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Signs, Types and Symbols in J.H. Newman's The Dream of Gerontius
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The aim of the present study is to examine how far — to be exact, how little — the
traditional scholasticism influenced John Henry Newman’s (1801-1890) individual es-
chatology, even after his conversion -to the Catholic Church in 1845. In The Dream of
Gerontius (1865), a poem of his Catholic period, Newman speculated on the conditions of
the souls in the purgatory and wondered how cognition without senses could possibly
exist. In order to approach this highly speculative topic, Newman chose words, such as”
signs,” “types,” and “symbols” to designate the sacramental medium of cognition, rather
than the traditional scholastic term” species,” employed by St. Thomas Aquinas in his
Summa Theologiae 1, q, 89. In this paper, I trace the origin of the words, “signs,”

and “symbols” to the patristic literature of the early centuries and show how patrology

types,”

influenced Newman’s theology both in his Anglican and in his Catholic periods.
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I never have any satisfaction in considering

questions of scholastic philosophy, because [
partly do not understand them, and partly
distrust premisses which many take for grant-
ed. Hence I really am very diffident in observ-
ing on what you ask me about the Blessed
Eucharist, ...'¢ (18674E)
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All I can say is I have no suspicion, and do

not anticipate, that I shall be found in sub-
stance to disagree with St. Thomas. What is it
exactly the Pope has done? It is very friendly
in you to propose to send me any remarks
bearing on Assent from St. Thomas and I
shall cordially welcome them - tho’ now I am
getting too old to do any thing more, they will
be a great interest to me. I am now re-editing
my translation of St. Athgnasius.?® (1878%4F)
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You will still be the same being, but
deprived of those outward stays and reliefs
and solaces, which, such as they are, you now
enjoy. You will be yourself, shut up in
yourself.?! (18564F)
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To understand that we have souls, is to feel
our separation from things visible, our in-
dependence of them, our distinct existence in
ourselves, our individuality, ... [The world’s]
changes are so many, so sudden, so silent, so
continual. It never leaves changing; it goes on
to change, till we are quite sick at heart: —
then it is that our reliance on it is broken. ...
We feel that, while it changes, we are one and
the same; ... There are but two beings in the
whole universe, our own soul, and the God
who made it.?® (18334F)
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And as to .. our friends and relations,
whom we are right in loving these, too, after
all, are nothing to us here. ... We see them,
and they act upon us, only (as it were) at a
distance, through the medium of sense; they
cannot get at our souls; they cannot enter into
our thoughts, or really be companions to us.
In the next world, ... they vanish before the

clear vision we have, first, of our own
existence, next of the presence of the great
God in us, and over us, as our Governor and
Judge, who dwells in us by our conscience,
which is His representative.?® (18334F)
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I hear no more the busy beat of time,

No, nor my fluttering breath, nor struggling
pulse;

Nor does one moment differ from next. ...

I seem to'hear him [the priest] still; but thin
and low,

And fainter and ‘more faint the accent came,

As at an ever-widening interval. ...

This silence pours a solitariness

Into the very essence of my soul; ...

By a strange introversion, and perforce

I now begin to feed upon myself.

Because I have nought else to feed wupon.*®
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For spirits and men by different standards
mete

The less and greater in the flow of time.

By sun and moon, primeval ordinances -

By stars which rise and set harmoniously -

By the recurring seasons, and the swing,

This way and that, of thé suspended rod

Precise and punctual, men divide the hours,

Equal, continuous, for their common use.

Not so with us in the immaterial world;

But intervals in their succession

Ave measured by the living thought alone,

And grow or wane with intensity.

And time is not a common property;

But what is long is short, and swift is slow,

And near is distant, as received and grasped

By this mind and by that, and every one

Is standard of his own chronology.?”
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Soul
Thou speakest mysteries; still methinks I
know
To disengage the tangle of thy words:
Yet rather would I hear thy angel voice,
Than for my self be thy interpreter.2®
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Angel
Nor touch, nor taste, nor hearing hast thou
now;
Thou livest in a world of signs and #ypes,
The presentations of most holy truths,
Living and strong, which now encompass
thee.
A disembodied soul, thou hast by right

No converse with aught else beside thyself; ...
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token,” “fig-

Why should we rest in this world, when it is

the foken and promise of another? Why
should we be content with its surface, instead
of appropriating what is stored beneath it?
To those who live by faith, every thing they
see speaks of that future world; the glories of
nature, the sun, moon, and stars, and the
richness and the beauty of the earth, are as
types and figures witnessing and teaching the
invisible things of God.*® (1836%F)
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All that we see is destined one day to burst

forth into a heavenly bloom, and to be trans-
figured into immortal glory. Heaven at pres-
ent is out of sight, but in due time, as snow
melts and discovers what it lay upon, so will
this visible creation fade away before those
greater splendours which are behind it, and
on which at present it depends. In that day,
shadows will retire, and the substance show
itself. The sun will grow pale and be lost in
the sky, but it will be before the radiance of
Him whom it does but image, the Sun of
who will come forth in
while His perishable #ype

decays. The stars which surround it will be

Righteousness, ...

visible form,

replaced by Saints and Angles circling His
throne.®’ (18364E)
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He [The God] instructed the people, ...
calling them to the things of primary impor-
tance by means of those which were
secondary; that is, to things that are real, by
means of those that are #ypical; and by things
temporal, to eternal; and by the carnal to the
spiritual; and by the earthly to the heavenly; ...
For during forty days He was learning to
keep [in his memory] the words of God, and
the celestial paz‘temé, and the spiritual images,
and the types of things to come; ... Now all
these things happened to them in a figure;
but they were written for our admonition,

upon whom the end of the ages is come.®®
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We have the sum of this visible world
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