ‘after St. Paul’s manner, seek some points in the existing superstitions as 
the basis of his own instructions, instead of indiscriminately condemning and discarding 
the whole assemblage of heathen opinions and practices’, thus ‘recovering and purifying, 
rather than reversing the essential principles of their belief’.” See Newman, Arians, 80-81, 
84. Compare Newman’s remarks in this regard and Vatican II’s Decree on the Missionary 
Activity of the Church, Ad Gentes, no. 9: “Whatever truth and grace are already to be 
found among peoples – a secret presence of God, so to speak – it [missionary activity] 
frees from evil infections and restores to Christ their source … accordingly, whatever 
good is found to be sown in the minds and hearts of human beings or in the particular 
rites and cultures of peoples, not only does not perish but is healed, elevated and per-
fected, to the glory of God, the confusion of the devil and the happiness of humankind.” 
See also Erwin Ender, “Heilsökonomie und Rechtfertigung: Zur Heilsfrage im Leben 
und Denken Newmans,” Newman Studien, ed. H. Fries & W. Becker (Heroldsberg bei 
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342 TERRENCE MERRIGAN

This view of things shapes Newman’s early view of the mediatory role 
of the Church. So, for example, as early as 1832, Newman observed that 
God “can sustain our immortality without the Christian sacraments as He 
sustained Abraham and the other saints of old time.”26 And, on another 
occasion, he reflected that, “As just men existed before Christ came, why not 
at a distance from the Church? For what the former is of time, so just men 
among the heathen is of space.”27 In a rather remarkable declaration, he even 
goes so far as to reflect that, “it does not follow, because there is no Church 
but one, which has the Evangelical gifts and privileges to bestow, that there-
fore no one can be saved without the intervention of that one Church.”28

These remarks are quite striking, especially in view of Vatican II’s 
unambiguous claim that the Church is the “universal sacrament of salva-
tion” for all of humankind (Lumen gentium, §48), and its ascription to the 
Church of a genuinely instrumental role in the salvific process. From the 
point of view of Newman studies, they are particularly significant since they 
anticipate what is arguably the most important debate in the contemporary 
theology of religions, namely, the controversy concerning the mediatory role 
of non-Christian religions. They also highlight the prescient character of yet 
another dimension of Newmans theological œuvre. Where would Newman 
stand in today’s debate? That is the subject of the next section. 

4. Newman as a Theologian of Religions

Newman’s rather startling reflections on the mediatory role of 
the Church appear in a whole other light when we recall that, prior to 

Nürnberg: Glock und Lutz, 1978) 10: 167 nn. 74, 75. Ender notes that Newman makes 
a distinction between the “ordinary” and the “extraordinary” way of salvation. The sac-
raments constitute the former. He describes the extraordinary way, especially in the light 
of Christ’s Incarnation, as an “uncovenanted mercy.”  

26. Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons, 1:275. 
27. John Henry Newman, Sermon Notes of John Henry Cardinal Newman: 1849-

1878, ed. James Tolhurst (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000) 328. 
28. John Henry Newman, Certain Difficulties Felt by Anglicans in Catholic Teaching, 

2 vols. (London: Longmas, Green, 1891) 2:335. There is need for caution here. Newman 
goes on to point out that this applies to those who are ‘invincibly ignorant’ and interprets 
this to mean “that it is possible to belong to the soul of the Church without belonging to 
the body.” The question is, of course, what precisely Newman understands by ‘belonging 
to the soul of the Church’ and whether this notion resonates with the claim of theologians 
like Jacques Dupuis who propose that whereas Christ’s mediation can be characterized as 
“instrumental efficient causality in the strict sense,” the Church’s mediation is “derived,” 
and the causality that is “involved” in its intercessory activity “is not of the order of effi-
ciency but of the moral order and of finality.” See Jacques Dupuis, Toward a Christian 
Theology of Religious Pluralism (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997) 350. See also n. 27 on p. 350. 
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Vatican II, Yves Congar was able to declare that, “Every Catholic must 
admit and admits that there have existed and exit gifts of light and grace 
working for salvation outside the visible boundaries of the Church. We do 
not even deem it necessary to hold, as is nonetheless commonly done, that 
these graces are received through [Congar’s emphasis] the Church; it is 
enough that they be received in view of the Church and that they orient 
people toward the Church or that they incorporate them invisibly into 
it.”29 In an article published in 1959 (but already prepared in 1956), Con-
gar had written that, “The Catholic Church remains the only institution 
(sacramentum) divinely instituted and mandated for salvation, and whatever 
grace exists in the world is related to her by finality, if not by efficaciousness.”30

In his attempts to account for the salvation of non-Christians, Con-
gar introduced the idea of ‘substitutive mediations’ (médiations de sup-
pléance). He understood this as either “an act of love” or a basic “knowl-
edge” of God’s existence and His justice (though he acknowledges that 
this “is often a poor sort of knowledge, debased and sadly corrupt”).31 
Congar’s primary focus, however, seems to have been on the underlying 
attitude of love that comes to expression in the commitment to a whole 
range of “representations,” some of which may be “very inadequate.”32 

29. Yves Congar, “L’Église, sacrament universel du salut,” 351, as quoted in 
Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism, 351. Dupuis also refers the 
reader to Yves Congar, This Church that I Love (Denville, NJ: Dimension Books, 1969). 
Regarding Dupuis’ use of Congar, see Terrence Merrigan, “The Appeal to Yves Congar 
in Recent Catholic Theology of Religions: The Case of Jacques Dupuis,” Yves Congar: 
Theologian of the Church, ed. Gabriel Flynn, Louvain Theological and Pastoral Mono-
graphs, 32 (Leuven: Peeters / Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005) 427-457. See also 
Terrence Merrigan, “Christologie et Théologie des Religions: L’héritage de Jacques Dupuis,” 
De Jésus à Jésus Christ: Christ dans l’histoire (Paris: Desclée-Mame, 2011) 257-290.  

30. Quoted in Francis Sullivan, Salvation outside the Church? Tracing the History 
of the Catholic Response (London: Geoffrey Chapman, 1992) 156; see Yves Congar, 
“Hors de l’Église pas de salut,” Sainte Église: Études et approches ecclésiologiques, Unam 
Sanctam, 41 (Paris: Cerf, 1963) 431-432. Sullivan, Salvation outside the Church?, 215 
n. 18 points out that Congar’s text had been prepared in 1956 and that it was first 
published in the encyclopedia, Catholicisme, 5:948-956 in 1959. 

31. Yves Congar, The Wide World My Parish: Salvation and Its Problems (London: 
Darton, Longman & Todd, 1961) 123. The book originally appeared in French as Vaste 
monde ma paroisse (Paris: Témoignage chrétien, 1959). See p. 143 of the French edition. 
The terms used in the original text are, “une médiation supplétive” and “une mediation 
de suppléance.” See also Congar, “Au sujet du salut des non-catholiques,” Revue des Sciences 
Religieuses 32 (1958) 67. In the 1958 article, Congar (discussing the same book that he 
refers to in Vaste monde ma paroisse), asks whether “la consécration a quelque grande cause 
à laquelle on donnerait la valeur d’un absolu”: “Justice, Fraternité, Devoir, Progrès, Paix,” 
might not constitute “quelque substitut de Dieu” (our emphasis). The book under discus-
sion is R. Lombardi, The Salvation of the Unbeliever (London: Burns & Oates, 1956). 

32. Congar, The Wide World My Parish, 123 (Vaste monde ma paroisse, 143). 
These representations include “those master-words that stand for a transcendent absolute 
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344 TERRENCE MERRIGAN

Congar goes on to state the most “privileged” of these representations is 
“the sacrament of our Neighbor” who enjoys this privileged place 
“because mediation through our neighbor [la médiation du Prochain] is 
more likely to remain unalloyed than that of other things … [I]t is less 
likely to be contaminated by the efforts of the Evil One.”33

In 1971 Congar wrote that, “One cannot deny that for those men 
[and women] to whom Christ and his Church have not been proposed, 
or have been proposed in an ‘insufficient’ way, the religions into which 
they are born, which they practice and which are, moreover, profoundly 
linked with all the concrete conditions of their social life and of their 
culture, are obvious mediations of salvation.” However, Congar contin-
ues, “One cannot conclude from this that these religions are divinely 
legitimated in themselves and as such [Congar’s emphasis]. Their value 
derives from the persons who live them.”34

In the Catholic theology of religions, the most sophisticated version 
of the view that non-Christian religions might actually play a mediatory 
role – albeit only provisionally – in the salvific economy is undoubtedly 
Karl Rahner’s notion of anonymous Christianity.35 Jacques Dupuis rad-
icalized Rahner’s thought by ascribing to non-Christian religions a per-
manent role in the economy of salvation and claiming that the “causal-
ity of the Church” in relation to non-Christians is “is not of the order 
of efficiency but of the moral order and of finality.”36 

to which [people] may have given their love, words that are often written with a capital 
letter: Duty, Peace, Justice, Brotherhood, yes, and Humanity, Progress, Welfare, and yet 
others.” See Congar, The Wide World My Parish, 124 (Vaste monde ma paroisse, 145). In 
“Au sujet du salut des non-catholiques,” Congar writes of these ‘absolutes’ as follows: 
“Objectivement, ce sont là plutôt des idoles, les idoles du monde moderne. Mais sub-
jectivement, ne peuvent-elles être les espèces sous lesquelles, sans le nommer ni le con-
naître, des consciences, réellement, honoreraient et chercheraient Dieu?” 

33. Congar, The Wide World My Parish, 124 (Vaste monde ma paroisse, 145).  
34. Yves Congar, “Non-Christian Religions and Christianity,” Evangelization, Dia-

logue and Development: Selected Papers of the International Theological Conference, Nagpur 
(India) 1971, ed. M. Dhavamony, Documenta Missionalia, 5 (Rome: Università Grego-
riana, 1972) 133-145 at 140-141. See also Congar, “Les religions non bibliques sont-elles 
des médiations de salut?,” Year-Book / Annals / Jahrbuch: Ecumenical Institute for Advanced 
Theological Studies (Tantur/Jerusalem, 1973) 77-102 at 87: “De la possibilité du salut pour 
tout homme on ne peut passer immédiatement [Congar’s emphasis] à une justification des 
religions en elles-mêmes et comme telles. Ce passage est possible, et nous le ferons, mais à 
partir des personnes. Les religions sont, pour ces personnes, des médiations du salut, mais 
elles ne sont pas les seules.” See also pp. 85, 88, 94-95, 95-96, 96-97. 

35. Karl Rahner, “Christianity and the Non-Christian Religions,” Theological 
Investigations, vol. 5 (Baltimore, MD: Helicon, 1966) 115-134. 

36. Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism, 350. See also n. 
27 on p. 350. For a discussion of Dupuis’ thought, see Terrence Merrigan, “Exploring 
the Frontiers: Jacques Dupuis and the Movement ‘Toward a Christian Theology of 
Religious Pluralism’,” Louvain Studies 23 (1998) 338-359; “Jacques Dupuis and the 
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More than twenty-five years before he defended the notion that 
religious pluralism was willed by God (pluralism de iure), Dupuis had 
questioned Congar’s distinction between “religions in themselves and as 
they are lived by concrete persons.” Writing in 1971, he argued that this 
“dichotomy” was untenable because just as “no concrete religious life is 
purely natural [i.e., devoid of authentic religious experience], no his-
torical religion is merely human.”37 From Dupuis’ point of view, Congar 
appeared, as it were, to shift the center of gravity from the ‘religions’ 
which non-Christians practice to their (personal) religious ‘practice’ as 
such. This meant (from Dupuis’ perspective) that Congar had not suf-
ficiently appreciated the fact that communal forms (religions) are not 
merely incidental to the way in which individuals work out their salva-
tion, but are the sine qua non of every saving encounter with God.38

Pope John Paul II took up the theme of mediation in the case of 
non-Christian religions in his encyclical, Redemptoris Missio (1990). There 
he affirmed that “salvation in Christ is accessible to people outside the 
Church ‘by virtue of a grace which, while having a mysterious relationship 
to the Church, does not make them formally part of the Church but 
enlightens them in a way which is accommodated to their spiritual and 
material situation’” (§10). The encyclical then goes on to recognize the 
possibility, in the order of salvation, of “participated forms of mediation”. 
The text reads as follows: “Although participated forms of mediation of 
different kinds and degrees are not excluded, they acquire meaning and 
value only from Christ’s own mediation, and they cannot be understood 
as parallel or complementary to his” [emphasis in the original] (§5).39 

Redefinition of Inclusivism,” In Many and Diverse Ways: In Honor of Jacques Dupuis, ed. 
Daniel Kendall & Gerald O’Collins (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2003) 60-71. 

37. Jacques Dupuis, “The Salvific Value of Non-Christian Religions,” Evangeliza-
tion, Dialogue and Development, 169-193 at 185. 

38. It is striking that, in Congar’s 1971 lecture, “Non-Christian Religions and 
Christianity,” there are some traces of a tendency to highlight the ‘individual’ character 
of the non-Christian’s religious practice. So, for example, Congar remarks (p. 139) that, 
“On this subjective level [our emphasis], the mediations of salvation are many: everything 
in which a conscience [our emphasis] loyally places its absolute and which does not 
involve in itself a contradiction.” So, too, Congar acknowledges that “the religions into 
which [people] are born, which they practice and which are, moreover, profoundly 
linked with all the concrete conditions of their social life and of their culture, are obvious 
mediations of salvation,” and that it is “by means of them that they are in communion 
of faith and love with God.” However, he immediately qualifies this endorsement, so to 
speak, by observing that: “One cannot, however, exclude the idea that, while practicing 
loyally or candidly these religions, men may be saved by another mediation, for instance, 
the gift to a generous absolute love on the philanthropic plane.” See p. 139 n. 18.  

39. Quoted in Dupuis, Toward a Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism, 222. 
Elsewhere in the encyclical (§28), the pontiff provides another avenue for approaching 
non-Christian traditions as playing a mediatory role when he describes them as loci for 
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The debate about the mediatory role of non-Christian religions 
reached something of a climax with the investigation of Dupuis’ work 
by the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, the appearance, in 
2000, of Dominus Iesus,40 and the publication in 2001 of a ‘Notification’ 
concerning Dupuis’ work. The latter document insisted that the applica-
tion of the notion of participated mediation “must remain always con-
sistent with the principle of Christ’s unique mediation.” Dominus Iesus 
(§14) then goes on to cite Redemptoris Missio (§5) to the effect that:

‘Although participated forms of mediation of different kinds and 
degrees are not excluded, they acquire meaning and value only from 
Christ’s own mediation, and they cannot be understood as parallel 
or complementary to his’. Hence, those solutions that propose a 
salvific action of God beyond the unique mediation of Christ would 
be contrary to Christian and Catholic faith.

The evolution of the debate about the mediatory role of non-Christian 
religions would seem to indicate that what is ultimately at stake in the the-
ology of religions is nothing less than the heart of the Christian (Catholic) 
confession of faith, namely, the role of the incarnate Christ (and by exten-
sion the sacramental Church) in the work of of salvation. It is, then, to 
Newman’s understanding of christology that we must look if we are to 
hazard a view on what he would have made of the contemporary discussion.

5. Newman on the Particularity of Christianity

It is, above all, the radically ‘historical’ character of Christian teaching, 
its rootedness in concrete facts and historical events which, according to 
Newman, accounts for its appeal to the beleaguered practitioner of natural 
religion. Christianity represents the radicalization of the commitment to 

the activity of the Spirit. In the words of the encyclical, “The Spirit’s … presence 
and activity are universal, limited neither by space nor time … The Spirit’s presence 
and activity affect not only individuals but also society and history, peoples, cultures 
and religions.” See also Dupuis’ discussion (pp. 173-179) of other documents and 
statements by the Pope (including the encyclicals Redemptor Hominis (4 March 1979) 
and Dominum et Vivificantem (18 May 1986)) where the active presence of the Spirit 
in non-Christian religious traditions is affirmed. See also pp. 365-370. 

40. In 2001 the Congregation of the Doctrine for the Faith published a ‘Notifica-
tion’ that was dedicated to pointing up “notable ambiguities and difficulties on impor-
tant doctrinal points, which could lead a reader to erroneous or harmful opinions.” For 
the text of the ‘Notification’, see Dupuis, Toward Christian Theology of Religious Pluralism, 
434-438. For a discussion of Dominus Iesus, see Terrence Merrigan, “Religious Pluralism 
and Dominus Iesus,” Sacred Heart University Review 20:1-2 (1999-2000) 63-79. 
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‘mediated immediacy’ which is visible in the history of religions. In the 
Incarnation of Christ, Newman wrote, “the revealed doctrine … takes 
its true shape, and receives an historical reality; and the Almighty is 
introduced into His own world at a certain time and in a definite way,” 
namely, “in the form and history of man.”41 For Newman, Christ is the 
perfect realization of the sacramental principle. In Him, God is visibly and 
tangibly active in history. “Surely His very presence was a Sacrament,” 
writes Newman. In Him, “God has made history to be doctrine.”42

For Newman, then, Christianity is not the mere perfection of human-
ity’s natural religious instincts. It is the introduction into history of some-
thing hitherto unknown. It is a revelation of God that would be unthinkable 
if it were not already realized in the person of Jesus, and “re-presented in the 
Church by means of certain sacramental ‘extensions of the Incarnation’.”43 

The knowledge of God provided by conscience is but “twilight” in 
comparison to “the fullness and exactness” of “our mental image of the 
Divine Personality and Attributes” furnished by “the light of Christian-
ity.” Indeed, “the Gospels … contain a manifestation of the Divine 
Nature, so special, as to make it appear from the contrast as if nothing 
were known of God, when they are unknown.”44 “All the providences 
of God centre” in Christ, Newman wrote in the Grammar.45 His salvific 
work “is the sole Meritorious Cause, the sole Source of spiritual blessing 
to our guilty race,”46 and the Church, especially via its sacramental life, 
exists to render that blessing accessible to humanity.47 The “various econ-
omies of salvation all find their focus in the Christ-event. The Incarnation 
constitutes the unifying principle of salvation history in all its diversity.”48

It is important to bear in mind that when Newman speaks of God 
making “history to be doctrine,” he is referring to more than the singular 
event of the incarnation. He is also referring to the whole history of the 
proclamation, celebration and interpretation of that event by the Church. 
The Church exists to manifest and make tangibly (i.e., sacramentally) 

41. Newman, Discourses Addressed to Mixed Congregations, 347; Parochial and 
Plain Sermons, 2:155, 32, 39; 3:156.  

42. Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons, 2:62, 227; 3:114-115. 
43. E. R. Fairweather, ‘Introduction’ to The Oxford Movement, Library of Protes-

tant Thought, ed. J. Dillenberger, et al. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964) 11.  
44. Newman, Grammar of Assent, 81.  
45. Ibid., 43. 
46. Newman, Parochial and Plain Sermons, 2:304. 
47. See on this theme, Ian Ker, Healing the Wound of Humanity: The Spirituality 

of John Henry Newman (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1993) 60-67; see also 
Ender, “Heilsökonomie und Rechtfertigung,” 160-161. 

48. See Ender, “Heilsökonomie und Rechtfertigung,” 158-159. 
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present – in all ages – the truth made flesh in Jesus Christ. According to 
this view of things, the history of the Church is, in a very real sense, the 
history of Christ’s own progress through time and space. 

The Church derives its sacramental character from its union with 
Christ. Its very raison d’être is its service to his work of redemption. To 
separate the Church from Christ – even for a moment, so to speak – 
would be to rob it of its ‘essential’ significance as instrument of his 
salvific will. This is not to suggest that the Church can simply be equated 
with Christ, but it does perpetuate his saving work in history, especially 
in its celebration of the Eucharist. After all, while it is possible to distin-
guish the sacrament and the reality signified, these can never be divided. 
To suggest, therefore, that Christ is always ‘implicated’ in the salvation 
of all men and women, but that the Church is only implicated in the 
salvation of Christians, would be to violate the sacramental (or incarna-
tional) principle on which the Church is founded and to which John 
Henry Newman was so committed. That being said, however, it must 
be acknowledged that this same ‘sacramentalism’ obliges Catholic think-
ers to account, in a coherent fashion, for the manifest signs of the divine 
presence (what Vatican II called the ‘bona moralia et spiritualia’) among 
non-Christian men and women who look to their concrete religious 
traditions for spiritual sustenance.49 It is in light of this challenge that 
Newman’s insistence that God’s presence to the world is always a medi-
ated presence acquires contemporary significance.

As far as the non-Christian religions are concerned, this means that 
they have a claim on us, a claim to be taken seriously as potential chan-
nels of the divine presence that was fully realized in Christ. Whether this 
is the case (i.e., whether they are such channels) can only be determined 
in and through dialogue, through intense engagement with the life and 
thought and practice of non-Christians.

As far as the Church is concerned, the claim to her mediatory role 
brings with it a staggering responsibility to the world – the responsibility 
to make Christ truly present, by word and deed and example, in every 
place and every age. It is only to the degree that the Church does this that 
her claim to be the universal sacrament of salvation becomes credible.50

49. For an extended discussion of the notion of the ‘bona moralia et spiritualia’ 
and their significance for interreligious dialogue, see Merrigan, “Jacques Dupuis and the 
Redefinition of Inclusivism,” 63-67. 

50. For a reflection on the implications of the Church’s failure in this regard, in 
the light of Newman’s theory of development, see Terrence Merrigan, “Résister à 
l’épreuve du temps: La théorie newmanienne du développement et son importance pour 
l’Église contemporaine,” Nouvelle Revue Théologique 133 (2011) 28-38. 
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