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As Michael Sharratt left their house in Gosforth to sit the 11+ exam, he recalls his 

father sagely advising him, “Don’t try to be clever”. With characteristic self-

deprecating wit he adds “I’ve done my best to follow his guidance.”  

 

By apparent contrast, when universities bestow honorary degrees they are 

acknowledging an individual’s achievements and all they represent. They are also, 

of course, making statements about themselves: what they value, aspire to achieve, 

and wish to encourage in others. All of this is true in full part of Michael Sharratt; 

perhaps surprisingly so in light of the hidden nature of his long years spent at Ushaw 

College, the historic former Catholic seminary just three miles to the west of Durham 

City. 

 

Michael was there from 1952 to 1957 as a junior seminarian and then again from 

1967 onwards as the longest-serving member of Ushaw’s academic staff in the latter 

half of the twentieth century. He continues there as Librarian and Archivist. Through 

these long, hidden years he made a unique contribution to that great institution 

through radically changing times. In turn, his efforts, along with those of others, are 

now opening significant fresh possibilities for this University which hold great 

promise alike for the academy, for the region, and for the UK Roman Catholic 

community.  

 

Long-term institutional commitment and responsible embrace of new developments 

goes to the core of what Michael Sharratt has been about in his person, his 

teaching, his scholarship, and his clear commitment to institutional well-being. This 

University strapline is, “Shaped by the past, creating the future”. It rings true also of 

him. We live in an age focussed on the immediate, the instantaneous, the virtual, 

and in which institutional trust has been profoundly shaken. So it is easy to overlook 

the fundamental importance of institutions as the trans-generational carriers of 

knowledge, experience, and potency; as it is also the genuinely radical commitment 

to the human project that a concern for trans-generational institutional flourishing 

entails.  



 

To understand oneself as poised between the inheritance of the past and the 

possibility of the future, responsible for discerning the meaning and making of the 

present, is not stasis but radical engagement. It is to grasp the moment, responsible 

both to what is received and to what lies open. It is this stance which Michael 

Sharratt, who has always been in it for the long-haul, exemplifies and which I 

commend to each of us today. 

 

Despite his claimed adherence to his father’s advice, he finished his Ushaw 

schooling in 1957 as the outstanding student. He was then sent to the Venerable 

English College, Rome to study at the distinguished Gregorian University. He 

overlapped there with the dramatic events of the Second Vatican Council, 1962-

1965. On the opening day he managed with cheek and charm to blag his way into 

the upper gallery of St Peter’s Basilica. From there he witnessed the Catholic 

bishops of the world gathering for this great reforming Council; a feat only 

outclassed by later managing to sneak onto the Papal balcony itself. 

 

The Council became his lode star in subsequent work. It instilled in him a deep 

commitment to ecumenical relations and a nuanced balancing of commitment and 

pluralism. 

 

 Further outstanding performances followed in his Licentiates in Philosophy and 

Theology (each MA equivalent). He then won a scholarship at Munich (1965-66), 

where the legendary Karl Rahner was teaching, and spent a year at Oxford pursuing 

doctoral research on the philosophy of J. L. Austin. For this he was awarded the 

Gregorian University’s coveted Silver Medal.  

 

Dr Michael Sharratt returned to Ushaw alive with a freshness of intellectual 

engagement. His students appreciatively recall him expanding their horizons by 

introducing them to the early Marx and other key critical thinkers, as he made his 

own effective contribution to the reception of Vatican II. Outside the lecture room his 

prowess at handball was also much admired. Ever the intellect, he dominated less 

by speed and power than by knowing the angles that make for impossible returns.  

 

His scholarly publications have ranged across a wide spectrum including:- 



- the relationship between philosophy and theology (receiving a commendation 

from Karl Popper); 

- Early modern English Catholicism; 

- Jewish-Christian relations; 

- Seminary history and education and Bibliographical studies. 

Furthermore, in early science and natural philosophy a stream of deeply researched 

papers have illuminated the neglected topic of Catholic assimilation of Newtonian 

science. 

Most significantly, his three-fold training in theology, philosophy, and history made 

him uniquely well-equipped to produce a definitive critical reappraisal of Galileo 

Galilei in 1994. This was subsequently translated into Chinese, Spanish and 

Portuguese. The discerning rightly recognise him as one of the best minds of British 

Catholicism. 

 

Beyond this, however, he has given dedicated service as Ushaw Librarian and 

Archivist for most of the years since 1977. He has been able to build on the work of 

Barnie Payne and others and has been superbly supported by Durham and Ushaw 

colleagues such as Ian Doyle, Jan Rhodes, Beth Rainey and, most recently, Jon 

Purcell, Sheila Hingley and their team. 

 

In this role Dr Michael Sharratt has done vastly more than any other living individual 

to study, analyse, catalogue, care for, and make accessible for wider scholarly use 

the College’s remarkable bibliographical and archival holdings. These holdings: 

stretch right across the Arts and Humanities, Geography, Politics, and Early 

Science; and date from the medieval and early modern periods through the 

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.  

 

His work ensured that these unique, world-significant holdings remained intact and 

in a state fit now to be brought, hopefully, to full potential by Durham University. As 

the relationship between permanent Catholic trusteeship and full University 

management develops to maturity, this in key part will be his lasting legacy.        

 

Mr Chancellor, I present the Reverend Doctor Michael Sharratt to receive the degree 

of Doctor of Letters, honoris causa. 
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