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ABSTRACT 
 

 
The central argument in this thesis is that religion, and in particular the Christian religion, has an 

essential cultural function to play in the first half of the twenty-first century as a cultural educator 

par excellence that offers proposals for the rediscovery and renewal of human dignity as an 

absolute value. Constructive dialogue, which is critical for mediating conflicting truth claims and 

value convictions, has largely broken down in contemporary society, and I contend that 

mainstream religious communities have something vital to contribute to repair this impasse; 

namely, to impart or re-inculcate a sense of transcendence within the public square. I use the 

word transcendence here to refer to the absolute mystery of God, who exceeds our human 

language and concepts, and thus one central task of this thesis is to reflect anew upon the 

questions posed to humanity over the centuries in light of this mystery as we contemplate it as 

Christians in the emerging horizon of the current century. To briefly prefigure the argument here, 

it is that a Trinitarian anthropology witnessed most clearly in the Incarnation, Passion, and 

Resurrection of Jesus Christ, which as the Vatican II Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the 

Modern World argues, is the source of authentic human dignity. In one of the most quoted 

passages of the constitution, the Council fathers declare the “truth is that only in the mystery of 

the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light…. Christ, the final Adam, by the 

revelation of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes 

his supreme calling clear.” In addressing this topic, I rely heavily upon the writings of Pope 
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Emeritus Benedict XVI, whose analysis of the complex problems confronting the contemporary 

world are both perspicacious and accurate, so much so that I consider him to be a public 

intellectual par excellence. The methodological framework that will be used throughout the 

thesis is based on Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutics that he advanced in his renowned work 

Truth and Method.  
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CHAPTER 1: THE FRAGILITY OF HUMAN DIGNITY—TWENTIETH CENTURY 
STYLE 

 
 
Prologue 
 

On July 23, 1944, as the Soviet Army was rapidly sweeping across the Bloodlands of 

Europe, soldiers liberated the Lublin/Majdanek concentration camp complex in eastern Poland. 

Six months later, on January 27, 1945, Soviet forces liberated what has become the historical 

epicenter of the Holocaust or Shoah, the Auschwitz concentration complex where more than 1.1 

million Europeans, one million of whom were European Jews, met their deaths. On April 11, 

1945, just west of the Bloodlands, the United States Army liberated Ohrdrul, a sub-camp of 

Buchenwald. This was followed by the rapid liberation over the next several weeks and months 

of camps that made up the vast and systematic complex of concentration and extermination 

camps—Westerbork, Bergen-Belsen, Sachsenhausen, Flossenbürg, Ravensbrück, Dachau, 

Neuengamme, as well as lesser-known camps, and lastly, as the war was drawing to a close, on 

May 6, 1945, US forces liberated Mauthausen. The next day, on the heels of the April 30th 

suicide of Adolf Hitler in the ruins of his bunker in the heart of the decimated German capital, 

Berlin, General Alfred Jodl, the Chief of Staff of the German High Command, signed the 

unconditional surrender of all German forces at the Supreme Headquarters Allied Forces Europe 

in Reims, France. In Berlin, on May 8th, Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel signed a similar 

document in the presence of Georgy Zhukov, Marshal of the Soviet Union and Commander of 

Soviet Armed Forces in Germany.  

The war in Europe was officially over, but to the east the war against Japan raged on 

through the spring and summer months, until, on August 6th, the US Army Air Forces dropped a 

nuclear bomb on Hiroshima, destroying most of the city instantaneously, and three days later 
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Nagasaki met a similar fate. It was the second and, heretofore, the last city to be destroyed by a 

nuclear weapon in human history. In a global inferno unleashed by men employing ever greater 

and more destructive technological “advancements,” the mushroom clouds rising over Hiroshima 

and Nagasaki presented a stark warning to humanity. On August 15th, Emperor Hirohito 

announced the surrender of Japan that was formally signed on the USS Missouri by Foreign 

Minister Shigemitsu for the Japanese government and General Umezu for the Japanese armed 

forces. Douglas MacArthur, General of the Army, and the individual charged with overseeing the 

occupation of Japan, signed the instrument of surrender on behalf of the allied powers. 

Immediately behind the Supreme Commander was General Jonathan Wainwright, who, shortly 

after the departure of MacArthur from the Philippines in 1942, had to surrender US forces on 

Corregidor Island to the Japanese. He survived the brutal and utterly inhuman conditions in 

Japanese prisoner of war camps in Luzon, Formosa, and Liaoyuan as the highest-ranking 

American prisoner of war until the Soviet Army liberated him and the surviving members of his 

forces in August 1945. Wainwright received the Medal of Honor for his heroism and leadership 

on Corregidor and following the surrender on the Missouri, he returned to the Philippines to 

receive the surrender of the local Japanese commander.  

Thus concluded the most murderous war in human history. While numbers are 

notoriously hard to pin down, it is estimated that between 70 and 85 million human beings were 

killed during the course of the war, of which 38 to 50 million were civilians who died as a result 

of direct military action, more specifically in firebombed cities, or as a result of war-related 

disease and famine. Add to those numbers the deaths from World War I, the War to End All 

Wars and the precursor to World War II, which are estimated to be between 18.5 to 20.5 

millionn, of which 8.5 million were military deaths and 10 to 12 million were civilian deaths, 
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again due to either direct military action or war-related disease or famine. As a result, in the first 

half of the twentieth century the number of humans killed at the hands of the state in war were 

between 88.5 and 105.5 million human beings (approximately 4 percent of the world population 

in 1950), and those appalling figures do not include the millions upon millions killed by the state 

due to political or revolutionary violence, nor does it take into consideration the violence and 

murder witnessed in the second half of the century. This unprecedented level of human violence 

places upon rational human beings a fundamental obligation to ask why, and an absolute 

responsibility to reflect on the various answers to that question. 

My response to the “why” question concerns what I believe to have been the utter 

breakdown of the notion of human dignity and, relatedly, the seemingly unquestioned faith in the 

human ability to create the “new man,” to fashion “the new society,” and to develop without 

question ever new and more powerful technology. In essence, and this will form a general motif 

of the thesis, over the course of the late history of Christendom citizens of this culture have either 

pushed to the back of their minds, or have largely forgotten, or have outright rejected the 

absolute value of the universal dignity of the human person. In part, this has resulted from the 

breach between the earthly and heavenly cities as St. Augustine’s admonishment in the City of 

God warns us: 

So also the earthly city, which does not live by faith, seeks an earthly peace, and it 
establishes a concord of command and obedience among its citizens in order to 
bring about a kind of accommodation among human wills with regard to the things 
that pertain to this mortal life. And the heavenly city—or, rather, that part of it 
which is on pilgrimage in this mortal life existence and which lives by faith—must 
of necessity make use of this peace as well, at least until this mortal existence, for 
which such peace is necessary, passes away. Consequently, for as long as it leads 
its pilgrim life as a captive, so to speak, in the earthly life, even though it has already 
received the promise of redemption and the gift of the Spirit as a pledge of that 
redemption, it does not hesitate to obey the laws of the earthly city, by which the 
things needed for sustaining this mortal life are administered. For, since this mortal 
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existence is common to both cities, its obedience serves to maintain a concord 
between the two with regard to the things that pertain to our mortal life.1 

The moral existence that is common to both cities was absolutely ruptured by the events of the 

Second World War, and while this is undeniably manifested in the Holocaust it is also evident, 

for example, in the firebombing of cities in which all the belligerents were complicit. This, 

however, is not all the saint warns us about, as he goes on to declare that: “In this life, therefore, 

justice is only present in each person when the person is obedient to God’s rule, when the mind 

rules the body, and when reason rules the vices, even when they fight against its rule by 

subduing or resisting them.”2 Augustine’s concept of reason and justice needing to be well-

ordered will also be a central focus of the thesis. Ultimately, however, Augustine professes that it 

is the final peace which justice must be concentrated upon for it is through the final peace that 

“our nature will be healed by immortality and incorruption,” and he avows that “there will be no 

need for reason to rule the vices, because there will be no vices.”3 In that state, we have left the 

pilgrim earthly city behind and have attained to the City of God, “where God rules the person, 

the soul rules the body, and the delight and ease which we obey in that final peace will be as 

great as the happiness with which we live and reign.”4 While living in the earthly city it is 

providential that we are ordained to care for creation and for our fellow man as seen in Christ’s 

enjoinder to rule over creation and to love our neighbor as we love ourselves; hence, we are 

absolutely disordered when we believe that through our own human endeavor we will create the 

new man, fashion the new society, or establish the heavenly city on earth.  

 
1 St. Augustine, The City of God: XI - XXII: De Civitate Dei, trans. William Babcock, The Works of Saint Augustine 
Books, a translation for the 21st century/Augustinian Heritage Institute; Pt. 1 Vol. 7 (Hyde Park, NY: New City 
Press, 2013), 374. 
2 St. Augustine, 387. 
3 St. Augustine, 387. 
4 St. Augustine, 387. 
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I contend, unfortunately, that many of the issues that produced the horrors of the 

twentieth century remain with us to one degree or another in the third decade of the twenty-first 

century. We must both sharpen our analysis of the underlying causes of this cataclysm and 

heighten our memory of the untoward suffering and destruction that these events had on human 

beings and on the culture that were centuries in the making. If we are to restore true human 

dignity to its proper place, we must work within discursive, dialogical human communities 

capable of initiating proposals for cooperative action necessary for resolving the myriad complex 

challenges confronting us today. This leads to one last opening comment that will also be a motif 

throughout the thesis. Josef Pieper concludes his short and masterful work, The Silence of St 

Thomas, thusly: “the fullness of truth can never be grasped by a neutral and indifferent mind, but 

only by a mind seeking the answers to a serious and urgent existential problem,” and this 

urgency must be experienced as a real situation for the individual and the community, and this 

means “that the truth will be more profoundly known as truth, the more vigorously its timeliness 

comes to light; it also means that a man experiencing his own time with a richer intensity of heart 

and fuller spiritual awareness has a better chance of experiencing the illuminating force of 

truth.”5 And this is the lesson of St. Thomas: for us, the everlasting task of the true teacher, 

exemplified here by the Angelic Doctor, is “to reflect the totality of truth and, in a constantly 

inquiring meditation, to discover and point out wherein lies the relevance of truth to his own 

time.”6 In other words, the thoughts of Augustine and Aquinas can inform our ideas on how to 

address our contemporary impasses, but our answers will not be found in the classical or 

medieval answers upon which they settled. It is our responsibility to formulate our own answers 

to the timeless questions that illuminate the force of truth.  

 
5 Josef Pieper, The Silence of St. Thomas: Three Essays (South Bend, Ind: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999), 106–7. 
6 Pieper, 107. 
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Why: In Search of a Preliminary Answer 
 

Returning to the Bloodlands of Europe one can begin to find an answer to the question 

posed above about why the twentieth century witnessed a historically unprecedented level of 

human violence. In Timothy Snyder’s seminal work, Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and 

Stalin, he describes the lands that in today’s terms consist of “St. Petersburg and the western rim 

of the Russian Federation, most of Poland, the Baltic States, Belarus, and Ukraine.” Snyder 

underscores that “this is where the power and malice of the Nazi and Soviet regimes overlapped 

and interacted, and he appropriately asserts “the bloodlands are important not only because most 

of the victims were its inhabitants but also because it was the center of the major policies that 

killed people from everywhere.”7 He argues that to “dismiss the Nazis or Soviets as beyond 

human concern or historical understanding is to fall into their moral trap. The safer route is to 

realize that their motives for mass killings, however revolting to us, made sense to them.”8 So, 

what was their motive and why did it make sense to them?  

Alain Besançon argues in his short but incredibly penetrating essay, A Century of 

Horrors: Communism, Nazism, and the Uniqueness of the Shoah, that it is an illusion to trace the 

intellectual genealogy of the two main ideologies underpinning Nazism and Communism from 

the Western philosophical tradition. Many argued that Communism claims its roots reach back to 

Heraclitus and Democritus and descend from “Lucretius, the Enlightenment, Hegel, and the 

entire scientific movement,” while National Socialism, allegedly “found its predecessors in 

Greek tragedy, Herder, Novalis, a different reading of Hegel, and Nietzsche; and naturally, it 

based its legitimacy on the scientific movement since Darwin.”9 Besançon claims that believing 

 
7 Timothy Snyder, Bloodlands: Europe between Hitler and Stalin (New York: Basic Books, 2010), 384. 
8 Snyder, 400. 
9 Alain Besançon, A Century of Horrors: Communism, Nazism, and the Uniqueness of the Shoah, 1st ed 
(Wilmington, DE: ISI Books, 2007), 14. 
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this notion of a philosophical lineage “constitutes an illusion” that philosophy has “begotten such 

descendants,” a point that I will later consider and, while I will not outright rejected his assertion, 

I will qualify it. But, Besançon’s broader point is not to be refuted. He asserts that Nazi and 

Soviet leaders’ thinking:  

was completely governed by an extraordinarily impoverished system of 
interpreting that world. It saw classes and races as engaged in a dualistic struggle. 
The definition of these classes or races makes sense only within the system, with 
the results that any objectivity that could exist in the notion of classes or races 
vanishes. These notions gone awry explain the nature of the struggle; they justify it 
and, in the mind of the ideologist, guide the action of enemies and allies. The means 
used to reach the goal can be cunning and shrewd (and in fact, with Lenin, Stalin, 
Mao, and Ho Chi Minh, communism benefited from agents more capable than 
Hitler). But the logic of the system as a whole remains absurd, and its goal 
unattainable.10  

He succinctly and persuasively concludes: “It is not possible to remain intelligent under the spell 

of ideology” and shortly thereafter observes that the “backdrop for moral destruction is 

ineptitude.”11 Totalitarianism may be thought of in terms of the demand to “totalize” or 

“absolutize” a principle which can be rationally understood as universal, yet it has an enemy—

the Jews, the bourgeois, the Untermensch—and expressing this conviction is what constitutes an 

ideology. Ineptitude caused by reason being separated from reality and driven by a maladroit, 

false sense of the ideal, is also a central theme of the thesis. In essence, the universality of human 

dignity is misunderstood by ideologies that hold that there is an enemy to the prevailing ideology 

and therefore it makes the false claim to humanity, and, thus, threatens human dignity, that there 

is a sub-set of humans living in society that fall outside of societal norms and must be 

exterminated. Hence, ideology becomes totalitarianism by taking as its primary goal to eliminate 

these “false” or “sub” human beings. In order to combat ideological totalitarianism, we must be 

 
10 Besançon, 14. 
11 Besançon, 15–17. 
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able persuasively to defend the universal dignity of the human person, and I contend in 

defending authentic human dignity, Christianity has both much to relearn and much to offer to 

contemporary society. 

In the case of National Socialism, the ethical worldview that arose “manifested itself as a 

negation of the ethical tradition of all humanity,” and Besançon continues, “as a morality, the 

Nazi ethic cannot gain serious support in history. Its perversity easily becomes evident and it 

cannot be universalized.”12 On the other hand, he notes, that the Soviet communist ethic can 

indeed be universalized through the reappropriation of common language and consequently its 

perversity is hidden, which is one reason for its spread around the globe. It is for this reason that 

Nazi morality was less infectious than communist morality as well as why Nazi morality was 

less destructive and more limited in scope. “The ‘inferior’ ‘subhuman’ race saw an imminent 

deadly threat in this doctrine and could not be tempted.”13 This was much different in the 

communist ideological worldview where races where not to be destroyed, but rather classes of 

men were going to progress to the point of creating the new man. “The new man appropriated the 

new morality of an absolute devotion to the ends. The new morality required one to drive out the 

remnants of the old morality, which ‘class enemies’ advanced in order to perpetuate their rule,” 

and he presciently notes, “what is amazing is that not everyone outside of this revolutionary 

milieu was aware of this moral rupture. In fact, communism used words from the old morality—

justice, equality, liberty, etc.—to describe the new one.”14 

Besançon concludes his discussion of the moral destruction wrought by the ideological 

worldviews of Nazi national socialism and of Soviet communism, and the political systems they 

 
12 Besançon, 21. 
13 Besançon, 21. 
14 Besançon, 25–26. 
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spawned, by suggesting that while the Nazi system had a level of violent intensity unequalled in 

communism, the latter produced “a more widespread and deeper moral destruction.” He offers 

two reasons for this inference.  First, he avows “the obligation to internalize the new moral code 

extended to the entire population subject to reeducation,” which when communism finally 

collapsed or retreated resulted in a more scarred humanity, and, hence, “the poisoning of souls 

was more difficult to purge from the former communist bloc than it was from Germany. The 

latter nation, stricken with temporary insanity, awoke from its nightmare ready for work, self-

examination, and a purifying repentance.”15 Secondly, he contends the moral destruction under 

communism was far more destructive because of the confusion that results from a common 

lexicon and thus the “confusion between common morality and communist morality remains 

deep rooted,” and he correctly draws from this that “communism is more perverse than Nazism 

because it does not ask man consciously to take the moral step of a criminal, and because it uses 

the spirit of justice and goodness that abounds throughout the earth to spread evil over all the 

earth. Each communist experience begins anew in innocence.”16 The antidote for these 

murderous worldviews, Besançon declares, is straightforward. He perceptively states, and it is 

important to incorporate his complete idea, that:  

When one is contending with an ideological regime, the line that must be held 
absolutely to the end is to reject, without discussion, the description of reality set 
forth by this regime. As soon as one puts one’s finger in the gears and admits this 
description includes a “partial truth”—for example, that there are Aryans and non-
Aryans, and that a “Jewish problem” therefore exists—one is lost. They will now 
obey only a distorted intelligence. It remains only to beg the “Aryans” to resolve 
this “problem” in a “humane” manner. In the world of ideology, the “partial truth” 
that holds seductive power is the very site of falsification and what is most false. 
This holds true for all ideology, and particularly for communist ideology. As soon 
as people accepted a description that divides reality between socialism and 
capitalism, they could only beg two “camps” to obey the general principles of 

 
15 Besançon, 36. 
16 Besançon, 37. 
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morality—even if this meant granting superiority, in principle, to the first for 
having done away with ‘exploitation’.17 

Given that the horrors of the twentieth century emanated within a Christian culture, and 

assuming that there is sufficient historical distance to gauge intellectual resistance to National 

Socialism and communism, Besançon asserts, “one might judge that the resistance of Christians 

who remained Christian and exempt from all temptation and compromise of principle on this 

matter was grounded more in moral rectitude than in intellectual lucidity.”18 He notes the dearth 

of Christian intellectuals from 1935 to 1950 who acutely addressed what was happening on the 

continent or across the world. One can only point to “a Maritain, a Journet, a Gaston Fessard, or 

a Karl Barth (though this latter only on the subject of Nazism)” when looking for Christian 

intellectuals speaking out against these ideologies, and while his list is more limited than the 

actual numbers of Christian intellectuals who spoke out, and, in a number of cases gave their 

lives as attested by Dietrich Bonhoeffer and Father Maximilian Kolbe, his larger point is true. 

“In the security of their theology,” he accurately observes, “these found the resources to 

enlighten their discernment. Among too many others, though, the good use of reason was 

hindered by religious instincts. Faith and charity remained intact, but they were paralyzed by 

doctrinal impurities issuing from upstream, by timidity, and by a dearth of intellectual labor.”19 

With respect to doctrinal impurities, Besançon was specifically referring to the anti-Jewish 

content of the church’s oldest teaching that primed the pump for the rise of anti-Semitism. He 

notes that the church was not directly involved in the sins of its members, but rather the church 

 
17 Besançon, 90. 
18 Besançon, 90. 
19 Besançon, 91. 
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offered a teaching “that did not sufficiently prepare them to resist the malignant solicitations of 

certain historical circumstances.”20 

While communism has collapsed or retreated it has successfully delayed or avoided an 

examination of conscience; however, the utter destruction of Nazism and the realization and 

condemnation of the enormity of its crimes “triggered in the church a moral and theological 

awareness of this event from the first years after the war.”21 He observes that, in 1996, Joseph 

Cardinal Ratzinger stated: “It is important to note that the Holocaust was committed not by 

Christians in the name of Christ, but by anti-Christians, and the preparatory phase to the 

extermination of Christianity.”22 Then Besançon adds that Ratzinger made the following 

noteworthy distinction when he declared that: 

This in no way changes the fact that people who had been baptized were 
responsible. Even though the SS was an organization of atheist criminals, and there 
were hardly any Christians among them, it still remains that they had been baptized. 
Christian anti-Semitism had prepared the ground up to a certain point; this cannot 
be denied….This is something that should move us to a constant examination of 
our conscience.23 

What Besançon finds extraordinary in Ratzinger’s statement is the gravity with which he 

considers the sacrament of baptism. The cardinal, he maintains, “does not esteem that the 

criminals’ abandonment of the faith and of the Christian religion freed them from being 

Christian. Their apostasy in no way erases their baptism.”24 He further stresses Ratzinger also 

held the Church accountable and decidedly not free of responsibility. Besançon maintains that 

“since we take notice of the Jewishness of an individual who does not identify himself as Jewish 

(in communism for example), we should likewise acknowledge the Christian background of a 

 
20 Besançon, 92. 
21 Besançon, 91. 
22 Besançon, 91. 
23 Besançon, 91. 
24 Besançon, 91–92. 



 12 

baptized apostate.”25 To prefigure the argument, there is much truth in Besançon’s assertion and 

it will consistently inform our discussion of Christianity needing to relearn how to be a cultural 

educator par excellence and to reemerge in the public square as a strong voice advocating as an 

absolute principle the universal value of the innate dignity of the human person. 

Two men who would form a formidable partnership in defending this universal principle 

and in combating the cultural and moral nihilism evident in National Socialism and Soviet 

communism and their lingering cultural influence came to age during the first half of the 

twentieth century. Besançon just introduced us to the younger partner, Joseph Ratzinger.26 The 

older partner, Karol Wojtyla, emerged from Nazi-occupied and then communist-ruled Poland. 

He was a laborer in a German work camp in Krakow, an underground seminarian, a mystic, poet, 

philosopher, bishop, and ultimately the Supreme Pontiff of the Roman Catholic Church. 

Ratzinger, for his part, was conscripted into the Hitler Youth and later served in an anti-aircraft 

battery in the German Wehrmacht. He was a prisoner of war held by the Americans and then was 

an erudite student of theology who with some difficulty due to his keen intellect that raised the 

hackles of the earlier generation of theologians, passed his habilitationsschrift and qualified to 

teach in the German university system. He too would become a bishop, and he would reluctantly 

follow in the footsteps of his older partner to the Apostolic See of St. Peter. Both were raised in 

devout Catholic families and reared in the heart of Catholic Christian culture, and they came 

from the east and west of the continent most responsible for the violence that ripped through the 

twentieth century. So, what precisely was happening on the continent where these worldviews 

were born, nurtured, and matured? 

 
25 Besançon, 92. 
26 Throughout the thesis I will refer to Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger by his given name prior to him assuming the 
papacy on April 19, 2005, after which I will refer to him as Benedict XVI. The same holds true when I refer to his 
written work. 
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On May 12, 1945, Prime Minister Churchill declared in his “Iron Curtain” telegram sent 

to newly inaugurated President Truman that he was profoundly concerned about the situation in 

Europe that would eventually separate Wojtyla and Ratzinger geographically while uniting them 

philosophically and theologically. He asserted: 

An iron curtain is drawn down upon their front. We do not know what is going on 
behind. There seems little doubt that the whole of the region east of the line Lübeck-
Trieste-Corfu will soon be completely in their [Russian] hands…All kinds of 
arrangements will have to be made by General Eisenhower to prevent another 
immense flight of the German population westward as this enormous Muscovite 
advance into the center of Europe takes place. And then the curtain will descend 
again to a very large extent, if not entirely. Thus a broad band of many hundreds of 
miles of Russian-occupied territory will isolate us from Poland.27  

He returned to this theme after he had been voted out of office during the Potsdam conference in 

his famous speech at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, on March 5, 1946, that would be 

memorialized as the “Iron Curtain” speech.28 In it he specifically warned the United States and 

the world that in order to provide security to the countless homes across Europe, “they must be 

shielded from the two giant marauders, war and tyranny,” and further “that our supreme task and 

duty is to guard the homes of the common people from the horrors of another war.”29 He 

forewarns, and it is important to reflect upon the words of the man who arguably played some of 

the most decisively positive and significant roles in addressing the horrors of the early twentieth 

century at some length, because it is upon these words and ideas that the two partners would 

focus their attention in the second half of the century. Churchill declares:  

From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended 
across the Continent. Behind that line lie all the capitals of the ancient states of 
Central and Eastern Europe. Warsaw, Berlin, Prague, Vienna, Budapest, Belgrade, 

 
27 Winston S. Churchill, Triumph and Tragedy, Collector’s Edition, The Second World War (Norwalk, 
Connnecticut: The Easton Press, 1989), 573. 
28 Polling occurred on 5 July 1945, absolute ballot counting started on 25 July, and the conference went from 17 July 
to 2 August. 
29 Winston S. Churchill, “The Sinews of Peace ('Iron Curtain Speech’),” The International Churchill Society, March 
5, 1946, https://winstonchurchill.org/resources/speeches/1946-1963-elder-statesman/the-sinews-of-peace/. 
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Bucharest and Sofia, all these famous cities and the populations around them lie in 
what I must call the Soviet sphere, and all are subject in one form or another, not 
only to Soviet influence but to a very high and, in many cases, increasing measure 
of control from Moscow.30 

Churchill continues in the speech to address the Polish and German homelands of Wojtyla and 

Ratzinger, where the Polish government is under increasing pressure from Moscow to “make 

enormous and wrongful inroads upon Germany, and mass expulsions of millions of Germans on 

a scale grievous and undreamed-of are now taking place.”31 This was happening because the 

Soviets moved the eastern Polish border two hundred miles to the west to gain additional buffer 

space between the Soviet Union and their former allies in the West. Poland was encouraged to do 

the same with their western border at the expense of the Germans, who in 1946 were not in a 

position to do anything about it, nor did they have any allies who would come to their aid. 

Churchill goes on to warn that the Soviet takeover of Eastern Europe with proxy Communist 

parties has led to “police governments [that] are prevailing in nearly every case, and so far, 

except in Czechoslovakia, there is no true democracy;” and, what is needed but did not happen 

for another forty-three years, “is the permanent prevention of war and the establishment of 

conditions of freedom and democracy as rapidly as possible in all countries.”32 One of the men 

who would be most responsible for meeting Churchill’s challenge and realizing the liberation of 

not only his homeland, Poland, but all of Eastern Europe from Communism was Pope St. John 

Paul II. The man who would most perspicaciously analyze and eloquently address many of the 

more hidden morasses emanating from communism raised by Besançon as well as the even more 

subtle failure of society to preserve human dignity and to foster a culture of authentic freedom 

was Joseph Ratzinger.  

 
30 Churchill. 
31 Churchill. 
32 Churchill. 
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In the partnership formed by Wojtyla and Ratzinger, both men had a very clear-eyed 

vision of what were the underlying causes of the problems in Europe and throughout the world. 

They were keenly aware, as articulated by Churchill, that the permanent prevention of war, 

especially in light of the development of thermonuclear weapons that threatened the very 

existence of humanity, was an imperative. In essence, the unquestioned advancement of 

technology, and not only technologies to be employed in war, but also biotechnologies that 

threaten human dignity by turning man into a product, had to be questioned and limited. 

Moreover, and this will form the principal line of my argument in the thesis, they understood the 

crucial condition for establishing human dignity and a flourishing freedom in a democratic 

system must be a pre-political foundation of moral law that is written upon the hearts of all 

human beings long before being written on parchment by representatives of the state. This is key 

to averting the destruction of humanity or turning man into a product of technology or the state, 

and, thereby, depriving human beings of their intrinsic human dignity and authentic freedom. To 

prefigure the primary argument of this thesis, these two men used all of their intellectual and 

spiritual gifts—philosophical and theological, mystical and poetic, erudite and contemplative—

to communicate and to disclose to the human community the latent wisdom that is in the human 

heart and is simply waiting to be reawakened. All humans are innately spiritual and rational 

creatures, and I maintain that within a Judeo-Christian culture the fundamental basis of morality 

and thus human dignity is most firmly grounded in the faith and hope of being created by and for 

a loving Creator, and specifically for Christians this is fully revealed in the words of Jesus Christ 

as the Logos. The modern mind has lost the sense of creation and of human beings as creatures; 

we focus less on the fundamental question of why and for what purpose we were created and we 

are more focused on what we can do, oftentimes with little or no consideration for the moral 
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ramifications of those actions. Furthermore, transcendent mystery is open to all human beings 

and it acts not on the intellect, but on the will in the form of an act based on a judgment. This is 

why freedom precedes truth in human existence, and, therefore, it is why freedom is rooted in the 

freedom of faith. This freedom establishes the foundation for human dignity as an absolute and 

universal value. 

 

The Premise and Structure of the Thesis 
 

The central argument in this thesis is that religion, and in particular the Christian religion, 

has an essential cultural function to play in the first half of the twenty-first century as a cultural 

educator par excellence that offers a proposal for the rediscovery and renewal of human dignity 

as an absolute value. Constructive dialogue, which is critical for mediating conflicting truth 

claims and value convictions, has largely broken down in contemporary society, and I contend 

that mainstream religious communities have something vital to contribute to repair this impasse; 

namely, to impart or re-inculcate a sense of transcendence within the public square. I use the 

word transcendence here to refer to the absolute mystery of God, who exceeds our human 

language and concepts, and thus one central task of this thesis is to reflect anew upon the 

questions posed to humanity over the centuries in light of this mystery as we contemplate it as 

Christians in the emerging horizon of the current century. While this is not a thesis on ideology 

or totalitarianism, nor is it on the events of the twentieth century, these issues are always just 

below the surface and at times will break through and make their appearance throughout the 

discussion. Nor is it a strictly philosophical argument about the change in European philosophy 

from the seventeenth to the early twenty-first century, the period that broadly covers the 

Enlightenment, Modernity, and Postmodernity, but this change certainly influences the argument 
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I intend to make because, contra Besançon, I hold that there is a stronger Western philosophical 

connection to the intellectual thought that gave rise to Communist totalitarianism on the left and 

National Socialism totalitarianism on the right, and in some cases continues to haunt Western 

liberalism as well. Additionally, the gradual removal of God from rational thought and 

consequently from the public square directly contributed to the rise of ideology as the organizing 

force of culture and society. During this period, a radical skepticism arose out of positivism and 

the notion of a forward movement of history, mostly notably seen in Hegelianism and its 

prophets on the Left, Marx, Engels, and later, and much more disastrously, Lenin, Stalin, Mao, 

Castro, Pol Pot. On the Right there followed another strain of Hegelian thought that morphed 

from his historicism into statism and the privileging of established political institutions and 

religious orthodoxy, most notably in Prussia, and that eventually transmuted into a virulent 

nationalism seen most catastrophically in Hitler and Mussolini, but in less destructive form it 

appears in many countries throughout the world. In either case, countless human beings have 

been, at best, stripped of their innate human dignity and, at worse, exterminated. Moreover, God 

and religion were either outright rejected as meaningless, or superstitious and antiquated 

concepts, or minimally forced into the private realm of the individual believer. If these religious 

concepts were to enter into public debate, it was only after they were translated, and 

consequently watered down, for the minority atheist or growing majority of agnostic or even 

Christian agnostic members of society. 

Thinking in terms of religion being a cultural educator par excellence does not mean it 

has an exclusive role as a cultural educator, but it must be brought back into the public sphere in 

order to foster the restoration of the balance between the secular and religious truth claims and 

value convictions. Reestablishing a sense of transcendence in the public square helps to 
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recalibrate policy issues from being maximalist winner take all disputes to penultimate questions; 

and, consequently, returns human dignity, freedom, and responsibility to their authentic place as 

the ultimate, yet irrevocably mysterious, concern of a society. Furthermore, I claim that when 

two or more societal interests are in fundamental disagreement, and yet each are considered a 

common good by a particular group, then practical reasoning must be operative in balancing the 

contradictory principles in order to achieve some form of functional consensus in society; and, in 

this regard, as Ratzinger has asserted, there is a “necessary relatedness between reason and faith 

and between reason and religion, which are called to purify and help one another,” and here 

again mainstream religions have a significant role to play in this process by helping to form the 

“virtuous” citizen who will then work pragmatically to foster a society based on authentic human 

dignity and freedom.33 

Therefore, the broad contour of what I will investigate in this thesis is to ask how can a 

religious community, specifically Christian and Catholic communities, foster the growth of 

discursive, dialogical communities in the contemporary public square? Or, put more 

straightforwardly, what makes religion a cultural educator par excellence? This is a reflection 

directed primarily towards Christians living in a Christian, or more specifically a post-Christian 

culture. It is important to stress at the very outset, that while I am focusing on Christianity in 

general and the Catholic Church in particular, this in no way diminishes other religious faiths 

being religious cultural educators par excellence. I just have little expertise and experience to 

enable me to consider how these religions make their own unique individual contributions to 

culture and to fostering human dignity. In my professional life, I have had the pleasure of 

working closely with individuals from the other two monotheistic faiths, Judaism and Islam, as 

 
33 Jürgen Habermas and Joseph Ratzinger, The Dialectics of Secularization: On Reason and Religion, ed. Florian 
Schuller (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2006), 78. 
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well as in a more limited fashion individuals from the Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, and Confucian 

religions, and I would be utterly remiss if I did not include in this circle of friends and colleagues 

those who hold atheism as their faith. We have fruitfully and with great mutual interest discussed 

many of the topics that I will cover in this thesis, and, as taught by Vatican II in Nostra Aetate, 

men and women of all religious faiths, and those who hold to atheism, seek answers to the 

unsolved mysteries of the human condition—the questions which stir deeply within human 

hearts of all human beings, and which are, as we will discover, the revelatory source of the 

dignity with which every person is endowed. I maintain that in post-modern society we have lost 

much of the art of having a constructive dialogue about these fundamental human questions—

what is man, what is our ultimate aim, what is the meaning of life, what is the moral good, why 

is there evil in the world, why sin and suffering, and, of the utmost importance, from whom did 

we originate and where are we going? Not having constructive dialogues about these and other 

difficult questions concerning the ground for human dignity and authentic freedom results in our 

collective inability to reach deliberate judgments on the common good and then to initiate 

proposals for cooperative action on any number of complex challenges with which we as a 

society are confronted—whether they be cultural, political, religious, or social in origin. As 

individual members of a community, we each bring into the public square bedrock convictions 

that at times hinder or block the uncovering of innovative solutions to pressing issues. This is in 

part due to our human nature, our propensity to coalesce around those who hold similar views, 

and our collective unwillingness to listen and engage with ideas that are counter to our own. 

Thus, the underlying research question is the notion of religion as a major source of cultural 

education and the principal research question I want to explore in the thesis is to what degree and 

how well does Christianity address and respond to incommensurable views expressed by 
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“conviction communities” in a manner that enables deliberative judgment and cooperative action 

necessary for resolving the myriad complex challenges that threaten human dignity and authentic 

freedom; and, to what degree do they hinder the formation of these communities?  

The interdisciplinarity aspect of the project involves history, philosophy, and theology as 

I explore what ought to be the ideal religious approach, from a normative perspective and based 

on religious traditions within Christianity, for the formation and function of these discursive 

communities. Contra John Rawls, and in a more limited sense Jürgen Habermas, who argue that 

there is no pre-political doctrine necessary to ground liberalism and consequently no need for 

religious underpinnings, I maintain that modern and post-modern society have placed an 

unjustifiable burden on those who situate themselves in the public square based on their 

understanding of faith and reason because there are pre-political values necessary for the 

formation of a just society. Compelling individuals to check their religious faith at the door of 

the agora is tantamount to denying them their authentic freedom and responsibility, and thus 

their human dignity. In the absence of discursive, dialogical communities in which there is a 

genuine search for the truth, justification of policy decisions in the public square simply becomes 

a matter of force.  

My propositional answer is that mediation between human beings holding firm 

convictions must occur hermeneutically in civil discourse that engages in the discipline of 

dialogue that recognizes the provisionality of truth—knowing that we do not know—and the 

paradoxical phenomenon of conviction—beliefs that motivate us to act and to commit ourselves 

and thereby make us who we are—which must in the end be mediated hermeneutically through 

contemplation and openness to transcendent mystery. This is the principal activity in the 

discipline of dialogue, first within a religious community and then proffered to all human beings 
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living in community with one another. Contemplation is the consciously regulated understanding 

of our exposure to mystery that is derived from the recognition, and acceptance, of the limits of 

rationality and hence the “provisionality of truth.” The limit of rationality, or the impossibility of 

absolute knowledge, consequently, generates the need for faith and hope as well as the 

imperative for practical judgment that culminates in proposals for cooperative action. This is the 

role for religion as a cultural educator par excellence, as St. Thomas declares: “For even as it is 

better to enlighten than merely to shine, so is it better to give to others the fruits of one’s 

contemplation than merely to contemplate.”34 Contemplation that leads to cooperative action 

then must foster individual and societal responsibility and acknowledge as an absolute value both 

individual freedom and the ultimate dignity of the human person. Religion as a cultural 

institution—that teaches and fosters individual virtue necessary for authentic responsibility and 

one that is indispensable for conveying a sense of transcendence and mystery—has been 

undervalued or completely discounted as a means of direct public, as opposed to individual, 

understanding of the underlying conditions necessary for engendering and preserving true human 

dignity.   

Mystery limits both reason and truth and as a result values arise from the way in which 

we as human beings deal with our finitude and through our values attempt to find genuine 

transcendence in our existence. Mystery is viewed in two related ways: as an experience of 

finitude existing within non-negotiable limits and as the sacred mystery of a Creator God and a 

sense of the real and thus of the mystery hidden therein. Oftentimes, mainstream religion has 

unwittingly suppressed mystery and transcendence; however, there is an enormous dichotomy 

between the spiritual traditions of the humanists and that of religious traditions. Humanism does 

 
34 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: IIa IIae QQ. 148-189 IIIa QQ. 1-73, vol. III (Notre Dame, Ind: 
Christian Classics, Ave Maria Press, Inc., 1981), 1993. 
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not rely on supernatural affirmations when leading ethical lives of personal responsibility that are 

directed toward the greater good of humanity, whereas religious traditions absolutely ground 

their precepts in a supernatural affirmation, and this has huge implications for the interaction 

among people engaged in the discipline of dialogue. Religion as a cultural educator par 

excellence needs to offer proposals, as opposed to edicts, that are directed towards fostering a 

sense of transcendence for our infinite possibility as created beings that is expressed by hope, or, 

in another manner of articulating it, and inverting Ernest Becker’s notion of the “vital lie,” as the 

need for humans to respond to a “possible vital truth” and act accordingly. 

No one possesses unlimited knowledge, so how one judges is crucial, and I believe that 

grounding values in a possible vital truth is better for society than grounding them in Ernest 

Becker’s “vital lie” even though, as Pascal asserts, it may end up being untrue. I argue that a 

public square that has bracketed transcendence and mystery has done so at a very great cost to 

human dignity. Post-modern thought in particular recognizes that all truth claims are embedded 

in our historical-cultural epochs, but this recognition has not had much effect on communities of 

discourse. A discursive, dialogical community is comprised of multiple communities of 

discourse in which each is engaged in attaining both theoretical and practical judgments within 

their respective communities. For example, the Catholic Church is such a community and as such 

works interiorly to parse theological questions from a Catholic perspective. It then enters into a 

dialogue with the broader Christian community in which it still holds to its theological 

theoretical judgment but must begin to discuss them on a more practical, and in the sense of 

Christianity, a more ecumenical, manner. Ultimately, it has to enter into the public square and 

make a reasoned argument upon which others must then render a practical judgment on the 

reasonableness of the argument. This is no easy task for any community of discourse. The 
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difficulty is evident in contemporary political and civil discourse in which each side tends to 

maintain a sense of moral superiority that ends in silencing the dialogical partner, and, thus, 

discourse ends because neither side is listening to, nor considering the validity of, the argument 

presented by the other. This is evident no matter whether one holds the conviction of a finite or 

infinite reality. The conviction of moral superiority is inimical to a functioning discursive 

community and the authority of the argument must rest upon reason, not volume or brute force, 

which in itself is challenging enough. That was a point of mutual agreement between Habermas 

and Ratzinger in their January 2004 dialogue that will appear and reappear throughout the thesis 

and will culminate in the penultimate chapter. Limited confidence in both the abilities of human 

reason and in individual and societal phronēsis—the wisdom of determining the appropriate end 

and the path necessary to achieve it—is the motive to explore how better to develop both reason 

and phronēsis in a public square that is open to a complementary learning process aided by 

religion. This is what Ratzinger was alluding to when he spoke of pathologies of reason and 

pathologies in religion in his dialogue with Habermas.  

What makes the exploration of different, and at times contradictory, ideas offensive to 

people? Never has an idea hurt anyone, but taking action on totalizing ideologies that are self-

centered, offensive, hateful, or vengeful has killed scores of millions of human beings and 

robbed them of their human dignity. This is where I am in absolute agreement with Besançon. I 

am also in fundamental agreement with Emmanuel Levinas and his notion of the radical alterity 

of the Other. One presupposition that I think must be acknowledged as a starting point is the 

radical differences expressed by those holding strong convictions, and thus the need to examine 

closely points of convergence and divergence, in order to begin, much less continue, any 

discursive dialogue. In this respect, Gadamer’s hermeneutic methodology points to a possible, 
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and I assert positive, manner in which to explore points of convergence and divergence, and 

through the judgment of the reasoned strength of the argument or discourse, the authoritative 

position emerges that then resolves into another question and thus further dialogue. I maintain 

that the concept of human dignity expressed in both freedom and personal responsibility must 

underpin this dialogue; however, I am equally persuaded that Levinas’s notion of the Other and 

the response that that must provoke in the self must also be operative for authentic human dignity 

to be realized. These are interrelated in that absolute respect for, and responsibility to, the 

Other’s human dignity and authentic freedom is grounded in love. Love for the Other, love for 

our communal society and its culture, love for the future generations to whom we pass on our 

traditions, and the recognition of the common good, all of which is hermeneutically understood 

within the framework of Charity in Dialogue. 

Charles Taylor makes the following observation in A Secular Age:  

Now if we don’t accept the view that the human aspiration to religion will flag, and 
I do not, then where will the access lie to practices of and deeper engagement with 
religion? The answer is the various forms of spiritual practices to which each is 
drawn in his/her own spiritual life. These involve meditation, or some charitable 
work, or a study group, or a pilgrimage, or some special form of prayer, or a host 
of such things.35 

Religion and culture are inextricably interwoven in us as individuals and in the broader society in 

which we live, function, and engage others. I believe Taylor’s view is largely true, and if that is 

the case, what do mainstream Christian denominations have to offer in this environment? I 

contend that they provide a semi-coherent, since it is open to interpretation, structure of 

thought—theological and social justice—that when considered holistically can move discourse in 

a more positive direction and perhaps ameliorate the radical skepticism that has encroached upon 

Western thought over the last three centuries. It is important to stress from the outset that I am 

 
35 Charles Taylor, A Secular Age (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007), 515. 
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not arguing for a bygone time in human history where, as Owen Chadwick observes, one is 

“postulating a dream-like society that once upon a time was not secular.”36 The understanding of 

secularity has evolved over time moving from the notion of the temporal world before Christ’s 

second coming to how it is viewed today; namely, as the complete separation of religion from 

the social space in which grace and theological norms are prohibited. Grace and theological 

principles are now relegated to individual beliefs which have no real authority in public 

discourse. Yet, religious beliefs and practices have always had varying degrees of adherents from 

the Axial Age onward. That said, while I will not necessarily be able to empirically demonstrate 

my contention that mainstream religions have a generally positive role to play, I will attempt to 

illustrate the truthfulness and value of this conviction hermeneutically within the bounds of 

history, philosophy, and theology. 

The central focus of my treatise is the concept of how religion as a cultural educator par 

excellence enabled the cultural evolution that gave rise to Christendom in Europe and then the 

spread of these ideas across the world. The argument begins with an exposition of the 

relationship between religion and culture in general, moves through the rise of Christianity 

specifically and then to a discussion of the intersection of faith and reason in medieval and 

subsequently in modern times, and it culminates in how religion as a cultural educator par 

excellence fosters discursive, dialogical communities in the present age based on lessons drawn 

from this examination of historical and cultural evolutionary change. In chapter two, I will 

develop the methodological framework that will be used throughout the thesis, which is based on 

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s hermeneutics that he advanced in his renowned work Truth and Method. 

Following this methodological discussion, I conclude chapter two by discussing the notion of a 

 
36 Owen Chadwick, The Secularization of the European Mind in the Nineteenth Century, Canto ed (Cambridge 
[England] ; New York: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 4. 



 26 

“Christian” philosophy and making preliminary remarks on the relationship of Christianity and 

culture in order to transition to chapter three. In that chapter, I will make the principal argument 

that religion serves as a fundamental and indispensable teaching institution within culture in the 

manner of the Greek paideia. In so doing, I will draw on the thoughts of the early Church 

fathers, St. Augustine, and Boethius. In chapters four and five, I will address how faith and 

reason were contemplated first in medieval times, and here St. Thomas Aquinas plays a primary 

role, and then in chapter five I will reflect on it within the contours of modern or postmodern 

times, and here John Paul II, Joseph Ratzinger, and Wolfhart Pannenberg have a predominant 

role. To prefigure the argument here, it is that a Trinitarian anthropology witnessed most clearly 

in the Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ, that as the Vatican II Pastoral 

Constitution on the Church in the Modern World argues, is the source of authentic human 

dignity. In one of the most quoted passages of the constitution, the Council fathers declare the 

“truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on 

light….Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and His love, fully 

reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear.”37 This is a fundamental point 

as we consider mystery—both as the mystery of the limits of finitude and as sacred mystery 

revealed through the Incarnation and Resurrection of Jesus Christ—when discussing human 

dignity and dialogue. In the penultimate chapter, I intend to bring together the themes addressed 

throughout the thesis by focusing on Ratzinger’s notion of pathologies in religion and 

pathologies of reason and his and Jürgen Habermas’ concept of a complementary learning 

process between faith and reason, and finally to Wolfhart Pannenberg’s thoughts on the 

 
37 “Gaudium et Spes,” para. 22, accessed April 28, 2017, 
http://www.vatican.va/archive/hist_councils/ii_vatican_council/documents/vat-ii_const_19651207_gaudium-et-
spes_en.html. 
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provisionality of truth, all of which are focused on the form and function of a discursive, 

dialogical community and on religion as a cultural educator par excellence that strives to form 

the conscience and moral reasoning of the members of that culture. Thereby, in the final 

concluding chapter, I will return to the principal question of the thesis of what does a Christian 

community, and at times more specifically Catholic communities, need to foster in order for 

these communities benefit the contemporary public square?  

What makes this thesis unique beyond the notion of religion as a cultural educator par 

excellence are the individuals I plan to bring into the discussion. While they were highly 

regarded during their academic careers in the early- to mid-twentieth century, their work has 

generally fallen out of the mainstream conversation regarding religion and culture and the need 

to reinsert religious dialogue back into the public square. They are Jacques Maritain (1882-

1973), Etienne Gilson (1984-1978), Romano Guardini (1885-1968), Christopher Dawson (1889-

1970), Eric Voegelin (1901-1985), and Josef Pieper (1904-1997). These individuals were very 

keen thinkers about philosophical and theological issues not only from a historical perspective 

but also from the standpoint of how they applied their thought to the contemporary world in 

which they lived and worked. Their work will be interspersed throughout the thesis to assist me 

in making the argument contained herein. I deem interpreting their work to gain enhanced 

understanding and insight for how their views could be applied to address contemporaneous 

questions is a fruitful endeavor. Lastly, while Gadamer’s concept of hermeneutics is the 

methodological approach I will use throughout the thesis, as I prefigured above, the individual 

who will be the main intellectual protagonist is Joseph Ratzinger. Two of the intellectuals just 

mentioned were very influential on his thinking, Romano Guardini and Josef Pieper, and the 

other four have a remarkable similarity in their thinking with his. Ratzinger—the theologian 
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from Germany—served as the bishop of Munich – Freising, the Prefect of the Congregation for 

the Doctrine of the Faith, and ultimately the bishop of Rome and the Supreme Pontiff of Roman 

Catholics throughout the world. As significant as these roles are and they are absolutely 

fundamental to Ratzinger’s intellectual oeuvre, his protagonist role in this thesis is one of a 

public intellectual par excellence.  

At this point I need to make one extremely important caveat. Obviously, the argument I 

intend to make is that Christianity has an enormous role and responsibility to play as a cultural 

educator par excellence. Ultimately, what is true cannot be said or proclaimed in so far as it 

remains mysterious, paradoxical, and historical. So, what does the church proclaim as true? Jesus 

Christ, the Way, the Truth, and the Life, who was Crucified, Died, Buried, and Resurrected on 

the third day. Such truth as a Word can only be inculturated, it can never simply be said. Thus, it 

can only be “taught” by the dialogical encounter of the person who speaks to one another by the 

way they live, participates in a community, and makes choices which embody respect for 

authentic human dignity. This is precisely the reason why, in George Weigel’s words, “the three-

headed monster” of the sexual abuse scandal within the Catholic Church—pedophiliac priest, the 

most revolting of the three, priest having illicit sexual relations with women, and by far the most 

prevalent of the three, homosexually oriented priest molesting teenage boys and young men—

has done such grave, reprehensible, and long-lasting damage to the Church. Weigel pointedly 

and correctly asserts that the “crisis has psychological, legal, and even political implications. At 

its root, however, it is a crisis of fidelity—a crisis of faith.”38 If one were looking for a powerful 

example of how religious institutions can be used as an instrument of abject evil and not as a 

cultural educator par excellence, one need not look any further. In the words of the Lord, 

 
38 George Weigel, The Courage to Be Catholic: Crisis, Reform, and the Future of the Church (New York: Basic 
Books, 2002), 19–22. 
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“Whoever receives one such child in my name receives me; but whoever causes one of these 

little ones who believe in me to stumble, it would be better for him to have a millstone fastened 

around his neck and to be drowned in the sea” (Matthew 18:5-6). Throughout history, the 

unfortunate fact is that human beings sin, and Christianity and the Church, the mystical body of 

Jesus Christ as its head, is comprised of and for sinful humanity. 
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CHAPTER 2: A HERMENEUTIC FRAMEWORK RESPONSIVE TO HUMAN 
DIGNITY 

 
 
Introduction 
 

The purpose for this chapter is threefold. The first is to establish the methodological 

framework that will be used throughout the thesis, which is based on Gadamer’s hermeneutics 

that he explicated in his renowned work Truth and Method. Secondly, I intend to revisit the 

debate, largely within French philosophical circles, in the late 1920s and early 1930s on whether 

the concept of a specifically Christian philosophy was legitimate philosophically as well as a 

fruitful way of philosophizing in general. My objective is not to reopen and thus repeat the 

contours of the debate, but rather to discuss the notion of Christian philosophy both 

hermeneutically and heuristically in order to begin to explore the more fundamental topic of 

religion being a cultural educator par excellence. Beyond that, it is important to discuss Jean-Luc 

Marion’s notion of Christian philosophy being not only hermeneutically valid, but heuristically 

valid as well—what he refers to as the Heuristic of Charity. This is important because it opens 

two means to explore religion as a cultural educator, one from the vantage point of hermeneutics, 

interpretation, and the other from the lens of a heuristic approach, experience. In combining 

interpretation and experience and thereby thinking in terms of speculative reason or speculative 

theology we move beyond the realm of the physical and into the transcendental, mysterious 

world. Here the interpretation of speculative reason or theology within the human and thus 

cultural experience is able to move one beyond the material world into the spiritual, transcendent 

realm. The question of Christian philosophy was not settled in the French debate, nor has it been 

resolved in modern or postmodern times. As we will see with Gadamer’s hermeneutics, it always 

remains a question in search of a reasoned and meaningful answer that in turn opens the mind to 
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another question. The third and final move in the chapter is to make some preliminary remarks 

on the relationship of Christianity and culture. In essence, the interaction between Christianity 

and the Greek, Roman, and Hebrew worlds enabled a new culture to emerge in Europe—

Christendom. This new Christian culture would shape philosophical discourse and concepts for 

two millennia and on into our times at the beginning of the third millennium. These three 

avenues will set the tenor for the overall notion of the role that religion plays as a cultural 

educator par excellence and how that informs individuals who live and operate within discursive, 

dialogical communities seeking meaningful ways to resolve complicated issues while 

simultaneously protecting and fostering human dignity and authentic freedom.  As Michael 

Novak astutely observes: “Civilization, Thomas Aquinas liked to say, is constituted by reasoned 

discourse. The difference between barbarianism and civilization consists in this: Barbaric 

regimes coerce the citizens; a civilized regime approaches citizens through their own 

autonomous capacities for full consent.”1 With these brief introductory remarks in mind, I now 

turn our attention to Hans-Georg Gadamer and his concept of hermeneutic methodology to begin 

our journey seeking answers and further questions for how religion as a cultural educator par 

excellence advances human dignity and authentic freedom. 

 

Gadamer: The Hermeneutic Circle and the Experience of Truth 
 

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s notion of the hermeneutic circle, which he asserts is intrinsic to 

the nature of understanding, is the “arena,” I will argue, in which the give and take of discursive 

dialogue occurs. In discussing the hermeneutic circle, the concepts of the universal and 

particular, the ontological nature of hermeneutics, and the notions of prejudice and prejudgment, 

 
1 David L. Schindler and Louis Bouyer, eds., Catholicism and Secularization in America: Essays on Nature, Grace, 
and Culture (Huntington, Ind.: Notre Dame, Ind: Our Sunday Visitor; Communio Books, 1990), 140. 
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authority and tradition, understanding and interpretation, and the concept of truth all must be 

explicated. In his translator’s introduction to the collection of Gadamer’s papers entitled 

Hermeneutics, Religion, & Ethics, Joel Weinsheimer makes the following claim: “The real 

problem of hermeneutics, then, is to think difference and sameness, the secular and the religious, 

together.”2 What makes Gadamer so intriguing for our purposes is that from the perspective of 

religious beliefs, the fundamental question of yes or no is based on faith first and afterwards on 

reason. In his discussion of the hermeneutic circle, he argues, one moves between the universal 

(sameness) and the particular (difference), and, therefore, one always proceeds from the question 

to an answer that generates another question. This keeps dialogue and religious speculative 

inquiry alive and fruitful. In elucidating Gadamer’s thoughts in Truth and Method, we will focus 

on his notion of hermeneutics and understanding, rendering moral judgment, and later expand 

upon the concept of truth as both experience of truth and the truth of experience. As we will see, 

Gadamer places great significance on the Greek concept of phronēsis, the wisdom of 

determining the appropriate end and the path necessary to achieve it, which is critical to the 

hermeneutic circle articulated by him. When awareness of right action, phronēsis, comes into 

contact with praxis, in our case the tensions of varying religious praxes, rituals, liturgies, 

interpretive scripture, and moral reasoning based on a transcendent revelation all of which make 

religion a cultural educator par excellence, they must be worked out pragmatically in the 

discipline of discursive dialogue that enables and fosters the community to make deliberative 

judgments and to act upon them in the defense of authentic human dignity.  

In so doing, the community must address the competing value and truth claims in a 

manner that both challenges and ameliorates the inevitable partisan and ideological conflicts seen 

 
2 Hans Georg Gadamer, Hermeneutics, Religion, and Ethics, trans. Weinsheimer, Yale Studies in Hermeneutics 
(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 2011), viii. 



 33 

in inter- and intra-faith discussions. In essence, one must translate the universal concepts and 

dogmas of their particular religious views into pragmatic and practical language to facilitate 

understanding that leads to the action necessary to live harmoniously within the given situation. 

This gets to the very heart of Ratzinger’s characterization of the pathologies of reason and the 

pathologies in religion raised in chapter one and will be a general motif throughout the thesis. In 

order to apprehend Gadamer’s argument for how understanding is possible, we need to 

‘understand understanding.’ This requires briefly examining his concepts of prejudice or 

prejudgment, judgment, authority and tradition, and the classical as well as his thoughts on the 

three elements that he integrates into all understanding and interpretation: temporality, historicity 

(historical consciousness), and application (thought of in terms of phronēsis). This enables moral 

judgment that is ultimately worked out in the hermeneutic circle between the universal and the 

particular. And, then finally to what he refers to as the “fusion of horizons” in which we 

transcend ourselves and others to overcome our historical consciousness which enables 

understanding and the need for further questions. All of which is realized in the experience of 

truth which is fundamental to the nature of understanding and to discursive dialogue. This is 

where Marion’s concept of heuristic comes into contact with Gadamer’s hermeneutics. Through 

both hermeneutic interpretation and heuristic experience, one is able to un-conceal or let truth 

expose itself—in the manner Heidegger conceived of in the Greek term aletheia—yet absolute 

truth paradoxically always remains a provisional mystery. As Gadamer writes in the introduction 

to Truth and Method, his investigations: 

are concerned to seek the experience of truth that transcends the domain of 
scientific method wherever that experience is to be found, and to inquire into its 
legitimacy. Hence the human sciences are connected to modes of experience that 
lie outside science: with the experience of philosophy, of art, and of history itself. 
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These are all modes of experience in which a truth is communicated that cannot be 
verified by the methodological means proper of science.3 

Lastly, as will be alluded to during the discussion of faith and reason, the hermeneutic method is 

the possible solution to what Ratzinger claims about the two pathologies and the need for both to 

purify one another. It is to Gadamer’s hermeneutic concepts that I now turn our attention. Before 

that, however, a few brief words about him personally are in order. 

Hans-Georg Gadamer was born at the start of the twentieth century on February 11, 1900, 

in Marburg, Germany, and died just after the close of the century on March 13, 2002, in 

Heidelberg at the age of 102. As Jeff Malpas claims in his Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

article on Gadamer, he is “the decisive figure in the development of twentieth century 

hermeneutics—almost certainly eclipsing Paul Ricoeur, and also Gianni Vattimo (Vattimo was 

himself one of Gadamer’s students).”4 In 1902, his family returned to their ancestral lands in 

Silesia that is now part of Poland in order for his father to assume a faculty chair at the 

University of Breslau where he taught Pharmaceutical Chemistry. Gadamer began studying at 

the University of Breslau in 1918 and completed his doctorate in 1922 at the University of 

Marburg after returning there with his father in 1919. He studied under Nicolai Hartmann who at 

the time was one of the most influential metaphysicians in Germany. It was, however, another 

German philosopher who would have a much greater influence on Gadamer’s philosophical 

thought—Martin Heidegger who was at Marburg from 1923 to 1928 and would serve on both his 

dissertation and his habilitationsschrift committees. In a seminar on the Nicomachean Ethics and 

a later one on the Sophist, Heidegger associated phronēsis with conscience and argued that it was 

concerned about life-altering decisions as opposed to the concept of prudentia heralded by the 

 
3 Hans Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall, First Paperback 
Edition, The Bloomsbury Revelations Series (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), xx. Emphasis is mine. 
4 Jeff Malpas, “Hans-Georg Gadamer,” ed. Edward N Zalta, Uri Nodelman, and Colin Allen, 2018, 1. 
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Church as the act of right reasoning and thus the first of the cardinal virtues. Gadamer would 

elucidate phronēsis to great effect in Truth and Method as we will see below. What is important 

here, as Jean Grondin, Gadamer’s biographer, maintains is that this distinction enabled Gadamer 

to ground his research in Greek ethics. Grondin asserts: “The questions the Greeks asked came to 

life once again in the sense they were put to us ourselves. From now on the Greek texts could be 

read as questions, questions that challenge us ourselves, and all the more so since the Greeks 

knew nothing of proud modern self-consciousness.”5 In essence, truth was to be found more in 

the questions asked than the answers given. Gadamer passed his Habilitationsschrift in classical 

philology in 1928 with Heidegger as one of the three examiners, and then joined the University 

of Marburg. He had professorships at the University of Leipzig where he became the Dean of the 

Faculty in 1945, and in, 1949, he replaced Karl Jaspers at the University of Heidelberg and 

would remain there until he retired from full-time teaching in 1968 and the title of professor 

emeritus was bestowed on him. In 1960, Gadamer published his magnum opus, Truth and 

Method, in which as Grondin notes:  

Against Hegel’s totalizing dialectic, however, Gadamer sets Plato’s dialogics of 
question and answer, which knows no last word, as well as Heidegger’s 
hermeneutics of facticity. Gadamer appeals to Hegel to free the experience of 
historicity from the fetters of methodology; at the same time, he takes a 
Heideggerian route to avoid Hegel’s notion of absolute knowledge.”6  

Grondin writes that Heidegger thought Gadamer’s work on Plato in the seventies was superior to 

Truth and Method and offered a correction to Heidegger’s own understanding, and that 

Heidegger had an uneasiness with respect to Truth and Method. Interestingly, as Grondin 

observes: “It is rare, though, that a teacher would express special enthusiasm for the correction 

 
5 Jean Grondin, Hans-Georg Gadamer: A Biography, trans. Joel Weinsheimer, Yale Studies in Hermeneutics (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2003), 106. 
6 Grondin, 290. 
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that a student brought to his work. Yet Heidegger’s silent respect for his student’s achievement 

most clearly manifests itself in the fact that he learned to treat the work with understanding and 

respect.”7  

Following the line of reasoning of his teacher Heidegger, Gadamer holds that we enter 

into a world that precedes us and continues to unfold as we are living and experiencing it, which 

affects our understanding because underlying it there is an a priori pre-understanding. This is the 

question that Gadamer poses in the preface to the second edition of Truth and Method, in which 

he asserts he is asking a philosophic question, just as Kant asked, “what are the conditions of our 

knowledge, by virtue of which modern science is possible and how far does it extend?” Gadamer 

says that his inquiry goes beyond science and modes of experience, and addresses “all human 

experience of the world and human living. It asks (to put it in Kantian terms): how is 

understanding possible?”8 He argues that the “act of understanding, including the experience of 

the work of art, surpasses all historicism in the sphere of aesthetic experience.”9 For our purpose 

with respect to religion, Gadamer readily admits that there is an obvious difference between the 

world in which the work of art was established and the reason underlying its creation, and the 

future world in which it would be reflected upon. This is what he refers to as “the concept of 

aesthetic non-differentiation.”10 He makes this distinction as follows: 

It should be admitted that, say, an ancient image of the gods that was not displayed 
in a temple as a work of art in order to give aesthetic, reflective pleasure, and is 
now on show in a museum, retains, even as it stands before us today, the world of 
religious experience from which it came; the important consequence is that its 
world still belongs to ours. What embraces both is the hermeneutic universe.11  

 
7 Grondin, 293. 
8 Gadamer, Truth and Method, xxvii. 
9 Gadamer, xxviii. 
10 Gadamer, xxviii. 
11 Gadamer, xxviii. 
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Thus, intrinsic to Gadamer’s hermeneutics is its claim that it is both universal and ontological in 

nature. This is so, he argues toward the end of Truth and Method, because hermeneutics “points 

to a universal ontological structure, namely to the basic nature of everything toward which 

understanding can be directed.”12 Essentially, language is what makes it both ontological and 

universal. Gadamer maintains that “the hermeneutical phenomenon here projects its own 

universality back onto the ontological constitution of what is understood, determining it in a 

universal sense as language and determining its own relation to beings as interpretation.”13 Thus, 

reality is ontologically constituted linguistically. Furthermore, with respect to universality, he 

argues, hermeneutics is a “universal aspect of philosophy, and not just the methodological basis 

of the so-called human sciences.”14 Lastly, it is the concept that hermeneutics is the 

“phenomenology of understanding” that also makes it ontological and thus requiring judgment or 

phronēsis. Gadamer explains: “Understanding must be conceived as part of the event in which 

meaning occurs, the event in which the meaning of all statements—those of art and all other 

kinds of tradition—is formed and actualized.”15 In games, or in art and music, one critiques the 

experience of the game, or the beauty of the artistic work, to arrive at a judgment. This holds true 

for all experience, including religious experiences as well. In religious rituals, much like the 

experience of games or art, one loses oneself in the ebb and flow of the event, and the 

interpretation and the experience begin to merge into judgment or phronēsis. “The only thing 

that gives a judgment dignity,” Gadamer declares, “is it having a basis, a methodological 

justification (and not the fact that it may be correct).”16 Hence, methodology is one form that the 

 
12 Gadamer, 490. 
13 Gadamer, 490. 
14 Gadamer, 491. 
15 Gadamer, 164. 
16 Gadamer, 283. 
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discipline of dialogue may take. All such forms which the discipline may take, however, are 

realized as judgment, they become effective in the decision to proceed in one way as opposed to 

another. 

This notion of judgment initiates Gadamer’s well-known criticism of the Enlightenment’s 

negative attitude toward prejudices. He argues, “the recognition that all understanding inevitably 

involves some prejudice gives the hermeneutic problem its real thrust.”17 Formerly, prejudice 

simply meant reaching a judgment before all of the factors have been completely, i.e., 

methodologically, explored. He argues that the negative understanding of prejudice “is only 

derivative” from a legal standpoint where a prejudgment could adversely affect the final 

outcome, but “the negative consequence depends precisely on the positive validity, the value of 

the provisional decision as a prejudgment, like that of any precedent. Thus, ‘prejudice’ certainly 

does not necessarily mean a false judgment, but part of the idea that it can have either a positive 

or negative value.”18 Therefore, he famously and appropriately declares: “And there is one 

prejudice of the Enlightenment that defines its essence: the fundamental prejudice of the 

Enlightenment is the prejudice against prejudice itself, which denies tradition its power.”19  Here 

again, we have an anticipation of what Ratzinger will discuss with respect to tradition in chapter 

five. Gadamer’s statement, Richard Bernstein contends in Beyond Objectivism and Relativism, is 

“one of the boldest and most controversial aspects of Gadamer’s philosophic hermeneutics.”20 

Gadamer wants to move beyond the Enlightenment focus on subjectivity, asserting that prior to 

any understanding of oneself through self-examination, there are a myriad of external factors that 

 
17 Gadamer, 283. 
18 Gadamer, 283. 
19 Gadamer, 283. The emphasis is mine. 
20 Richard J. Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and Praxis (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1983), 127. 
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shape our awareness, our family, culture, and our religion. Thus, Gadamer argues, “the focus on 

subjectivity is a distorting mirror. The self-awareness of the individual is only a flickering in the 

closed circuit of historical life. That is why the prejudices of the individual, far more than his 

judgments, constitute the historical reality of his being.”21 This is an extremely important point. 

It demonstrates how firmly one holds to their personal convictions based upon both the positive 

and negative aspects of their prejudices, and, thereby, influence their willingness to engage in the 

free flow of the give and take of questioning and responding. It is essential in dialogue to keep 

the questioning flowing ever deeper and more illuminating on the topic under consideration. All 

of this is fundamental and necessary for the fruitful interaction of a discursive, dialogical 

community. Finally, Gadamer asserts within the English and French versions of the 

Enlightenment’s approach to tradition they went to the extreme of free thinking and atheism, but 

in the German Enlightenment true prejudices were recognized. “True prejudices must still finally 

be justified by rational knowledge, even though the task can never be fully completed,” he 

declares.22 This is why scientific methodology can never succeed on its own to bring us to the 

whole of understanding, judgment in light of mystery and further questioning will always remain 

operative. Moreover, as we will see below, the importance of Gadamer’s discussion of prejudices 

is the light it sheds on the necessary role of personal convictions in the discipline of dialogue. 

The challenge is determining what are legitimate prejudices that foster understanding and 

what are the prejudices that must be overcome by critical reason. Gadamer criticizes 

Enlightenment thinkers for distorting the concept of authority by “the subjection of all authority 

to reason.”23 The distinction between faith in authority and using one’s own reason that the 

 
21 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 289. The emphasis is Gadamer’s. 
22 Gadamer, 285. 
23 Gadamer, 290. 
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Enlightenment made was legitimate, Gadamer maintains, but it did not have to be only negative. 

If the reliance on authority overwhelms one’s judgment, then it is a negative prejudice, “but this 

does not preclude it being a source of truth,” Gadamer claims, “and that is what the 

Enlightenment failed to see when it denigrated all authority.”24 As Bernstein notes, there are 

“sharp dichotomies between reason and prejudices, or knowledge and prejudices,” thus in order 

to gain knowledge, Enlightenment thinkers starting with Descartes claimed we had to bracket our 

preconceptions and our prejudices, but Gadamer argues that we must not bracket them but rather 

determine which are blind and which are “justified prejudices productive of knowledge,” or in 

other words, enabling prejudices. 25 Determining which are blind and which are enabling is not 

accomplished “by an act of pure self-reflection,” in the manner of Descartes, as Bernstein 

observes, “in which we bracket all prejudices, for there is no knowledge and no understanding 

without prejudices.”26 He contends that “Gadamer’s answer to the question of how we come to 

make this distinction among our prejudices is the very one that Descartes ruled out of serious 

consideration;” in essence, “it is in and through the encounter with works of art, texts, and more 

generally what is handed down to us through tradition that we discover which of our prejudices 

are blind and which are enabling.”27 Importantly, as we will see below, contrary to the Cartesian 

notion of pure relational self-reflection, Bernstein suggests Gadamer thought otherwise by telling 

“us that it is only through the dialogical encounter with what is once alien to us, makes a claim 

upon us, and has an affinity with what we are that we can open ourselves to risking and testing 

our prejudices.”28 And, this is where the illuminating role of authority and tradition come into 
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play. We open ourselves to testing our prejudices and our own particular authority through the 

discipline of questioning in partnership with others in dialogue within a common tradition.  

But what is the authority that underpins enabling prejudices? While authority rests 

primarily within the person, “it is not ultimately based on the subjection and abdication of 

reason,” rather Gadamer claims: 

It rests on acknowledgment and hence on an act of reason itself which, aware of 
its own limitations, trusts the better insight of others. Authority in this sense is not 
blind obedience to commands. Indeed, authority has to do not with obedience but 
rather with knowledge…Thus acknowledging authority is always connected with 
the idea that what the authority says is not irrational and arbitrary but can, in 
principle, be discovered to be true.29  

Thus, authority is determined and shaped by tradition in a similar manner that Ratzinger will 

argue in chapter five; here Ratzinger echoes Gadamer who asserts that “which has been 

sanctioned by tradition and custom has an authority that is nameless, and our finite historical 

being is marked by the fact that the authority of what has been handed down to us—and not just 

what is clearly grounded—always has power over our attitudes and behavior.”30 Lastly, Gadamer 

claims that tradition is embedded in freedom and history, and so “it needs to be affirmed, 

embraced, and cultivated” within the context of historical change.31 In this respect, and I may be 

inserting too much meaning here beyond what Gadamer was arguing, in my view religion plays a 

central role as a cultural educator by preserving tradition and authority in the context of the 

current historical epoch. This is not static and purely against change and cultural evolution, 

which is critical to the advancement of a society and its culture. Yet, when a society becomes 

unmoored from its history and traditions it rapidly loses its grounding, and thus its bearings, and, 

consequently, human dignity and authentic freedom are put at risk, oftentimes initially 
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completely unwittingly on the part of the members of society. The slow evolution of the ideas 

that ended in Soviet Communism and German National Socialism are stark examples of this 

phenomenon, but there are also numerous other, smaller instances. Gadamer persuasively argues 

that the Enlightenment’s deprecation of authority made the very concept of authority 

unrecognizable. He maintains that “based on the Enlightenment conception of reason and 

freedom, the concept of authority could be viewed as diametrically opposed to reason and 

freedom; to be, in fact, blind obedience. This is the meaning that we find in the language critical 

of modern dictatorships.”32 And, to prefigure his discussion of historical consciousness here, 

Gadamer notes that “in all understanding, whether we are expressly aware of it or not, the 

efficacy of history is at work,” which then leads him to conclude “history effected consciousness 

is an element in the act of understanding itself and, as we shall see, is already effectual in finding 

the right question to ask.”33 This is so because the authority of our understanding is covered by 

the “authority” of the decisions that determines which question is “right” in a concrete historical 

situation. 

To overcome the Enlightenment’s sharp distinction between reason and authority, 

Gadamer inserts the notion of ‘classical’ into his hermeneutics. He asserts that the contemporary 

understanding of classical implies a phase of historical development, but earlier the concept had 

both a normative and a historical connotation. The normative element, he argues, “has never 

completely disappeared” and it is the most important aspect of the concept.34 He suggests that the 

classical is profoundly different from “the descriptive content used by an objectivizing historical 

consciousness,” rather it is a “historical reality to which historical consciousness belongs and is 
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subordinate.”35 Thus, it is enduring throughout history and it is this endurance that gives 

classical legitimacy and authority against the Enlightenment’s appeal to pure rationalism. 

Gadamer declares:  

The ‘classical’ is something raised above the vicissitudes of changing times and 
changing tastes….When we call something classical, there is a consciousness of 
something enduring, of significance that cannot be lost and that is independent of all 
the circumstances of time—a kind of timeless present that is contemporaneous with 
every other present.36  

In other words, the authority of the classical rests upon its having been judged “right” in 

numerous times and in many diverse, yet concrete, historical situations. Hence, as Bernstein 

notes, “just as Gadamer questions the typical Enlightenment contrasts between reason and 

prejudices, or between reason and authority, he also questions what lies behind these contrasts—

the opposition between reason and tradition…preparing the ground for showing us that there is 

something fundamentally wrong with this opposition. All reason functions within traditions.”37 

The interpreter of events is not free from the historical conditions underlying those events, and 

this historical consciousness results in accepting “historical movement not only in events, but 

also in understanding itself,” and from this historical understanding bedrock convictions may 

arise.38 As Gadamer emphasizes, “understanding is to be thought of less as a subjective act than 

as participating in an event of tradition, a process of transmission in which past and present are 

constantly mediated. This is what must be validated by hermeneutic theory, which is far too 

dominated by the idea of a procedure, a method.”39 It is within the framework of hermeneutic 

theory that an individual and a community can work through the negative bedrock convictions, 
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such as the notion that slavery was a legitimate institution in an otherwise free society, while 

preserving other positive convictions, such as the inviolability of human dignity despite its wide-

spread defilement and abuse across much of the planet. 

 Thus, according to Gadamer’s analysis, understanding occurs within a particular tradition 

and the hermeneutic task or rule, is to “understand the whole in terms of the details and the 

details in terms of the whole,” and he argues that “the harmony of all the details with the whole 

is the criterion for correct understanding.”40 This introduces his concept of the hermeneutic circle 

in which there is the continual movement between the universal and particular. A central task for 

the individual reading a text or listening to a speaker is to try to understand why the author or the 

speaker is right in what they are conveying, and, thereby, make their argument stronger. This 

happens through dialogue and conversation, and he asserts “the task of hermeneutics is to clarify 

this miracle of understanding, which is not mysterious communication of souls, but sharing a 

common meaning.”41 Hence, Gadamer claims, “the task of hermeneutics has always been to 

establish agreement where there was none or where it had been disturbed in some way.”42 

Consequently, he argues that understanding comes not through an act of subjectivity but rather 

from a “commonality that binds us to tradition,” and that is continuously “being formed in 

relationship to tradition.”43 Again, in a similar vein to what Ratzinger will discuss below 

regarding tradition and the determination of what thoughts and values being produced today 

should be passed on to future generations, Gadamer stresses that  “tradition is not simply a 

permanent precondition; rather, we produce it ourselves inasmuch as we understand, participate 

in the evolution of tradition, and hence further determine it ourselves. Thus the circle of 
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understanding is not a ‘methodological’ circle, but describes an element of the ontological 

structure of understanding.”44 He refers to the notion of “fore-conception of completeness” in 

which he suggests it presupposes the concept that when one reads a text it is assumed to be 

complete and thus intelligible, and when this breaks down and proves to be mistaken, one begins 

to look for ways to remedy it. He argues: 

The fore-conception of completeness that guides all our understanding is, then, 
always determined by the specific content. Not only does the reader assume an 
immanent unity of meaning, but his understanding is likewise guided by the 
constant transcendent expectations of meaning that proceeds from the relation to 
the truth of what is being said.45  

As an example, he suggests that with an author of a letter there is an expectation by the reader 

that the news conveyed in the letter is in fact true. This is so because the author, not the reader, 

was there and consequently is better informed about that which is being described. He concludes 

with the following claim: “The prejudice of completeness, then, implies not only this formal 

element—that a text should completely express its meaning—but also that what it says should be 

the complete truth,” and hence “the most basic of all hermeneutic preconditions remains one’s 

own fore-understanding, which comes from being concerned with the same subject. This is what 

determines what can be realized as unified meaning and thus determines how the fore-conception 

of completeness is applied.”46  

We are now in a position to turn our reflection to the three elements that Gadamer 

integrates into all understanding and interpretation: temporality, historicity (historical 

consciousness), and application (thought of in terms of phronēsis). Each element influences 
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one’s fore-understanding that is shaped by the particular tradition one operates within and thus 

generates either the true enabling prejudices or the overhasty blind prejudices. Gadamer asserts: 

Often temporal distance (temporality) can solve the question of critique in 
hermeneutics; namely, how to distinguish the true prejudices, by which we 
understand, from the false ones, by which we misunderstand. Hence the 
hermeneutically trained mind will also include historical consciousness. It will 
make conscious the prejudices governing our own understanding, so that the text, 
as another’s meaning, can be isolated and valued on its own.47  

Consequently, what generates understanding has already presented itself in its own truth of what 

was expressed. He maintains that “understanding begins, as we have already said above, when 

something addresses us. This is the first condition of hermeneutics. We know what this requires, 

namely the fundamental suspension of our own prejudices. But all suspension of judgments and 

hence, a fortiori, of prejudices, has the logical structure of a question.”48 One must recognize 

their own historicity and thereby “cease to chase the phantom of a historical object that is the 

object of progressive research, and learn to view the object as the counterpart of itself and hence 

understand both.”49 Thus, one can never fully escape the temporal aspect of one’s own historical 

epoch, and consequently understanding is always an interpretation. Gadamer maintains “to 

interpret means precisely to bring one’s own preconceptions into play so that the text’s meaning 

can really be made to speak for us.”50 This is where his concept of the “fusion of horizon” comes 

into play. A horizon, he argues, connotes a greater vision than the person trying to understand 

may have; it is influenced by historical consciousness and thus cannot be formed without a sense 

of the past. These historical horizons are fused, and thus he states: “understanding is always the 

fusion of these horizons supposedly existing by themselves.51 Furthermore, the interrelationship 
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between temporality and historicity—the fusion of horizons—generates the need for the third 

element in the hermeneutic problem—application. When making his point on application, as we 

will discuss momentarily, Gadamer relies on Aristotle’s observations on the relationship between 

the universal and the particular. He acknowledges however, “in both legal and theological 

hermeneutics there is an essential tension between the fixed text—the law and the gospel—on 

the one hand, on the other, the sense arrived at by applying it at the concrete moment of 

interpretation, either in judgment or in preaching.”52 Understanding, especially in the human 

sciences, is essentially historical, which requires the tension between the common object of 

investigation and the changing situation in time to be overcome and thereby understood. 

Overcoming this tension, Gadamer asserts, “is the true center of hermeneutical inquiry 

appropriate to historical consciousness” that is situated in an “event of tradition.”53 In this regard, 

he argues that “understanding proves to be an event, and the task of hermeneutics, seen 

philosophically, consists in asking what kind of understanding, what kind of science it is, that is 

itself advanced by historical change.”54 Thus he argues the essence of the hermeneutical problem 

is that “one and the same tradition must time and again be understood in a different way, the 

problem, logically speaking, concerns the universal and the particular.”55  

This plays out in religion as a cultural educator between the universal aspect of religious 

faith and the particular symbols and rituals used to present that religious faith concretely. As a 

brief aside, and to prefigure Voegelin’s analysis of symbols in the following chapter, within 

Christianity in particular this is seen most readily in the symbology of the Eucharist, the real 

presence of Jesus Christ under the form of bread and wine, which during the consecration is the 
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representation of Jesus’s sacrifice on the Cross through his absolute love for humanity. The 

Eucharist liturgy then should provoke a response in the faithful that culminates ultimately in the 

hope of the resurrection and in thanksgiving and absolute gratitude for the unmerited gift of 

Christ’s redemptive sacrifice on the Cross. Yet, Ratzinger observes that the modern man is 

“prevented from having a lively expectation of eternal life by being unable any longer to imagine 

anything of that kind,” and, moreover, in earlier periods it was easier to imagine a place of 

perfect beauty, as seen for example in the popular rise of the Feast of Corpus Christi, but he 

notes that “the modern world view has mercilessly removed these aids to our imagination.”56 

Religion, then, as a cultural educator, enables man to move beyond faith in political utopias and 

to stretch faith in human existence out to something far greater, love for our fellow man and for 

our creator God, what Marion refers to below as the Heuristic of Charity. In this respect, we have 

an illustration of the need for the discipline of dialogue that illuminates these religious 

experiences, rather than the capacity to produce a “pure” understanding of them.  

Returning to Gadamer, he asserts that understanding requires applying a universal to a 

particular situation. For Gadamer, this makes Nicomachean Ethic an important point of departure 

with respect to moral judgment. He declares that “it is true that Aristotle is not concerned with 

the hermeneutical problem and certainly not with its historical dimensions, but with the right 

estimation of the role that reason has to play with moral action. But what interests us here is 

precisely that he is concerned with reason and with knowledge, not detached from a being that is 

becoming, but determined by it and determinative of it.”57 In essence, Gadamer, drawing on 

Aristotle, avows that “man becomes what he is through what he does and how he behaves—i.e., 
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he behaves in a certain way because of what he has become.”58 It is in the series of practical 

judgments that humans act upon in absolute freedom, as opposed to liberty, that forms their 

demeanor and character, and, thereby, makes them responsible for who they are as a person. It is 

in this manner that religion excels as a cultural educator par excellence, for as we will see in the 

forthcoming discussion of Aquinas, the development and exercise of virtue creates citizens far 

more capable of discerning the common good for society than a Machiavellian student holding 

that power makes right. In the modern mind this notion has largely, but not completely, 

overtaken not only Aquinas but Aristotle as well. When a particular action is undertaken by a 

moral knowledge of how an individual should respond to a particular situation from a universal 

principle that knowledge is meaningful. And yet, Gadamer rightly posits, “this means that 

knowledge that cannot be applied to the concrete situation remains meaningless and even risks 

obscuring what the situation calls for.”59 He emphasizes the dichotomy between meaningful and 

meaningless knowledge by noting that “this state of affairs, which represents the nature of moral 

reflection, not only makes philosophical ethics a methodologically difficult problem, but also 

gives the problem of method a moral relevance.”60 

There are two final important topics we must address in our explication of Gadamer’s 

Truth and Method, moral judgment and the concept of truth. Similar to Boethius, Augustine, and 

Aquinas as will be discussed, Gadamer maintains with respect to moral judgment that “through 

education and practice he must himself already have developed a demeanor that he is constantly 

concerned to preserve in the concrete situations of his life and prove through right behavior.”61 

Gadamer appropriately notes that moral knowledge is distinct from scientific or objective 
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knowledge because “the knower is not standing over against a situation that he merely observes; 

he is directly confronted with what he sees. It is something that he has to do.”62 Gadamer 

suggests that Aristotle’s differentiation between moral knowledge (phronēsis) and theoretical 

knowledge (episteme) is straightforward in that episteme is knowledge that is unchangeable, and 

like mathematics, is dependent upon proofs and thus can be apprehended by anyone. Whereas he 

argues:  

The human sciences stand closer to moral knowledge than to that kind of 
‘theoretical’ knowledge. They are ‘moral sciences.’ Their object is man and what 
he knows of himself. But he knows himself as an acting being, and this kind of 
knowledge of himself does not seek to establish what is. An active being, rather, is 
concerned with what is not always the same but can also be different. In it he can 
discover the point at which he has to act. The purpose of his knowledge is to govern 
his action.63 

As a result, again moving from the universal to the particular, Gadamer asserts that one “must 

know how to apply what has been learned in a general way to the concrete situation,” which 

leads him to ask, “is the same not true for moral consciousness?”64 This is the role that phronēsis 

plays when an individual must render a moral judgment and apply it to a particular situation. 

That person has learned and been formed by tradition, education, and custom so that he already 

knows the answer. Gadamer observes “the task of making moral decisions is that of doing the 

right thing in a particular situation—i.e., seeing what is right within the situation and grasping it. 

He too has to act, choosing the right means, and his conduct must be governed just as carefully 

as that of the craftsman.”65 Gadamer asserts that the opposite of “seeing” what is right, is 

“blindness.” He avows, “a person who is overwhelmed by his passions suddenly no longer sees 

what is right to do in a given situation. He has lost his self-mastery and hence his own 
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rightness—i.e., the right orientation within himself—so that, driven by the dialectic of passion, 

whatever his passions tell him is right seems so.”66 He thus claims that moral knowledge is a 

special knowledge since it seeks both the means and the ends and therefore is utterly different 

from technical knowledge. Moral knowledge embraces experience and knowledge, whereas 

technical knowledge makes a distinction between them. He recalls Aristotle’s analysis of 

phronēsis and its “virtue of thoughtful reflection” and how Aristotle applied the concept of 

sympathetic understanding. “Someone’s sympathetic understanding is praised, of course, when 

in order to judge he transposes himself fully into the concrete situation of the person who has to 

act,” Gadamer stresses.67 Consequently, there is a relationship established in which “questions of 

conscience” are contemplated and where “both the person asking for advice and the person 

giving it assume that they are bound together in friendship.”68 This is why Aristotle claimed that 

friendship was as essential aspect for moral reasoning that ultimately leads to happiness. Evil 

diminishes one’s ability to reason, he argues, as it reduces one’s insight, while the good actions 

of a friend provide one with a reflective mirror that restores reason and insight. Only in 

friendship can advice be offered to and received by another, so Gadamer observes “once again 

we discover that the person who is understanding does not know and judge as one who stands 

apart and unaffected but rather he thinks along with the other from the perspective of a specific 

bond of belonging, as if he too were affected.”69 This is of fundamental importance for religion 

as a cultural educator par excellence. As was briefly mentioned in the introductory chapter, the 

efficacy of religion as a cultural educator principally lies with the actions of the religious 

believers themselves and how they live and conform their lives based upon those beliefs. It is for 
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this reason that the lives of the saints constitute such a wealth of study for they are shining 

examples that illuminate religious teachings, and with respect to Christianity, the teachings of its 

primary teacher, Jesus Christ. Concluding his observations on Aristotle’s concept of phronēsis 

and moral judgment, Gadamer inverts it and notes that Aristotle “makes the special nature of 

moral knowledge and the virtue of possessing it particularly clear by describing a naturally 

debased version of moral knowledge.”70 The natural counterpart to phronēsis is when one uses 

their skills a la Machiavelli to obtain anything without inhibition. Nothing, Gadamer declares, “is 

so terrible, so uncanny, so appalling, as the exercise of brilliant talents for evil.”71 

The concept of truth clearly is an important notion when thinking in terms of religion 

being a cultural educator par excellence and will thus form a central motif of the thesis. It will be 

addressed more completely in the penultimate chapter; it is useful, however, to begin to address 

it here with respect to Gadamer who holds that the concept of truth should be seen in terms of the 

experience of truth and the truth of experience. Here we will find that there is a convergence with 

Marion’s notion of the Heuristic of Charity below. In his introductory comments, Gadamer notes 

that “it is a question of recognizing in it [the hermeneutic phenomenon] an experience of truth 

that not only needs to be justified philosophically, but which is itself a way of doing 

philosophy.”72 In the underlying foundation of the hermeneutic experience “we are concerned 

with truths that go essentially beyond the range of methodological knowledge, so the same thing 

is true of the whole of the human sciences: in them our historical tradition in all its forms is 

certainly made the object of investigation, but at the same time truth comes to speech in it.”73 

Truth emerges from dialogue of questions that when responded to raises a more specific, 
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detailed, or penetrating question. In this manner of thinking historical tradition reaches beyond 

its object of investigation, and as Gadamer claims it “always mediates truth in which one must 

try to share.”74 This is the central claim of Christianity as a religious cultural educator par 

excellence when it proposes its tenets as a viable way of life to be experienced without forcibly 

compelling adherence to them. These tenets are to be witnessed in the actions of the believer. In 

the words of St. Peter, “always be prepared to make a defense to anyone who calls you to 

account for the hope that is in you, yet do it with gentleness and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15). This 

is not annulled despite the fact that so many Christians have ignored it throughout the ages.  As 

Gadamer notes in general and not toward a specific religious conviction, “the truth of experience 

always implies an orientation toward new experience. That is why a person who is called 

experienced has become so not only through experiences but is also open to new experiences,” 

he stresses.75 Such an individual understands that his experience does not mean that he knows 

everything and is more intelligent than those around him, although that indeed may be the case. 

Rather, Gadamer claims: 

The experienced person proves to be, on the contrary, someone who is radically 
undogmatic; who, because of the many experiences he has had and the knowledge 
he has drawn from them, is particularly well-equipped to have new experiences and 
to learn from them. The dialectic of experience has its proper fulfillment not in 
definitive knowledge but in the openness to experience that is made possible by 
experience itself.76  

Religious experiences, for example St. Paul on the road to Damascus, or St. Thomas’ Beatific 

Vision that left him mute, or St. Teresa of Calcutta’s call within a call from Jesus to serve the 

poorest of the poor is on an absolutely different order of magnitude of experience for those so 

graced, and it provides the grounding for openness to further revelation and subsequent 
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evangelization. It is the spark for religion as a cultural educator. The openness to new 

experiences, and shall I say the rather paradoxical and astonishing claims of the early Christians, 

did indeed give Christianity its initial thrust as we will discuss in the following chapter.  

Gadamer argues that “the hermeneutic consciousness culminates not in methodological 

sureness of itself, but in the same readiness for experience that distinguishes the experienced 

man from the man captivated by dogma.”77 It is a fallacy to apply this captivity to the concept of 

religious dogma because those concepts or belief form the essence of a religious discursive 

community—offered in the example above regarding the Catholic Church, but it applies to any 

religious or transcendent community—that is grounded both in faith and reason, yet it is 

certainly not a fallacy to apply it to an individual or societal fundamentalism that has closed itself 

off and is no longer interested in questioning. As we will see with the Church fathers, Augustine 

and Aquinas, and into our modern era with Pannenberg and Ratzinger, all of them focused their 

keen minds in a manner that kept them open to exploring theological questions comprehensively, 

even those settled by dogma since that is the foundation of the question that will provoke further 

exploration and discovery. The dogma of the Holy Trinity, shared by all Christians, is a 

wonderful example of the rich theological reflection that can arise from contemplating this one 

dogma of faith. Rather, what I take Gadamer to be referring to with respect to a purely dogmatic 

approach, is that we then close ourselves off to questioning, and thus we close ourselves off from 

the truth. “From a logical point of view,” Gadamer appropriately asserts, “the openness essential 

to experience is precisely the openness of being either this or that. It has a structure of a 

question.”78 Gadamer points out that “among the greatest insights that Plato’s account of 

Socrates affords us is that, contrary to the general opinion, it is more difficult to ask questions 
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than to answer them.”79 How many times did Glaucon and Adeimantus, Plato’s brothers, among 

many others, come to grief when they answered Socrates’ penetrating questions, not realizing 

them as such. Gadamer asserts that in the Platonic dialogues there is a “critical distinction 

between authentic and inauthentic dialogue.”80 This is an absolutely fundamental point to the 

entire argument of this thesis, and it is appropriate to quote Gadamer at length. He writes: 

To someone who engages in dialogue only to prove himself right and not to gain 
insight, asking questions will indeed seem easier than answering them. There is no 
risk that he will be unable to answer a question. In fact, however, the continual 
failure of the interlocutor shows that people who think they know better cannot 
even ask the right questions. In order to be able to ask, one must want to know, and 
that means knowing that one does not know. In the comic confusion between 
question and answer, knowledge and ignorance that Plato describes, there is a 
profound recognition of the priority of the question in all knowledge and discourse 
that really reveals something of an object. Discourse that is intended to reveal 
something requires that that thing be broken open by the question. For this reason, 
dialect proceeds by way of question and answer, or rather, the path of knowledge 
leads through the question.81 

Far too often, religious questions are treated as if the interlocutors are entirely dogmatic and not 

interested in the question. As we will see, the theological approach of a Ratzinger or a 

Pannenberg, among many others, demonstrates how far off the mark that assertion generally is. 

Why should one do speculative theology and contemplate the grandeur of the Holy Trinity if the 

question and concept are fully settled? Religious dogma is the beginning of the search, not its 

termination point. As an aside, but as a very good example of the openness to questioning, as the 

third millennium was approaching John Paul II was attempting to resolve the schism between the 

Orthodox rite and Roman Catholic churches as well as to heal the rupture in Latin Christendom 

between Catholics and Protestants. Unsurprisingly, his position as the Supreme Pontific was an 

enormous point of contention, as was the dogma of infallibility.  Yet, in the encyclical Ut Unum 
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Sint, he proposed that these churches think through with him the role proper to the papacy as it 

moved into the third millennium. The papacy, he observed, was established by Christ through 

Peter as a ministry of unity for the entire Church, but human error and sin caused it to become a 

sign of division.82  

St. Thomas, like Plato, is perhaps one of the very best examples in human history of the 

openness to questioning. Pieper makes the following observation of St. Thomas and the 

Quaestiones disputatae: “The Quaestiones were the fruit of that type of discussion whose 

guiding principle is not so much to overcome the opponent or to reach any ‘conclusion’ as 

mutually to explore a question as far as possible, to carve a path to knowledge opening to 

infinity.”83 This is clearly in line with one of the central thrusts of Gadamer’s concepts for the 

hermeneutic approach. Gadamer declares that when one questions, one is not limiting the 

freedom of opinion, it presupposes it. And, thus, he affirms that “as the art of asking questions, 

dialectic proves its value because only the person who knows how to ask questions is able to 

persist in his questioning, which involves being able to preserve his orientation toward openness. 

The art of questioning is the art of questioning even further, i.e., the art of thinking. It is called 

dialectic because it is the art of conducting a real dialogue.”84 Dialogue is the process through 

which truth is uncovered and further understood, yet as we will see with Pannenberg in a later 

chapter, truth is only provisional until it is fully revealed at the end of time, or in Christian terms, 

the eschaton, and therefore as Gadamer writes when concluding his Opus Magnum: “what the 
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tool of method does not achieve must—and really can—be achieved by a discipline of 

questioning and inquiring, a discipline that guarantees truth.”85  

 In short, Gadamer’s hermeneutic approach will be the framework to guide us as we 

explore the notion of Christianity being a religious cultural educator par excellence, and how 

dialogical communities must be formed around the circle of questioning, responding, and 

seeking further questions that are aimed at uncovering the truth. Particularly in the religious 

sphere questions of tradition, authority, and historical application will emerge and become 

important points of discourse. This will be especially evident as we move into the discussion of 

faith and reason as it was worked out in medieval times and again in our modern or postmodern 

era. Turning our attention to another methodological consideration, that of religious experience, 

it is appropriate to discuss the notion of Christian philosophy and from that how Jean-Luc 

Marion’s concept of the Heuristic of Charity unfolds and reveals itself. 

 

Christian Philosophy: Hermeneutic, Heuristic, or Both? 
 

The question of philosophy that is regarded as a specifically Christian philosophy has 

been much debated as Christianity arose, spread, and evolved culturally into what is referred to 

now as Christendom. In more recent times, especially in French philosophic circles in the 1930s 

in which Etienne Gilson and Jacques Maritain played prominent roles, this debate has continued 

to advance. As William Richardson observes, when Émile Bréhier asked the question of whether 

one could legitimately refer to a Christian philosophy and responded with an emphatic no, 

“Etienne Gilson, already preparing his Gifford Lectures that we know as the Spirit of Medieval 
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Philosophy, responded with a roar, and the debate was on.”86 In fact, the term Christian 

philosophy goes back to the early history of Christianity and the Church fathers. My purpose 

here is not to explore the specific contours of the debate but rather to focus on the perspective of 

certain philosophers in order to extrapolate from them the notion of religion as a cultural 

educator par excellence. In other words, the particular culture of a society fundamentally 

influences the thought of its members, particularly its philosophers. In our case, Christianity gave 

rise to a new and original way of thinking about the meaning of life, living life, and the ordering 

of life and society that directly contributed to the rise of Europe and fundamentally influenced 

Western philosophical thought. In this regard, both hermeneutic thought, interpretation as 

discussed above with respect to Gadamer, and religious experience, heuristic thought, as we will 

shortly see with Jean-Luc Marion, are central to the discussion of religion as a driver of culture. 

In a sense, each complement and augment the other. Similar to the relationship between faith and 

reason discussed below, hermeneutic understanding illuminates the meaning behind the heuristic 

experience and in a like manner the experience generates the need, really the desire, to 

understand the meaning behind that experience, and in our case the particular religious 

experience. Faith and reason are not the same as hermeneutic and heuristic concepts but there 

seems to me to be an analogous relationship between how the two pairs of words interact with 

one another conceptually. 

Josef Pieper claims that the first order in articulating a framework of Christian 

philosophy is to accept a basic premise. This premise, he contends, is that “in Christ man 

received an intelligence which relates to the whole universe and of existence, and therefore by 

definition concerns anyone who engages in philosophizing—which moreover, is valid by virtue 
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of a superhuman claim to truth.”87 If that premise is rejected, Pieper argues, then any notion of a 

“Christian philosophy founders on the shore” and “the whole of medieval philosophy must 

remain inaccessible to him, as far as its sole underlying motif is concerned.”88 If the premise is 

granted, he asserts, then, as we will discuss at length in the following chapters, the conjunction of 

faith and reason comes to the fore. Pieper inquires: “In what manner does ‘the believed’ 

intelligence concerning the world and existence can be made to accord with ‘the known’ 

intelligence concerning the same world and that same human existence as it is revealed to men’s 

eyes.”89 When man attempts the conjunction of faith and reason and accepts both, “what is 

believed and what is known, as true, that is to say, as offering real intelligence concerning 

reality—then this is a task which cannot be evaded,” Pieper declares.90 As a result, two 

operations are involved, the interpretation of Divine revelation as it appears to man in the form 

of image, symbol, and event, and importantly for future discussions, in the contours and features 

of a particular culture and the actions of its members. The second operation, he stresses, “would 

be to bring this interpretation into accord with the whole of natural knowledge of the world and 

existence.”91 In essence, this is the Medieval understanding of the cojoining of nature and grace. 

To prefigure the argument in the chapters to follow, as Louis Dupré, observes: 

Thus, grace, which earlier had penetrated the order of nature, came to be viewed in 
one case as an addition to it—a ‘supernatural’ reality; in the other, as extrinsically 
imputed to, or substituting for, nature. Theology thereby lost much of its potential 
for intrinsically affecting culture. Instead of shaping its very substance, as it had 
done in the past, it became reduced to a science among others with a method and 
object exclusively its own. Other sciences henceforth could freely ignore it, and for 
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the most part amply availed themselves of the opportunity by going out of their way 
to avoid any contact with potentially hazardous theological issues.92  

As Ratzinger will argue later, theology became too structured and somewhat moralistic, in short 

too scholastic, and he credits Henri de Lubac for “leading his readers out of a narrowly 

individualistic and moralistic mode of faith and into the freedom of an essentially social faith, 

conceived and lived as a we—a faith that, precisely as such and according to its nature, was also 

hope affecting history as a whole, and not only the promise of a private blissfulness to 

individuals.”93 Pieper argues that a closed view of the world that was characteristic of the 

medieval world is no longer possible in modern times because “the wealth of available 

knowledge of the natural world has become too boundless,” and thus he maintains “nor would it 

do for either the scientist, the philosopher, or the theologian to attempt to create a premature 

unity out of multiplicity by the mere addition of a ‘Christian aspect.’”94 Consequently, Pieper 

declares: 

Yet herein lies the peculiarly modern task. By relinquishing any attempt to close 
off the image of reality, by deliberately practicing an openness of vision—theology 
toward science and science toward theology (not on the basis of any special act of 
reverence, but on the basis of a disciplined perception of how little is as yet actually 
knowable), but also by letting theology participate in the ever-advancing 
investigation of the world and of man or, to use a word from theological 
terminology: of creation—by this explicit renunciation the image of the 
fundamentally unitary world might be saved and the view of the Whole kept free 
from all obstructions.95  

In this line of argument, Pieper acknowledges the historical role of religion, and here he is very 

specifically referring to the Christian religion as a cultural educator par excellence—he is calling 
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upon the modern world to open up the aperture to allow theology back into the investigation of 

the natural world.  

 Yet, Pieper is not advocating for a blending of faith and reason. Both have their own 

unique role to play for, as Thomas Aquinas notes, what is seen can no longer be believed since it 

is now known. Gilson unsurprisingly maintains this distinction in his definition, and defense, of a 

specifically Christian philosophy. Gilson asserts:  

In so far as a believer bases his affirmations on the intimate conviction gained from 
faith he remains a purely and simply a believer, he has not yet entered the gates of 
philosophy; but when amongst his beliefs he finds some that are capable of 
becoming objects of science then he becomes a philosopher, and if it is to the 
Christian faith that he owes this new philosophical insight, he becomes a Christian 
philosopher.96  

Gilson thus defines Christian philosophy as “every philosophy which, although keeping the two 

orders formally distinct, nevertheless considers the Christian revelation as an indispensable 

auxiliary to reason.”97 Jacques Maritain notes that for many who hold the view that because 

philosophy is distinct from faith, there can be no such notion of a Christian philosophy. And, he 

avows that both parties appear justified in their rebuke, which however “is insufficient 

justification in an absolute sense; still it is enough to cause some perplexity at the very outset,” 

and he points to the argument Gilson makes in The Spirit of Medieval Philosophy as an 

“invaluable historical elucidation,” yet Maritain states he would “like to attempt to bring together 

some elements of a solution on the doctrinal level,” which we will consider momentarily.98 

Illuminating the point made above concerning the relationship culture has with philosophy, and 
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then in terms of the influence philosophy has on culture, Gilson observes that Christian 

philosophy:  

Is but one of the species of the genus philosophy and includes in its extension all 
those philosophical systems which were in fact what they were only because a 
Christian religion existed and because they were ready to submit to its influence. 
As concrete historical realities these systems are distinguished from each other by 
individual differences; as forming a species they present common characteristics, 
and thus may be grouped together under the same denomination.99  

Gilson stresses that faith strengthens the philosophical enterprise by eliminating vain curiosity 

because one who is simply curious “takes all knowledge for his province” and all of reality is 

contained therein, there is no real mystery, and “of none is he entitled to say that, if he knew it, it 

would not transform his knowledge of all the rest.”100 In taking man in relation to God as his 

principal theme, “the Christian philosopher acquires a fixed center of reference which helps him 

to bring order and unity into his thoughts.”101 Yet, Gilson appropriately emphasizes that “a true 

philosophy, taken absolutely and in itself, owes all its truth to its rationality and to nothing other 

than its rationality: that is indisputable, and St. Anselm and St. Augustine would be the first to 

admit it.”102 The structure and foundation of this true philosophy, he argues, “could not in fact be 

achieved without the aid of revelation, acting as an indispensable moral support to reason; that is 

equally certain from the standpoint of the Christian philosophers, and, as we have just seen, St. 

Thomas himself asserts it.”103 Gilson was referring to Thomas situating the Christian 

philosopher’s reason between faith which initially guides him and the full knowledge that the 

beatific vision will ultimately provide. 
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That said, Gilson claims that “the God in whose existence the faithful believe infinitely 

transcends the one whose existence is proved by the philosopher.”104 Knowing the existence of 

God proved using Aristotelian proofs of prime mover, first efficient cause, first necessary being, 

and anything else reason assists us in apprehending God, he maintains, “does not even start us on 

the road to salvation; believing that God exists because he has revealed it sets us on the road to 

our final end. Then there is nothing to prevent the theologian from directing all his knowledge 

toward that end, including Aristotle, Avicenna, Averroes, and the store house of their proofs.”105 

Thus, he acknowledges with an eye toward St. Thomas, “if that which they pretend to 

demonstrate were really demonstrated, it would become scientifically known and therefore no 

longer believed.”106 We will return to this important distinction in the chapter on faith and reason 

in the Middle Ages, but as previously noted, Aquinas argues, “it is impossible that one and the 

same thing should be believed and seen by the same person.”107 This is precisely the reason, 

Gilson puts forth, why St. Thomas “never failed to stress the transcendent nature and 

incomparable dignity of the word of God every time he could find some appropriate occasion to 

do so.”108 Thus, Gilson declares: 

If it is the essence of an article of faith to rest upon divine authority alone, its would-
be demonstrations cannot possibly be necessary demonstrations. Now our faith in 
Revelation should not be a merely natural assent to some rational probability. When 
something is rationally probable, its contrary also is rationally probable. Religious 
faith is not an opinion. It is the unshakable certitude that God has spoken, and that 
what God has said is true, even though we do not understand it.109 
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This is very close to the point we will see Eric Voegelin make about the strength of God’s 

revelation to the people of Israel and the effect that it in turn had both on their culture and on the 

peoples with whom they came into contact as well as being influential with respect to the 

concept of faith and reason in medieval times. But, as Gilson observes, when St. Thomas omitted 

from theology all necessary proofs of a purely rational nature, he was separating himself from 

the theologians of the early Middle Ages. From then on, all the way to our own days, Gilson 

states: 

There have always been men to maintain that Revelation is a self-sufficient and 
self-contained order of truth, whose ultimate foundation is divine authority alone 
and not the natural light of reason. This, however, should immediately be added, 
that the specific distinction introduced by Thomas Aquinas between faith and 
rational knowledge was not understood by him as a separation, still less an 
Averroistic opposition.”110  

And in more general terms, this too will form a central feature of the following chapter on 

religion and culture, and indeed as religion being a cultural educator par excellence. Gilson 

perspicaciously concludes: “What is perhaps the key to the whole history of Christian philosophy 

and, in so far as modern philosophy bears the mark of Christian thought, to the history of modern 

philosophy itself, is precisely the fact that, from the second century A.D. on, men have had to use 

a Greek philosophical technique in order to express ideas that had never entered the head of any 

Greek philosopher.”111 

Turning to Jacques Maritain’s important contribution to the argument for a distinct 

Christian philosophy is the contrast he draws “between the order of specification and the order 

of exercise” or what he also refers to as the “nature” and “state” of philosophy.112 He notes the 

difference in the nature of philosophy, or how it is in and of itself, and the state of philosophy, 
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which is how it exists in reality, historically, in the human person. The nature of philosophy can 

be illuminated by abstraction he maintains, via abstractio formalis, “the drawing out of what is 

intelligible in reality,” and he contends that the abstractio formalis is “at the base of all scientific 

work.”113 Whereas philosophy, Maritain claims, disregards the state in order to ponder the 

nature. “The order of wisdom, in which I believe we must class philosophy, is quite another 

matter. For in the case of wisdom which, if we are to believe Aristotle, is a form of knowledge 

more divine than human, and which due to the weakness of our nature, ‘in so many respects 

enslaved,’ we hold with a tenuous grasp—in the case of wisdom, I say, the human mind 

experiences fundamentally different states.”114 What determines the nature of philosophy is the 

object that it seeks within the realm of the real, he avows, “there exists a whole class of objects 

which are of their nature attainable through the natural faculties of the human mind. If this were 

not the case, the distinction between the natural and the supernatural, between the order of grace 

and nature, would be illusory.”115 Whoever fails to appreciate that philosophy in its nature is 

“within the reach of the sole natural faculties of the mind—whatever else his conception of 

philosophy may embrace—negates philosophy; he does not define it.”116 Maritain, being a 

Thomist, notes that the assertion that the nature of philosophy is natural and rational, however he 

adds, “it may be said that by the very fact that he is Christian it takes on an added value and 

import compared to the views of an Aristotle, who had no idea of an order of revelation.”117 

Consequently, Maritain asserts, since philosophy is grounded in its formal object which is 

entirely rational, then philosophy, whether pagan or Christian, depends on the same rational 
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criteria intrinsic to philosophy. “So that the designation Christian which we apply to a 

philosophy does not refer to that which constitutes it in its philosophic essence: simply as a 

philosophy, reduplicative ut sic, it is independent of Christian faith as to its object, its principles, 

and its methods.”118  

Once however the nature of philosophy is thus understood and bound, the state of 

philosophy must be explicated. Here, Maritain argues, is the crucial point and one in which 

disagreement among Christians and non-Christian will arise, namely the Christian belief “that 

grace changes man’s state by elevating his nature to the supernatural plane and by divulging to 

him things which unaided reason would be unable to grasp,” and this is the Christian state of 

philosophy.119 In the Christian state of philosophy, creation, being, sin and redemption come to 

the fore and Maritain echoes Gilson’s notion of “revelation begetting reason” and asserts “the 

moment philosophy is advised of these elements, it scrutinizes them according to its own order, 

which ascends from experience toward things divine (whereas revelation descends from 

God).”120 Thus, Maritain, following Gilson’s definition of Christian philosophy, holds that the 

relationship between the natural and supernatural orders, reason and faith, are intrinsic to 

Christian philosophy yet they remain distinct: 

Christian philosophy is philosophy itself so far as it is situated in those utterly 
distinctive conditions of existence and exercise into which Christianity has ushered 
the thinking subject, and as a result of which philosophy perceives certain objects 
and validly demonstrates certain propositions, which in any other circumstances 
would to a greater or lesser extent elude it. This is, therefore, entirely an interior 
qualification, which informs and molds the determining marks of a particular 
doctrinal family.121 
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In this case echoing St. Thomas, Maritain appropriately declares: “The fact remains that what 

counts in a philosophy is not that it is Christian but that it is true.”122 

In concluding these preliminary remarks about the legitimacy of the notion of a unique 

Christian philosophy, I want to bring the discussion forward by reflecting on the opening address 

delivered by William J. Richardson to a conference held at Georgetown University in 1993 

entitled “The Question of Christian Philosophy Today” and on the paper presented by Jean-Luc 

Marion on the question of the hermeneutic and the heuristic nature of Christian philosophy. In 

Richardson’s opening address he provides an illuminating analysis of the French debate on 

Christian philosophy, and then offers a discussion of how this is seen in the postmodern context 

started by Heidegger and his concept of onto-theo-logy and the metaphysics of presence, and 

later developed further by Jacques Derrida and his notion of deconstruction and différrance.  

However interesting these points are, I want to focus on his comments regarding the difference 

between St. Augustine and St. Thomas as that will be an important distinction in the chapters that 

follow, and his notion of tradition and historicity that was an important point both for Gadamer 

and for Ratzinger. I will then turn to Jean-Luc Marion, who argued that a purely hermeneutic 

(and metaphysical) sense of Christian philosophy that was held by Gilson needs to be contested 

slightly because one can also make a case for a heuristic approach as well. He does not negate or 

refute Gilson but rather inserts another layer onto the concept of Christian philosophy. All of this 

will further illuminate the importance of hermeneutics for interpretation and heuristic for 

experience when considering the crucial role religion plays as cultural educator par excellence. 

Turning to Richardson’s opening remarks at the Georgetown University conference, he 

begins his address by describing a painting by Giorgione, The Three Ages of Man, that depicts an 
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old man on the left looking out of the corner of his eyes towards us and two young men looking 

down intently at a piece of paper with closed lips, apparently engaged in an ongoing discourse 

about what is on the paper. Richardson states:  

For my own part, the two figures on the right suggest, rather, the whole complex 
nature of philosophy as traditio that, in fact, insinuated itself into Christian 
discipleship itself as this was handed on from generation to generation. If you can 
accept that conceit, the basic structure of philosophical, it seems to me, would 
remain constant while the elements involved in it would vary greatly over time.123  

He makes two very important points. If we are to think in terms of religion being a cultural 

educator par excellence, it must be able to pass to future generations that which it holds to be 

both true and of importance today and for future generations, or why pass it on at all? The 

change over time that he mentions is the notion of historical consciousness that was so important 

to Gadamer and in Maritain’s analysis of Christian philosophy above. The basic structure of 

philosophical work remains its rationality, but the interaction of culture with faith, revelation, 

and reason must be worked out dialogically, that is to say, hermeneutically, but also in terms of 

experience, in other words, heuristically. This is where Richardson points to the older gentleman 

in the left of the painting. He observes: 

In purely human (that is, philosophical) terms, the paradigm suggests, to me at least, 
the pedagogical (that is, radically interpersonal, dialogical, developmental) 
character of the philosophical traditio: there is the discipline, the master, his gesture 
of interpretation, and the text to be understood, sedimented, as it is, by a past, and 
to be revealed in its meaning for the present of any given period of time.”124  

Early in Christianity, philosophy was considered by St. Paul to be folly and thus to be dismissed, 

“Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?”, the apostle writes in his letter to the 

Corinthians (1 Cor 1:20). But as we will see in the following chapter, when Christians begin to 

explore, understand, and explain their faith, as Richardson notes, the Church Fathers “soon 
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reached an accommodation with the wisdom of the Greeks.”125 He maintains that as a historian 

of philosophy, Gilson understood this dynamic very well and his study of medieval philosophy 

opened up the worlds of both St. Augustine and St. Aquinas and their respective use of Plotinus 

and Aristotle. Their distinct philosophical methods enabled them to analyze and respond to the 

intellectual and spiritual crisis each culture was compelled to confront and address. There is a 

remarkable convergence in the thought of Augustine with that of Aquinas despite the prevailing 

notion that they frequently differed. Here, however, Richardson provides a very concise analysis 

of their difference which centered around their different views on human nature. He maintains:  

For Augustine, this was an historical concept—nature as he had experienced it and 
found it described by Paul, nature fallen and redeemed by grace which illuminated 
the intelligence in such a fashion that faith and reason functioned as one. For 
Thomas, it was a metaphysical concept, derived from Aristotle, permitting him to 
distinguish between nature and grace, reason and faith, philosophy and theology, 
where, by reason of that distinction, philosophy would enjoy a clear autonomy all 
its own.126 

This too is a central idea that must be introduced early in the thesis. As Gilson stresses, first and 

foremost, “with Augustine the very possibility of faith depends on reason. Of all the beings God 

created on earth, only man is capable of belief, because he alone is endowed with reason.”127 

And, he argues, St. Thomas clearly understood that “in vain will reason justify faith. It can never 

transform itself into reason. The moment faith gives up authority for proof, it ceases to believe 

and begins to know. And in vain would faith move reason from without or beguile it from 

within. Reason can never cease to be itself.”128 It is from these two distinct views of Augustine 

and Aquinas that Gilson grounded his definition of Christian philosophy. Richardson asks that if 
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one looks at all the parties to the debate and to subsequent thinkers and their particular styles: the 

speculative metaphysics of Rahner, Lonergan, and Blondel, or the hermeneutic approach of 

Gadamer and Ricoeur, or the historical approach of Gilson, can this be taken as a unified whole 

of Christian philosophy? “Certainly not,” he answers, “if by philosophy we mean some kind of 

monolith. Instead of ‘Christian philosophy,’ let us speak rather of the unity of Christian 

philosophizing: the unity comes from the truth that is sought, whether through the light of 

revelation or of reason or, in fact, of both—truth that every Christian believes can never be 

untrue to itself.”129 

Richardson appropriately notes that in seeking the truth as a Christian philosopher, the 

starting point must be “to make a profession out of bearing witness to Jesus’s own witness to 

truth” and when doing this one must employ all the philosophical tools—discipline of method, 

precision in understanding, and rigor of criticism—in order that the philosopher assumes the 

responsibility for the autonomy that makes us what we are.”130 I would add that bearing witness 

to Jesus’s own witness to truth is the starting point for being an authentic Christian, and it is 

through emulating Jesus’s life and following His precepts that through these individual actions of 

the Christian believer, Christianity becomes a religious cultural educator par excellence. In 

concluding, Richardson returns to the notion of traditio and claims, “Christian philosophizing 

must be thought as coming not out of the past but out of the future and through the past,” and this 

enables Christian thinkers to contemplate the works of contemporary thinkers, to include non-

Christians and atheists, so that “the truth may be gleaned from them, however subtle or hidden it 

may be. This is the way that truth itself may be thought in its historicity without losing our sense 
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of its absoluteness.”131 Thus, he stresses within the historicity of the philosophical questions that 

have been at the center of Christian thought through the ages (creation, being and Being, and the 

relationship between humans and God) these questions “would lose none of their vigor; they 

would simply become historically contextualized, chastened by—even enriched by—the critic of 

the metaphysics of presence.”132 He concludes by affirming that the notion of Christian 

philosophy is one that must be seen “as bearing philosophical witness to the truth of the 

Incarnate Word [which] permits us to acknowledge as specifically Christian the work of those 

whose energies are absorbed in discerning the elusive truths in non-Christian thought, such as, in 

our day, is called ‘postmodernism,’” which then creates an additional benefit of Christian 

philosophy: “the endeavor belongs to an entire community of thinkers whose unity is based on 

the belief that it is the Incarnate Word who really is truth in all its ultimacy, a truth that is always 

already still to come.”133 In response to a question about this final point, Richardson replied:  

In the last point, I was trying to make room for the fact that access to the truth, 
provided it’s undertaken as a profession of commitment to the Incarnate Word of 
truth, is enough to make one a Christian philosopher. I was trying to make room 
precisely for those who would not call themselves such, but whose work is 
profoundly coherent with the insights of Christian philosophy insofar as their work 
has made accessible to us the contemporary world.134 

And, in making room for those who would not call themselves Christians, but who with their 

insights help us elucidate Christian principles, they are demonstrating the strength of Christianity 

as a religious cultural educator par excellence.   

Turning to Jean-Luc Marion’s question of whether Christian philosophy should be 

considered hermeneutic or heuristic, he acknowledges the debt owed to Gilson on the formal 
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definition of Christian philosophy that may be thought of as having two meanings. Marion notes 

that Gilson “often explained that ‘Christian philosophy’ exists whenever revelation makes 

suggestions to reason, without substituting itself for reason or modifying reason’s requirements, 

in order to broach themes rationally that reason could not handle by itself or even suspect.”135 

Marion asserts that there are three arguments against claiming that Christian philosophy is purely 

hermeneutical in its nature. First, he suggests that if it is limited to hermeneutic methodology 

then “the revelation of concepts and thus of (supposed) realities already acquired by strict 

philosophy, it remains secondary, derivative, even elective in comparison with one instance, 

philosophy, the only original and inventive one.”136 In short, if one reduces Christian philosophy 

solely to the hermeneutic it is to deny its nature as philosophy, Marion contends. He is not 

asserting that there is no room for a hermeneutic approach, rather he is beginning to establish his 

rationale for a heuristic approach in his concept of the Heuristic of Charity as we will see 

momentarily. Secondly, he maintains that if it is limited to hermeneutics, it brings into the fold 

the two suspicions of hermeneutics. “Why privilege the interpretation based on Christian 

revelation, when others are possible? Marx, brutally but forcefully, made this point: poverty can 

be interpreted as a virtue,” and “why take the interpretation based on Christian revelation for 

what it pretends to be? Every interpretation obeys reasons that differ or may differ in an essential 

way from those it knowingly invokes.”137 The third argument Marion raises is how is it possible 

to distinguish between the two orders of nature and grace, the known and the revealed? For this 

to be possible, Marion maintains, “must it not already be supposed that certain specifically 

Christian truths are at least already in nuce [literally in a nutshell, embryonically] and powerful 
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in the statements of the strict philosophy (or ‘natural,’ if one can use that term).”138 He notes the 

inevitable quarrel about the supernatural that has appeared throughout the history of philosophy 

every time the hermeneutic of Christian philosophy succeeds too well. He points to the double 

beatitude, the concept of free will, the disinterested love of God, the intelligibility of divine ends, 

and asserts “in each case the danger consisted in taking revelation for a simple implication of 

nature and thus philosophy.”139 This triple effect, Marion emphasizes, does not lead to a rejection 

of Christian philosophy, nor does it delegitimize Gilson’s definition, but rather “it forces us to 

contest that ‘Christian philosophy’ be defined exclusively as hermeneutic.”140 This opens the 

way for Marion to make his case that Christian philosophy is both hermeneutic and heuristic, 

rather than closing dialogue and questioning by asserting it is an either/or proposition. 

Marion refers to the heuristic aspect as the Heuristic of Charity. He notes that Gilson 

distinguishes Christian philosophy from that of other philosophical systems because it also 

responds to Christian revelation, but Marion asserts Gilson lacked precision in making that claim 

because he did not elaborate upon it further. “This revelation summarizes itself in Christ,” 

Marion stresses, “but Christ exercises on the world and its wisdom a hermeneutic—by his 

teaching and, in the end, by his judgment—only because of an entirely different characteristic: 

his radical newness, his unsurpassable innovation.”141 Christ’s innovation is grounded in St. 

John’s letter in which he states God is Love, and his newness arises from St. Peter’s letter in 

which he maintains in Christ and from Christ “the new heavens and the new earth” flow. As a 

phenomenologist, Marion declares that in charity a new order opens that remains invisible to the 

flesh and to human reason, which is why “philosophy needs an ‘indispensable auxiliary’ in order 
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to gain access to it, revelation: because it is revelation, as the revelation of charity, which offers 

perfectly rational phenomenon to philosophy, although they belong to charity and are as new as 

it is.”142 Consequently, he claims, Gilson’s “auxiliary” that is brought to philosophy by 

revelation through interpretation is further aided by making visible phenomena that would have 

remained invisible without it. He avows: “‘Christian philosophy’ is not practiced as a simple 

hermeneutic, eventually ideological, of a natural ‘given’ already accessible to reason without 

revelation; it offers entirely new natural phenomenon to reason, which reason discovers because 

revelation invents them for it and shows them to it; reason is practiced as heuristic.”143 Marion 

calls upon Emanuel Levinas’ concept of the face and the radical alterity of the Other that is a 

phenomenon ‘given in natural experience and not by it, but by the ‘order of charity’ or 

revelation.”144 In order to see the infinite magnitude, grandeur, and dignity of the Other, one 

must love, he avers. “Love, however, comes from the charity, that is, through the ‘auxiliary’ of 

revelation. Without the revelation of the transcendency of love, the phenomenon of the face, and 

thus of the other, simply cannot be seen. This is an exemplary case of ‘Christian philosophy,’” 

Marion affirms. And, thus, he concludes:  

It becomes clear that this double function of charity, hermeneutic and heuristic, 
presumes its most radical execution: charity first must give in order to bring 
reflection. This implies being involved in charitable work and contemplating 
charity in prayer. It is only in this sense that ‘Christian philosophy’ presupposes 
faith in Christ….Taken as a heuristic of charity, ‘Christian philosophy’ would call, 
at a time of nihilism, any thought that would like to constitute itself as philosophy 
back to its forgotten ambition of loving wisdom.”145 

Christian philosophy, and religion in general, needs to be viewed both in the hermeneutic sense 

of Gadamer and the heuristic construct of Marion. It must be both experienced and those 
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experiences must always be open to interpretation, whether in light of divine revelation and 

scripture, or through the experiences gained based on rituals, sacrament, or symbols. While I am 

primarily focused on the hermeneutic aspect of religious interpretation in the thesis, the 

importance of the heuristic experience of religious symbols, sacraments, liturgy, prayer, and 

contemplation should not be ignored. To conclude this introductory chapter and transition to the 

next on religion and culture, I want to spend a few moments reflecting on the Inaugural Paul and 

Barbara Henkels Distinguished Lecture in the Humanities that Nicholas Lobkowicz delivered at 

the University of Notre Dame on 15 October 1990. At the time, Lobkowicz was the President of 

Catholic University of Eichstatt as well as being a prince in the House of Lobkowicz that dates 

back to the 14th century. He immigrated to Germany after the communists took power in 

Czechoslovakia in 1948.  

 
Christianity and Culture 
 

In his lecture, Lobkowicz enumerates a number of ways in which one should look upon 

Christianity as a religious cultural educator par excellence. He claims that modern technology 

owes more to the Judeo-Christian faith than to Greek rationalism. In Greek thought, he contends 

there were gods or demons behind every physical object or natural manifestation such as fog, 

rain, storms, and earthquake, and all of these mysterious beings had to be appeased and satisfied 

to render them harmless. “Only a culture with faith in one transcendent God had the capacity to 

demystify nature,” he declares, and only through the subjugation of nature was it “possible for 

Cistercian monks to develop an attitude which in the twelfth century permitted them to harness 

rivers as an energy source for complicated mill systems and later for Francis Bacon to arrive at 
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the assertion that ‘knowledge is power.’”146 There are a multitude of other examples for how our 

thinking, moral convictions, concepts of responsibility, and our notions of guilt, justice, equality 

and atonement would be utterly different had Christianity not emerged in Europe and shaped its 

culture. Echoing a theme frequently discussed by Ratzinger, Lobkowicz warns that this culture 

“is dangerously fragmented, in part because technology and political technology have been 

drained of spirituality.”147 He cautions further that “although Christianity has provided the 

foundation of our cultural heritage, it no longer plays a vital role in the continued growth of our 

culture.”148 It is not that one generation or historical period had more saints than sinners, but it 

was the cultural impact that Christianity had in the past that is no longer seemingly relevant 

today.  

Lobkowicz offers three proposals for dealing with the loss of cultural influence of 

Christianity. First, Christianity needs to regain its lost capacity for cultural renewal which is seen 

in the “kitsch that declares itself to be religious art, the lack of intellectual excellence of some 

undoubtedly pious but nevertheless primitive ecclesiastical publications, and the paucity of really 

excellent theologians such as Cardinal Ratzinger or Hans Urs von Balthasar.”149 Second, is the 

dichotomy between “conservatives” and “revivalists.” The conservatives want to preserve the 

Christian heritage simply because that is what it is, the way it has always been, while the 

revivalists want to obtain the personal commitment to Jesus Christ as their personal Lord and 

Savior. He expresses a deep admiration for individuals in each camp, claims to be more in line 

with the conservative view, but states, “nevertheless, conservatives and revivalists manifest little 

understanding for the loss of Christian impact on modern culture nor do they propose any viable 
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approach for addressing it.”150 The third proposal consists in the renewal of culture itself, and 

can be seen in light of Gadamer’s concept of interpretation through the fusion of horizons. 

Culture, Lobkowicz maintains, is what makes and defines history. History is first made possible 

through language which enables us to pass on tradition to future generations, but each tradition 

requires a series of interpretations as it sequentially moves through history and creates new 

traditions that must then be passed on from one generation to another.  

So, he asks, what is the Christian task for today? “It seems to me that Pope John Paul II 

constantly exemplifies the only realistic answer to this question through his statements and 

behavior,” Lobkowicz stresses, and therefore “the Church’s most elementary task with regard to 

culture is to guarantee that man’s greatest concerns will be heard and answered and to vouch for 

the dignity of man in the deepest and most universal sense of his nature.”151 As I argued in the 

first chapter and as we transition to the next chapter on religion and culture, while 

simultaneously recalling that Lobkowicz escaped Czechoslovakia in 1948 as the Communist 

Party seized power in Prague backed by the Soviet Union, it is worth reflecting on his words at 

length: 

In short, whoever claims that the fruits of our Christian heritage ought to be 
cherished without caring for its Christian renewal ignores the consequences made 
palpably obvious by the Holocaust and the Gulag: our cultural ideas, values, and 
institutions will wither away if not supported by the Christian convictions on which 
they are based. In fact, even the atheist must beg us Christians to help him 
strengthen the moral standards which he too expects of society and its members, 
including himself. The Communist rulers of Eastern Europe had begun to notice 
this a few years before their regimes collapsed: they needed the Church not only to 
maintain a semblance of peace with the growing majority of dissenters in their 
countries but even to get the people simply to work.152 
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CHAPTER 3: RELIGION AND CULTURE—EMBRYOTIC HUMAN DIGNITY? 
 
 
Introduction 
 

The principal argument of this chapter is how a sense of transcendence arises historically 

in religion, and thereby enables religion to serve as a fundamental, and therefore indispensable, 

teaching institution within culture in the manner of the Greek paideia. This is of critical 

importance because it helps form the character of the individuals participating in a discursive, 

dialogical community that through acts of practical judgment shapes culture. Moreover, as we 

saw in the introductory chapter, a culture that forgets to learn from religion, or more pointedly 

replaces religion with a pseudo-religion as seen in the pseudo-religions of National Socialism 

and Communism, does violence to human dignity and authentic human freedom. As Joseph 

Cardinal Ratzinger declares in Truth and Tolerance, “in all known historical cultures, religion is 

an essential element of culture, is indeed its determinative center; it is religion that determines 

the scale of values and, thereby, the inner cohesion and hierarchy of all these cultures.”1 

Historically, this is true and arguably should continue to hold true. Yet, after 1945 there has 

progressively grown a substantial segment of society that argues religion is inimical to human 

dignity and authentic freedom, and this phenomenon exploded following the riots and wide-

spread protest in the United States and Europe in 1968. The question arises whether it is 

specifically the religious teachings that impede human dignity, or how they are taught, or if it is 

due to the particular actions of religious leaders and individual followers who often no-longer 

view the more morally difficult teachings as valid? This, in part, can be seen in Ratzinger’s 

notion of pathologies in religion, in which pure fundamentalism or relativism reign, and in his 

 
1 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Truth and Tolerance: Christian Belief and World Religions, trans. Henry Taylor (San 
Francisco: Ignatius, 2004), 59. 
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notion of pathologies of reason in which reason reigns supreme and thus impedes or closes 

individuals from engaging speculative reason and contemplating transcendent mysteries. 

Furthermore, one of the twentieth century’s most preeminent historians of religion and culture, 

Christopher Dawson, makes a similar observation that religion is fundamental to understanding 

the dynamics of the human story. He maintains that “we cannot understand the inner form of 

society unless we understand its religion. We cannot understand its cultural achievements unless 

we understand the religious beliefs that lie behind them. In all ages the first creative works of a 

culture are due to religious inspiration and dedicated to a religious end.”2 As we will see below 

with Eric Voegelin, culture also implies an order in society, and in the higher cultures one hopes 

to find an order that cultivates and advances human dignity as an absolute value although that 

clearly has not been the norm throughout human history. As James Schall asserts, “the order of 

the polity is directly related to the order of the souls of its members, its citizens.”3 He carries this 

observation further by suggesting that “there will always be a range of virtue and vice in every 

city, the differing mixtures of which will be part of what differentiates cities or politics from one 

another, in their moral if not legal forms.”4  

The central focus of the argument in this chapter then is to explore the historical dynamic 

of religion as the primis hominum institutio for teaching virtue and for establishing the cohesion 

and order upon which all human societies and cultures must rest if they are to grow and flourish. 

I will explore the historical development of Western culture as a dialogical historical encounter 

with transcendent mystery to begin to show how the revelation of transcendence has occurred in 

culture and why culture cannot be sustained unless it is effectively educated by prophetic voices, 

 
2 Christopher Dawson, Religion and Culture, The Works of Christopher Dawson (Washington, D.C: Catholic 
University of America Press, 2013), 37. 
3 James V. Schall, The Order of Things (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2007), 110. 
4 Schall, 111. 
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like those of Augustine and Boethius. They teach how humans can sustain and advance cultures 

which have successfully created space for the generation and flourishing of authentic freedom 

and human dignity as an absolute and universal value. Accordingly, I will argue that religion is 

the major cultural educator that makes available in culture the reality of transcendent divine 

mystery and links it to personhood as the absolute value of human dignity. Religion is essential 

to the development of a well-formed conscience that helps us comprehend who we ought to be 

and, thereby, enables us to judge what we ought to do. The end result, one hopes, is living an 

authentic life of virtue that recognizes human dignity as the absolute norm. That is no easy task. 

While there are a number of institutions in society that foster cultural education, starting with the 

family and moving through the community and its many civil society organizations, such as 

schools and universities, social clubs and charitable organizations, it is, nevertheless, religion 

that plays the crucial role in the unfolding of human consciousness and in the formation of 

individual conscience in human history. In this vein, Dawson claims that “throughout the history 

of humanity the religious impulse has been always and everywhere present as one of the great 

permanent forces that make and alter man’s destiny, and the deeper we delve in the past, the 

more evident it is how inseparable is the religious instinct from human life and society.”5 

Moreover, he continues, “the beginnings of religion are as old as the human consciousness, and 

we can no more go behind the religious stage in human history than we can go behind the origins 

of language or social life itself.”6  

Dawson’s point will form the initial thrust of the argument during which I will examine 

Eric Voegelin’s notion of symbology and order that arises in revelation. This is important both 

 
5 Christopher Dawson, The Age of the Gods: A Study in the Origins of Culture in Prehistoric Europe and the Ancient 
Near East, The Works of Christopher Dawson (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2012), 
16. 
6 Dawson, 16. 
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from the perspective of a transcendental ordering of society as well as religion’s role as a cultural 

educator generally within the culture itself and more specifically in forming the moral character 

of the individual members of the society. Following the exposé of symbology, I will turn to the 

relationship between religion and culture in order to illuminate religion as the principal force of 

moral and virtuous education within culture. The syncretic move among Athens, Jerusalem, and 

Rome which shaped the foundation of Christendom from which European culture emerged and 

was spread across the world will then be discussed. Following that, I will focus on Augustine and 

Boethius as key theological and philosophical forces who used religion as a primary power for 

cultural development as Christendom moved from the “classical” period through the “dark ages” 

into the “medieval” period of European history and the history of Christendom. The discussion 

in this chapter forms the steppingstone for what I will argue in the following two chapters on 

faith and reason where, as I have noted in the introductory chapter, Ratzinger argues for the need 

for religion and reason to purify one another and for each to know their limits with respect to the 

other. Or, as Hans-Georg Gadamer astutely observes in his 1984 Reflections on the Relation of 

Religion and Science, “the atheism of indifference does not even recognize the question anymore 

[the meaning of religion]. Has the end of an illusion arrived? Or is precisely that the illusion: 

thinking that human beings can live without religion?”7   

With the framework for the present chapter in mind, I am obligated to make two key 

points. First, like the previous chapter on the methodological approach, this is very much a 

foundational chapter to the thesis and many of the points covered herein will be further 

developed in subsequent chapters. Secondly, many of the arguments I will be making in this 

chapter, not the least of which is the relationship between Athens, Jerusalem, and Rome, have 

 
7 Gadamer, Hermeneutics, Religion, and Ethics, 119. 
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had rivers of ink spilled over them. As discussed, my methodology is hermeneutical and 

consequently, I must acknowledge my Gadamerian prejudice or prejudgment by noting that 

human beings are both rational and religious animals. In essence, the mystery of human religious 

development does not end in an answer but always raises and illuminates additional questions. 

 

Symbology, Religion, and the Order of Society 
 

Eric Voegelin begins the first volume, Israel and Revelation, of his prodigious study, 

Order and History, with the following claim: 

God and man, world and society form a primordial community of being. The 
community with its quarternarian structure is, and is not, a datum of human 
experience. It is a datum of experience insofar as it is known to man by virtue of 
his participation in the mystery of its being. It is not a datum of experience insofar 
as it is not given in the manner of an object of the external world but is knowable 
only from the perspective of participation in it.8  

Man enters the world cognizant that he neither created it, nor is he the first or last participant in 

the long drama of being. He is not an outside observer in full possession of absolute knowledge 

concerning his existence, but rather he is an actor, who as Voegelin maintains, is “playing a part 

in the drama of being and, through the brute fact of his existence, committed to play it without 

knowing what it is.”9 The role of existence, he justly declares “must be played in uncertainty of 

its meaning, as an adventure of decision on the edge of freedom and necessity.”10 As we 

discussed with respect to Gadamer’s hermeneutics, man out of necessity is compelled to make 

decisions and to render judgments in freedom, but it remains a mystery to man what are the 

absolute ramifications of those decisions. Without absolute knowledge, man must rely on some 

 
8 Eric Voegelin, Israel and Revelation, ed. Maurice P. Hogan, vol. 14, The Collected Works of Eric Voegelin Order 
and History (Columbia, Mo.: Univ. of Missouri Press, 2001), 39. 
9 Voegelin, 14:39. 
10 Voegelin, 14:40. 
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order of faith to help his reason direct his life. Moreover, as Voegelin stresses, ignorance of the 

whole of existence is more than a mystifying perplexity: “It is profoundly disturbing, for from 

the depths of this ultimate ignorance wells up the anxiety of existence.”11  

 This ignorance, however, is not absolute ignorance. Voegelin asserts that man can realize 

significant knowledge about the order of being, and perhaps the most important aspect of that 

knowledge is differentiating between the knowable and the unknowable. The anxiety man has 

about the meaning of his existence does not persist but is released through the “creation of 

symbols purporting to render intelligible the relations and tensions” within the field of being.12 

He identifies three features that correspond to the process of symbolization: the predominance of 

the experience of participation; the preoccupation with the lasting and the passing of the partners 

in the community of being; and, the attempt to make the unknowable order of being knowable 

through analogy of the supposedly known.13 This third one rests on top of the first two and it is 

from it that gods and demons emerge. He writes:  

Every concrete symbol is true insofar as it envisages the truth, but none is 
completely true insofar as the truth about being is essentially beyond human reach. 
In the twilight of truth grows the rich flora—luxuriant, bewildering, frightening, 
and charming—of the tales about gods and demons and their ordering and 
disordering influences on the life of men and society.14  

This rich flora provide the tapestry to construct diverse themes that grow one upon the other 

contributing to the great works of analogy surrounding the unseen truth expressed in “the epics 

of Homer, the tragedy of the fifth century, and the mythopoeia of Plato”15 Voegelin stresses that 

the tolerance for symbols will reach its apex when their analogical character becomes 

 
11 Voegelin, 14:40. 
12 Voegelin, 14:41. 
13 Voegelin, 14:41–43. 
14 Voegelin, 14:46. 
15 Voegelin, 14:46. 
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problematic, due to their multiplicity, and because they no longer are adequate for making 

known the true order of being, and thereby fall from grace and are no longer believed. “The very 

multiplicity of symbols can, therefore, be experienced as an inadequacy, and attempts may be 

undertaken to bring a manifold of symbols into a rational, hierarchical order,” Voegelin 

contends.16 The distinction here is between what Voegelin describes as the “seemliness” or 

“unseemliness” of the symbols. Unseemly symbols are those that fall from grace and are no 

longer to be believed. 

This evolution of symbols in which those that do not fall from grace eventually will give 

rise to transcendent hierarchy that culminates in the revelation of Yahweh to Moses in the 

Burning Bush. The lesser gods so conceived are displaced in light of this revelation. The 

dynamic leading to a hierarchical or higher order Voegelin refers to as political “summodeism” 

and later in Israel and Revelation he makes the following point: “The various traditions [between 

Moab, Chemosh, and Ahaziah in 2 Kings], in our opinion, furnished the rare documentation for a 

political summodeism in statu nascendi. Civilizationally, the Syriac area was sufficiently unified 

to have the gods of its various peoples mutually recognized as ordering forces.”17 As the people 

become more conscious of these ordering forces and their possible development in any number 

of directions, he asserts, “the divine force that revealed itself in such a manner could become 

restricted political gods, like the gods of the Philistine city-states or the shepherd of Moab; or 

local Baals, like the Baal-berith of Shechem or the Yahweh of Ophrah; or ultimately the god of 

Syriac empire, if one of the contestants should prevail over the others.”18 This he notes is equally 

true for Yahweh, the God of Israel, who at this phase in the Israelite dynamics of order could 
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develop along similar lines as the gods of Philistines, or Moab, or Baal, or more precisely a god 

like Chemosh. Importantly, from the notion that Yahweh could descend to the equality of these 

gods politically, it does not necessarily follow that they in turn could have “ascended to the 

heights of the Mosaic or prophetic Yahweh.”19 It would be a mistake during a particular stage of 

the Yahwehist experience to ultimately compare the appearance of equality with that of an 

identity in nature. Voegelin underscores: “For in the end it was Yahweh of Israel who, as a 

political god, put the first imperial stamp on Syriac civilization, not the gods of Moab, nor the 

Phoenician or Philistine city-states, even though the Philistines came close to success before their 

drive was broken by the recovery of Israel under David.”20 Significantly for the development of 

the God of Israel and even more decisively for the Christian Trinitarian God, Voegelin stresses, 

“while the various other factors contributed to the issue of the struggle, the most important one 

was the latent quality of Yahweh as a nonpolitical, universal god who, because of his 

universality, could be the spiritual force that formed great individuals.”21 This, I argue, is a 

seminal notion as it points precisely to the character formation role that religion plays on the 

individual members of society and therefore on culture in general. This is clearly seen in the 

Decalogue handed down to Moses by Yahweh in the Old Testament and of the numerous 

teachings of Jesus, such as the Sermon on the Mount and the first or greatest commandment in 

the New Testament (Ex 20, Mt 5 and 6, and Mk 12:28-34). 

Thus, political summodeism in Voegelin’s view is where the gods are ordered politically 

or regionally, and the lesser gods are regarded in light of a higher God, Yahweh. He holds that 

theogonic speculation of the origins of gods, especially as seen in Hesiod, is where one reaches 
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the boundary of acceptance of rival symbolizations, which then leads to the rise of the 

unseemliness of a once-accepted symbol or symbols. “The break with early tolerance results,” he 

asserts, “not from a rational reflection on the inadequacy of pluralistic symbolization, but from a 

profounder insight that no symbolization through analogues of existential order in the world can 

even faintly be adequate to the divine partner on whom the community of being and its order 

depends.”22 When the separation of the hierarchy in order between the divine and the ordinary is 

sensed, one has reached the point where “the originating, ordering, and preserving source of 

being is experienced in its absolute transcendence beyond being in tangible existence,” and 

consequently, “all symbolization by analogy [will] be understood in its inadequacy and even 

impropriety.”23 It is here, in this separation of the hierarchy of order that demonstrates how the 

sense of transcendence begins to arise historically in religion. Moreover, the distinction between 

symbols will become an immediate anxiety or even fear because there arises a confusion about 

the order of being, and even more so, he argues, a betrayal of being owing to an inability of 

harmonizing the order of being. In this situation, he declares: 

The horror of a fall from being into nothingness motivates an intolerance that no 
longer is willing to distinguish between stronger and weaker gods, but opposes the 
true god to the false gods. This horror induced Plato to create the term theology, to 
distinguish between true and false types of theology, and to make the true order of 
society dependent on the rule of men whose proper attunement to divine being 
manifests itself in their true theology.24  

As the unseemliness of the symbols initially penetrates human understanding in the order of 

being and existence, not much appears to change. Certainly, understanding is increased as the 

distinction between the knowable immanent and the unknowable transcendence becomes 

clarified, but ultimately man cannot escape the fact that something has radically changed 
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precisely in the order of being and existence itself. “Existence is partnership in the community of 

being,” Voegelin maintains, “and the discovery of imperfect participation, of a mismanagement 

of existence through lack of proper attunement to the order of being, of the danger of a fall from 

being, is a horror indeed, compelling radical reorientation of existence.”25 The symbols no longer 

have their magic for penetrating the unseen order, but rather they now cast a shadow over, and 

raise doubt about, the “partial orders of mundane existence that hitherto furnished the analogies 

for the comprehensive order of being;” thereby, causing man not only to reject the unseemly 

symbols but to “turn away from the world and society as the sources of the misleading 

analogies.”26 

Voegelin refers to this experience of turning around as the Platonic periagogé, which is a 

conversion toward the true source of order that Plato described to great effect in the “Allegory of 

the Cave” in Book VII of the Republic. With such a conversion, it not only enriches the 

knowledge concerning the order of being, it radically alters it. “For the participation in being 

changes its structure when it becomes emphatically a partnership with God,” he asserts, “while 

the participation in mundane being recedes to second rank.”27 Very significantly, as a result, this 

newly transformed society will view itself in a wholly original manner that is radically different 

from societies that have not yet had this experience. In essence, they are on a higher level of 

order and this is fundamentally attributable to their understanding that the conversion 

experienced was not “the result of human action, but as a passion, as a response to a revelation of 

divine being, to an act of grace, to a selection for emphatic partnership with God.”28 Voegelin 

claims that this sets the community apart, they become a select and particular people, and in the 
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case of Israel, the people of God. As a consequence, he maintains this new community is bound 

to create “a special symbolism to express its peculiarity, and this symbolism can from then on be 

used for distinguishing the new structural element in the field of societies in historical 

existence.”29 This unequivocal partnership with God “removes a society from the rank of profane 

existence and constitutes it as the representative of the civitas Dei in historical existence.”30 This 

has a profound effect on the order of existence, but it is not a leap out of existence, for it does not 

eliminate the partnership in the community of being in the mundane, and consequently there 

develops “the tensions, frictions, and balances between the two levels of attunement, a dualistic 

structure of existence that expresses itself in pairs of symbols, of theologia civilis and theologia 

supranaturalis, of temporal and spiritual powers, of secular state and church.”31 This too is a 

significant point that we will briefly discuss below with respect to Plato’s Republic and 

Augustine’s City of God, and it is a relationship that must be kept in mind throughout the thesis. 

Voegelin concludes his introduction by returning to the notion of unseemly 

symbolization and claims it does not resolve the dualistic structure of existence between the 

mundane and the everlasting, and he suggests that “the love of being that inspires intolerance 

must compromise with the condition of existence.”32 He argues the need for compromise that can 

be seen in the later works of Plato, where the intolerance of unseemly symbolization has 

undergone a strong metamorphose from his early writings, one in which “the new truth about 

being is not a substitute for, but an addition to, the old truth.”33 “To be sure,” he declares, “the 

insight of conversion, the principle that God is the measure of man, far from being compromised, 
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is asserted even more forcefully, but its communication has become more cautious, withdrawing 

deeper behind the veils of the myth.”34 In Plato’s Epinomis, and there is a general acceptance that 

Plato was not the author but rather it was written by the first Platonists, the Athenian states: “Let 

us take it, then, that the beginning of our beginning is more seemly and that we are taking exactly 

the right steps in approaching the most important part of wisdom, the generation of the gods.” 

35,36 As Voegelin concludes: “The intolerance inspired by the love of being is balanced by a new 

tolerance, inspired by the love of existence and a respect for the tortuous ways on which man 

moves historically closer to the true order of being. In the Epinomis Plato speaks that last word 

of his wisdom—that every myth has its truth.”37 And yet, as we will see momentarily below, 

Jacob Burckhardt suggests the Greek’s focus on myth hindered the development of Greek 

philosophy. 

To bring this discussion forward in time and to anticipate later observations in the thesis, 

Louis Dupré notes that religious symbology reflects the particular cultural worldview at the time 

they came into play. They will, however, inevitably fall out of favor and come into conflict with 

either new cosmologies or changing social mores; and, thereby, compel believers to alter their 

interpretations of the symbol. His notion comports to Voegelin’s phenomenon of when symbols 

become unseemly and therefore are no longer tolerated. Dupré insinuates that this causes some 

thinkers to view religious symbolization as an entirely human process and construct. Yet, like 

Voegelin, he warns to do so “would be to ignore the awareness of their fundamental passivity 

that believers maintain in the midst of their symbolic creativity with respect to what they 
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consider transcendent revelation.”38 He correctly states that the founding facts upon which a 

religion is based—for the House of Israel that is the belief that God chose them as the Chosen 

People of God and for the Christian religion it is the belief in the mystery of the Incarnation—no 

matter if these facts are historical or legendary, they are not religiously applicable until their 

meaning is interpreted. Christianity, however, is particularly noteworthy in this case because its 

central claim to legitimacy is that it is absolutely historical since through the Incarnation God 

entered into time and human history. Dupré stresses that “Christianity could not survive as a 

religion if Jesus had not lived and if the paradigmatic events in his life had never happened.”39 

Without interpreting historical facts and imparting symbolic meaning, these historical facts could 

never become an object of religious truths. As we transition the discussion to the development of 

religion from natural religions to divine revelation, it is essential to note hermeneutically that no 

fact is perceived without interpretation no matter how obviously or opaquely it is presented to 

our senses. As Dupré puts forward, “the correspondence between word and reality appears even 

in the earliest tradition, if not as the central core of religious truths, as one of its essential 

components.” More importantly, he avows that “truth, including religious truth, requires that our 

words and concepts conform to things as they are in themselves.”40 This is a fundamental point. 

Josef Pieper concurs noting that the “cognitive relationship between mind and reality is 

actualized by the mind’s ‘having’ the essential form of an existing thing.”41  We will see in the 

following chapters this raised an unending series of aporias for modern man and philosophy, but 

as Dawson emphasizes when religion emerges as a human cultural institution: 
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Primitive man is not concerned with abstract truth but with the reality and power 
of the forces on which his life depends, and his religion finds expression in myths 
and rites or sacred techniques. It is only at a later stage of culture, when social 
organization is sufficiently advanced to leave room for learning and study, that we 
can expect to find any systematic tradition of rational thought.”42  

In essence, religious experiences, visions, and symbols are perceived by humans as grounded in 

being and in truth despite the mystery behind them and the natural desire in the heart and soul to 

transcend toward them. It is to the development of this point that I now turn.  

 
The Relationship of Religion to Culture – Religion as the Principal Cultural Educator 
 

Religion has been a central feature of communal organizing throughout the long process 

of developing human society. As long as 250,000 years ago, Neanderthals, a branch of later 

hominids, began to inhabit the earth. One of their most interesting habits, as Jonathan Turner 

notes, is that they buried their dead. He stresses that around their burial ground archeologists 

have found ritual artifacts and perhaps even ones used in worship. These objects consist of 

“pollen from bouquets of flowers, skulls placed on sticks, paintings marking entrances to burial 

caves, and stones arranged in patterns around graves.”43 While the exact meaning of these 

articles for the Neanderthals is lost to history, they certainly “suggest concern about the afterlife 

and the nonempirical world of being and forces existing in a special realm.”44 Dawson in his 

very first work, The Age of the Gods, also asserts the importance of death and the rudimentary 

concept of an afterlife by claiming that while “to us Neanderthal man may seem so primitive a 

type as to be scarcely human, there is no doubt about the fact that he cared for his dead.”45 He 

stresses, however, that it is “clearly impossible to argue from this evidence that the origins of 
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religion are to be looked for in the cult of the dead.”46 Turning to Turner and Maryanski in their 

work On the Origin of Societies by Natural Selection, they posit that religion as a human 

institution “probably appeared early in human evolution, emerging with the band, kinship, and 

economy of hunter-gatherers.”47 This prompted them to inquire further if the selection pressures 

that “led humans and perhaps later hominins to begin to conceptualize the universe as having 

both sacred and profane realms, which forces and beings in the supernatural and sacred realm 

have the power to direct affairs and fortunes in the profane world?”48 

Religion then most likely arose with hunting and gathering, and depending upon how one 

defines “religion,” Turner and Maryanski assert that “most or all studied hunting-and-gathering 

populations possessed a religion” and suggest that all religions contain common characteristics:   

(1) a system of beliefs in a sacred and supernatural universe beyond the everyday 
world, (2) a belief that there are beings and forces in this universe that have power 
to influence what transpires in the empirical world, (3) a set of ritual practices 
directed at calling forth the power of these forces and beings, and (4) a cult structure 
or community of individuals who share beliefs and practice at least some of the 
same rituals. Using this minimal definition, all hunter-gatherers had some form of 
a religious life.49 

This minimal definition is reasonable given that the concept of religion is notoriously hard to pin 

down and it undeniably varies in practice from culture to culture. For example, as Dawson 

observes, “the Buddha expressly condemned all attempts to enquire into or to define the nature 

of this supreme good. Salvation was to be found not in metaphysical knowledge, but in the 

strenuous moral endeavor which destroys desire, the root of all suffering and of physical 

existence itself.”50 Whereas in the Western tradition of religious and cultural development and 
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the accompanying theological inquiry, metaphysical questions concerning the supreme good 

were of fundamental concern. Nor can terms such as awe, reverence, wonder, and dignity be 

applied consistently against “religion” since all cultures view them in somewhat different 

conceptual terms. 

The well-known cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz largely concurs with Turner and 

Maryanski. Critical for the argument here, he emphasizes that sacred symbols and ritual practices 

“function to synthesize a people’s ethos—the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral 

and aesthetic style and mood—and their world view—the picture they have of the way things in 

sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of order.”51 He maintains that a group’s ethos 

“is rendered intellectually reasonable” through religious belief and practice and that they point to 

a way to organize and shape the communal and individual life of society based on the particular 

worldview expressed in these practices. The confrontation with forces beyond one’s control and 

the mutually supporting societal understanding of how to order society to accommodate this 

mysterious force has two fundamental effects, Geertz suggests. He writes: 

On the one hand, it objectivizes moral and aesthetic preferences by depicting them 
as the imposed conditions of life implicit in a world with a particular structure, as 
mere common sense given the unalterable shape of reality. On the other, it supports 
these received beliefs about the world’s body by invoking deeply felt moral and 
aesthetic sentiments as experiential evidence for their truth. Religious symbols 
formulate a basic congruence between a particular style of life and a specific (if, 
most often, implicit) metaphysic, and in so doing sustain each with the borrowed 
authority of the other.52  

 
Thus, Geertz defines religion along the following lines: “(1) a system of symbols which acts to 

(2) establish powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) 

formulating conceptions of a general order of existence and (4) clothing those conceptions with 
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such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and motivations seem uniquely realistic.”53 Finally, 

returning to Dawson who unsurprisingly has the most monotheist definition of religion when he 

asserts that the religious phenomenon in all religions “is based on the recognition of a 

superhuman Reality of which man is somehow conscious and towards which he must in some 

way orient his life. The existence of the tremendous transcendent reality that we name GOD is 

the foundation of all religion in all ages and among all people.”54 Since this essay is focused on 

Western cultural application of religious concepts, Dawson’s definition is most useful as it 

focuses the discussion on a transcendent reality to which humanity must orient themselves. 

 As with religion there are many definitions of culture, and a key question then is what is 

the relationship of religion to culture? In its most basic form culture is the customs, arts, and 

other expressions of human intellectual achievement of a collective group of human beings 

relating to a particular time in their historical development that is passed on to succeeding 

generations. Dawson summarizes culture as “an organized way of life which is based on a 

common tradition and conditioned by a common environment,” and continues to make an 

important distinction when he notes that culture is “not identical with the concept of civilization 

which involves a high degree of conscious rationalization nor with society itself, since a culture 

normally includes a number of independent social units.”55 Ratzinger makes a similar definition 

and claim. He contends that “culture is the social form of expression, as it has grown up in 

history, of those experiences and evaluations that have left their mark on a community and have 

shaped it.”56 He suggests three individual elements that support the general definition: “culture 

has to do with perceptions and values”; “culture in the classical sense thus includes going beyond 
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what is visible and apparent to the real basis of things and, at its heart, opens the door to the 

Divinity”; and, lastly, “this already hints at something further: society progresses through time, 

and culture therefore has to do with history.”57 In this sense, transcendence reveals itself 

historically as participation in a societal culture. Importantly, these common characteristics, 

Ratzinger argues, open the way to dialogue between cultures. Dawson also acknowledges the 

common view of life, behavior, values, and a collective spiritual community. He then makes a 

key point in the relationship of religion to culture when he observes: 

Now it is easy for modern man living in a highly secularized society to conceive 
this common view of life as a purely secular thing which has no necessary 
connection with religious beliefs. But in his life and the life of society as intimately 
dependent on forces that lie outside his own control—on superhuman powers which 
rule both the world and the life of man. “No man” said an Indian hunter “can 
succeed in life alone, and he cannot get the help he needs from men.”58  

Much as we saw in Voegelin, Dawson stresses the importance of order and a social way 

of life that is “directed in accordance with the higher laws of life which are religion.”59  Just as 

heaven rule the seasons, he asserts, so too does divine power rule the life of man and society. It is 

as irrational for a community to cultivate the land without reference to the seasons, he states, as it 

is for them to conduct their affairs without reference to the powers of heaven. Thus, he presents 

another important point central to the thesis when he states: “The complete secularization of 

social life is a relatively modern and anomalous phenomenon” and he declares that “throughout 

the greater part of mankind’s history, in all ages and states of society, religion has been the great 

central unifying force in culture. It has been the guardian of tradition, the preserver of the moral 

law, the educator and teacher of wisdom.”60 Again, Ratzinger makes a similar point when he 
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suggests that culture is concerned with understanding, especially that understanding which leads 

to judgment and practical action, which will be a critical component to the proper functioning of 

a dialogical community. He continues by noting precisely what in modern times is largely 

missing or excluded from the development of this understanding. In the public square, where 

debates on the dimensions of values and morality are held, religion is viewed entirely as a 

personal task or as altogether unnecessary to the dialogue. Religion is no longer understood as 

the great cultural educator as it was viewed almost unconsciously in the past. As Ratzinger 

correctly observes:  

We should add one thing, which would have been self-evident for the old world: In 
any question concerning man and the world, the question about Divinity is always 
included as the preliminary and really basic question. No one can understand the 
world at all, no one can live his life rightly, so long as the question about the 
Divinity remains unanswered. Indeed, the very heart of the great cultures is that 
they interpret the world by setting in order their relationship to the Divinity.61   

Ratzinger follows this with another important point for us to consider. He asserts that it is 

essential to note that “faith is cultural” and that it “does not exist in a naked state, as sheer 

religion.”62 By telling man who he is, and, therefore, what he ought to do as a human being, 

“faith is creating culture and is culture.” This is an important example of the hermeneutic circle 

in which faith and culture move between the universal and the particular. And, he proclaims, 

“this message of faith is not an abstract message; it is one that has matured through a long history 

and through manifold intercultural fusions, in the course of which it has shaped an entire way of 

life, a way of man’s dealing with himself, with his neighbor, with the world, and with God. Faith 

itself exists as cultural.”63 Ratzinger’s specific association of faith with culture and our general 
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discussion above on the relationship of religion to culture provide the grounding of religion as 

the principal cultural educator as we will well see in Dawson’s assertion immediately below.  

We have seen two very similar views on the relationship of religion to culture, one 

expressed by a theologian and the other communicated by a historian—I will give the final word 

to the historian. Dawson appropriately emphasizes that this relationship is essentially a two-sided 

coin where religion is the product of faith along with the other areas of cultural growth that leads 

to cultural community cohesion. The individuals and society that operate within a particular 

culture influence their approach to religion and conversely the religious attitude influences the 

way of life. Dawson maintains that “whatever is felt to be of vital importance in the life of 

people is brought into close relation with religion and surrounded by religious sanctions, so that 

every economic and social way of life has its corresponding form of religion.”64 Furthermore, he 

underscores that religion in general is a moderating influence on society and normally it exerts a 

conservative influence on culture, while simultaneously it provides the most dynamic means of 

social change. He concludes, “indeed one might almost go so far as to say that it is only by 

religion that a religious culture can be changed. The fact that a way of life has been consecrated 

by tradition and myth renders it singularly resistant to external change, even when the change 

seems obviously advantageous from a practical point of view.”65 And, here again, we hear the 

echo of Voegelin’s distinction between political summodeism and divine revelation through 

which the latter fundamentally alters and elevates the cultural view of its people, or as Dawson 

suggested this elevated cultural view is what distinguishes between culture and civilization. 

Thereby, religion is the cultural educator par excellence.  
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 To conclude this section on the relation of religion to culture and religion’s role as the 

primary cultural educator I must enter the tempestuous waters of the Athens, Jerusalem, and 

Rome discussion. This will enable me to offer a more robust depiction of how the sense of 

transcendence arose historically within the historical event of Jesus Christ, and as Dupré noted 

above, without this historical event, Christianity would be meaningless as a religion. Early 

Christianity sprung out of the Jewish religious tradition that also happened to be squarely within 

the Hellenistic cultural world as well as in the dominant Roman political world. Nothing in 

history is predetermined by man, but this simple fact practically made the syncretic move among 

the natural reason of the Greeks, the monotheistic, creator God, Yahweh of Israel, and the law of 

the Romans virtually inevitable. The dynamic that played out among these three cultures, with 

the new religion of the Incarnation at the very center and thus the cause of the tempest, would 

over the course of three centuries profoundly change not only those cultures but would 

eventually give birth to a new culture and a new man, and while human activity was always and 

everywhere present, so too was the reality of Divine mystery. Religious contact with Divine 

mystery, first seen in the God of Israel and the Chosen People of Israel, and then in the mystery 

of the Incarnation and God entering into human history links mystery and personhood as 

absolute values. The Trinity and the Incarnation represent the absoluteness of mystery, and the 

Christian religion makes available to culture the reality of Divine mystery revealed as a universal 

community of personal relationships characterized by “Love.” In the Incarnation, the four words 

of mystery, absolute, freedom, and dignity will begin to be illuminated and will form the heart of 

the discussion for the remainder of this chapter and those to follow. As Dawson appropriately 

declares:  

Today mystery has been banished from man’s daily life. If things go wrong, he 
looks for help to the government or to science rather than God and religion. No 
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doubt this has freed mankind from the burden of superstition and irrational fear, 
but it has also left man at the mercy of his own inventions and has substituted the 
omnipotence of that man-made monster, the bureaucratic, technocratic state—the 
New Leviathan—for mystery of nature and the power of God. When these new 
powers are developed to their full extent by the social organization of the mass 
media of communication and by scientific methods of psychological control, the 
secular state becomes almost automatically totalitarian, so that no room is left for 
man’s spiritual freedom.66 

This is yet another absolutely fundamental concept for the thesis as we saw in the prologue in the 

first chapter regarding totalitarianism and the shattering of human dignity as well as what 

Augustine articulated in the City of God regarding the law of the earthly city and of the divine 

city where there is a symbiotic relationship between them. Thus, Divine mystery and human 

dignity go hand in hand. It will be recalled that Augustine asserted that human beings must obey 

the laws of the earthly city while maintaining their ultimate focus on the eternal City of God for 

which they were created and to which they destine.  

Again to prefigure the discussion, as Francis Ambrosio maintains in his chapter of the 

book The Spector of Relativism: Truth, Dialogue, and Phronesis in Philosophical Hermeneutics, 

“truth and freedom come into presence together in the integrity of this person,” referring to 

Socrates.67 He notes that truth and freedom are so evidently manifested by Socrates that “they 

shine forth with the unique beauty of integrity,” and this integrity takes “the shape of a double 

cross.” Ambrosio asserts: “The lines of power we call truth and freedom extend out, as language, 

beyond the person into the silence of mystery, but they center in the person whose integrity is 

always dramatic and ironic, whose identity is always ambiguous and in question.”68 To take this 

analogy of Socrates a little further, in essence he represents the one in the Greek aporia of the 
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one and the many or universal. Socrates, like Christ who as the Way, the Truth and the Life, 

definitely represents the one, and each are considered by many to be the two most perfect human 

beings in human history and were absolutely innocent of the crimes for which they were 

condemned to death. As Romano Guardini notes along with many others, Socrates “is inimitable, 

yet he has had a deeper influence on men’s minds than most others who have taught a way of 

life.”69  

The Platonic dialogues illuminate just how close Socrates and Plato brought reason into 

alignment with revelation, without crossing the boundary. Faith is the response to revelation, and 

it facilitates the deeper penetration into the silence of mystery without ever being able to fully 

grasp it. Again, as Guardini asserts concerning the mystery of the Incarnation and the triune God, 

“the intellect cannot cope with such paradoxes, though it somehow senses the reality beyond all 

reality, the truth beyond all truth.”70 Furthermore he warns that herein lies the danger and the 

mind must not be deceived into thinking it has attained comprehension of superficial concepts 

with nothing behind them. He writes, “the whole problem is mystery, the sacred mystery of the 

relation of the triune God to his incarnate Son. We can never penetrate it, and knowledge of this 

incapacity must dominate our every thought and statement concerning Jesus’ life.”71 Here we see 

the radical and non-negotiable self-limiting mystery of human finitude interrelated with the 

sacred mystery of the Incarnation and the triune God entering history. These are mysteries upon 

which the human mind can only contemplate to good end, but as mysteries they can never be 

fully apprehended, we are only left to wonder and question more deeply. The concept of the soul 

is similarly mysterious and Socrates and Plato through reason elucidate the soul’s dynamic 
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within the human being without ever penetrating its mystery. The closeness, but not intersection 

of reason and revelation, is apparent in many of the Platonic dialogues.  

For example, in Book IX of the Republic, they maintain that the soul consists of three 

parts, the appetite, the will, and the intellect. When the soul adheres to the discipline of the 

philosophic part, the intellect, there is a balance between all three, and each enjoys the particular 

pleasure of the individual parts. If, however, the lower two parts, the appetite and the will, gain 

the upper hand in the individual, they will induce the person to follow the inferior course since 

they are the ones most detached from reason, and, thus, they are the most distant from law and 

order. Here Socrates comes very near to the conclusion that Augustine comes to in the City of 

God. The just ruler has the attributes of reason, moderation, and justice emanating from his soul 

and “attains a more valuable state than that of having a fine, strong, healthy body, since the soul 

itself is more valuable than the body.”72 Socrates suggests that this individual will be “willing to 

take part in the politics of the city we were founding and describing, the one that exists in theory, 

for I don’t think it exists anywhere on earth,” and he concludes by saying, perhaps “there is a 

model of it in heaven, for anyone who wants to look at it and to make himself its citizen on the 

strength of what he sees. It makes no difference whether it is or ever will be somewhere, for he 

would take part in the practical affairs of that city and no other.”73 There is both the moral 

characteristic and the practical component of the theoretical city of Socrates in which he comes 

close to the Augustinian concept of the moral law that corresponds to both the earthly city and 

the City of God but is only imperfectly achieved on earth, which is why practical reasoning, 

phronēsis, is operative in either Socrates’ or Augustine’s cities. Thus, Socrates’ and Plato’s 

argument for how to care for the soul gets very close to revelation without blurring the line 
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between reason and revelation. Turning now to the Greek fathers, and then later to Augustine 

and Boethius in particular, we will explore how they used reason, and Greek language and 

philosophical concepts, to illuminate that which revelation revealed in the higher order of 

transcendence that for Christians culminated historically in the person of Jesus Christ. 

 The Greek Paideia refers to the broad cultural education of Greek society seen in 

philosophical works like the Platonic dialogues as well in the arts, literature, music, and other 

creative human intellectual achievements that advance culture. Werner Jaeger, in a short 

reflection entitled Early Christianity and Greek Paideia that was based on a series of lectures he 

delivered toward the end of his academic career at Harvard, gives a broad overview of an 

unfinished aspect of his work Paideia. His ultimate objective in the larger project was to address 

the reception of the Greek paideia in the early Christian world.74 He asserts: 

The “obvious explanation of the rapid assimilation of Christianity to its 
surroundings from the very first generation is of course (1) that Christianity was a 
Jewish movement, and the Jews were Hellenized by the time of Paul, not only in 
the Jewish Diaspora but to a considerable extent also in Palestine itself; and (2) that 
it was precisely this Hellenized portion of the Jewish people to whom the Christian 
missionaries turned first. It was that part of the Jerusalem community of the apostles 
called the ‘Hellenists’ in the sixth chapter of Acts, which, after the martyrdom of 
their leader Stephen, was scattered all over Palestine and started the mission 
activities of the next generation.75  

He also notes the Greek names of the apostles and disciples of Jesus and claims that they mostly 

came from Jewish families who had been Hellenized for several generations or more.76 

Furthermore, Greek was the language of the Mediterranean world and this was no exception for 

the Jewish community where Greek was the language spoken in the Synagogues throughout the 
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Mediterranean, as he claims, “is evident from the example of Philo of Alexandria, who did not 

write his literary Greek for an audience of gentiles but for his highly educated fellow Jews.”77 

Henry Chadwick attributes the emigration of Jews across the Mediterranean world to 

“foreign domination and the poor economy of Palestine,” and consequently colonies could be 

found from Cadiz to the Crimea.78 He specifically mentions that in Rome there are eleven to 

twelve Synagogues and in Alexandria the Jewish community “formed a particularly large portion 

of the population; there were a million Jews in Alexandria and Egypt altogether, and they were 

always a factor in municipal politics, even though their social exclusiveness prevented them from 

becoming a pressure group for the acquisition of power.”79 Chadwick adds, however, that it was 

a mutual interaction and not a one way transmission of culture, and he suggests that many 

Gentiles were drawn to monotheism, to the Jewish moral code, and to their ancient scriptures. He 

notes that “round many synagogues of the Dispersion there gathered a penumbra of devout 

Gentiles commonly called ‘God-fearers’ (the term applied to any good synagogue member).”80 

Similarly, Ratzinger asserts that the initial encounter between Greek thought and biblical faith 

took place, “not in the early Church, but in the course of the biblical path itself. Moses and Plato, 

belief in the gods and enlightened criticism of polytheism, theological ethics and ethical teaching 

drawn from ‘nature’ had already encountered each other within the Bible itself.”81 Moreover, in 

his not well-understood nor well-received lecture at Regensburg, Benedict asks: “Is the 

conviction that acting unreasonably contradicts God's nature merely a Greek idea, or is it always 

and intrinsically true? I believe that here we can see the profound harmony between what is 
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Greek in the best sense of the word and the biblical understanding of faith in God.”82 

Consequently, he maintains that “inner rapprochement between Biblical faith and Greek 

philosophical inquiry was an event of decisive importance not only from the standpoint of the 

history of religions, but also from that of world history – it is an event which concerns us even 

today.”83 From this dynamic of cultural interaction over the course of the previous three 

centuries, where, as Jaeger notes echoing Voegelin above, “even the word conversion stems from 

Plato, for adopting a philosophy meant a change of life in the first place.”84 Jaeger insinuates that 

while conversion was motivated for different reasons, “the Christian kerygma spoke of the 

ignorance of men and promised to give them a better knowledge, and, like all philosophies, it 

referred to a master and a teacher who possessed and revealed the truth,” and this 

correspondence between the “Greek philosophers and the Christian missionaries led the latter to 

take advantage of it (the former).”85 The rich conceptual language and vocabulary of the Greeks 

provided the intellectual medium of Greek thought and its categories, Jaeger maintains, and more 

significantly, he states “it was indispensable in particular for the discussion of religious matters, 

because philosophy by that time had taken on for the Greeks themselves the function of natural 

theology.”86   

This is not “natural” or “naturalism” in the modern concept of the words which have 

almost the exact opposite meaning from the notion of “natural” or Physis of classical Greek 

thought. Natural theology is the philosophical consideration and reflection on the existence and 

 
82 Benedict XVI, “Apostolic Journey to München, Altötting and Regensburg: Meeting with the Representatives of 
Science in the Aula Magna of the University of Regensburg,” September 12, 2006, para. 5, 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2006/september/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_spe_20060912_university-regensburg.html. 
83 Benedict XVI, para. 7. 
84 Jaeger, Early Christianity and Greek Paideia, 10. 
85 Jaeger, 10. 
86 Jaeger, 31. 



 105 

nature of God independent of divine revelation. The natural theology of the philosophers in the 

Greek world dealt with the physical world as it appeared to them and from which they presented 

reality and truth. In other words, they were investigating the nature of things, and more 

specifically the nature of the soul as we saw in the discussion of the Republic, founded within the 

parameters of reason. The Hellenist concept of nature, its raison d’être, as Dawson maintains, 

“was to try to explain and rationalize nature, and God was ultimately brought in as the key-stone 

of the philosophical edifice—at the First Cause or the Prime Mover.”87 Religion, whether gained 

through contemplating the natural world and attaining to Natural Theology, or received through 

the Burning Bush and Divine Revelation as in the case of Moses and the Chosen People of 

Yahweh, “has its origins in the depth of the soul and it can only be understood by those who are 

prepared to take the plunge,” Dawson professes.88 Further, as Voegelin argues, if faith is 

understood as a “leap in being, as the entering of the soul into divine reality through the entering 

of divine reality into the soul, the historical form, far from being a subjective point of view, is an 

ontologically real event in history.” 89 In both instances we again see the phenomenon of how a 

sense of transcendence arises historically in religion. Voegelin declares:  

Moreover, since the event is not fictional but real and the symbolic explication, 
therefore, is bound by the nature of the event, we can expect the various 
symbolizations of historical order, in spite of their profound individual differences, 
to conform to a general type. And this expectation is, indeed, fulfilled by the 
manifold of historical presents and their symbolizations. Moses led Israel from the 
death of bondage to the life of freedom under God, Plato discovered life eternal for 
the erotic souls and punishment for the dead souls. Christianity discovered the faith 
that saves man from the death of sin and lets him enter, as a new man, into the life 
of the spirit. In every instance of a present in historical form, the Either-Or of life 
and death divides the stream of time into the Before-and-After of the great 
discovery.90  
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Recall Voegelin’s earlier point how the belief in revelation fundamentally changed the Israelites 

with respect to the other tribes with whom they interacted and warred. As Voegelin mentions in 

the quotation above, there is a profound transformation in the culture and in the souls of its 

members as a culture perceives ever more deeply the sense of mysterious transcendence that 

arises historically in culture. Furthermore, Dawson argues that the basic fallacy in the 

Enlightenment’s notion of Natural Theology sprung from a lack of attention to the religious 

experience emanating in the depth of one’s soul and most thinkers assume it was leap from 

knowledge to faith. And, consequently, he appropriately observes, “the difference between 

discursive reason and the intuition of contemplation is not the same as the difference between the 

natural and the supernatural—between faith and reason; it is simply a question of the different 

levels of consciousness which are equally parts of human nature.”91 How to address the different 

levels of consciousness is a problem that has confronted modernity since the Enlightenment. For 

our purposes, it must be explored and parsed further in order to examine how individuals are able 

to begin to look upon one another as partners in a dialogue that leads to authentic engagement 

employing discursive reason and resulting in communal cooperative action. 

 Before turning to the community of the early Church as represented by the Church 

fathers, it is useful to bring Jacob Burckhardt briefly into the discussion for a final word on the 

relationship of the Hellenist world to Christianity and Judaism from which it sprung. Burckhardt 

suggests that Greek language and philosophy, as well as the fact that unlike the Hebrews the 

Greek religion did not have a priestly caste, made it easier for Greek culture to move from 

mythology through a natural religion into the realm of philosophy. Burckhardt contends:  

It appears as though the Greek language had already virtually contained the future 
of philosophy within itself; it is infinitely pliant to thought and thus became its 
transparent veil, especially so for philosophical thought. Greek as a language is 
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capable of detaching itself from the world of particulars, a language correctly 
designated as a practical dialectic and for this reason exceedingly creative of 
philosophical idiom and notations.92 

He also suggests that the intrinsic weakness of their religious concepts and institutional 

structures, i.e., not having a priestly caste, was equally advantageous for the emergence of Greek 

philosophy. He notes “this proclivity for rigorous rationalization may arise in the presence of a 

strong religion as in India or Islam but then only as a heresy in a limited group. Since no 

restraining force or organization obtained in Greece, philosophical thought could proliferate at 

will.”93 Consequently, he claims that “the absence of an all-powerful priesthood that might have 

merged religion and philosophy into a rigid system was of paramount importance and decisive 

for the Greeks, as was also the fact that religion did not foster a priestly caste which, as the 

guardians of faith and knowledge, might have pre-empted the purlieus of thought.”94 And, in one 

final comment that goes back to Voegelin and the notion of partial truths contained in myths, 

Burckhardt suggests that despite all the religious and cultural expedients that enabled philosophy 

to arise within Greek culture, it nevertheless “was heavily handicapped from the very outset by 

the myths.”95 These heroic myths of bygone fame, he maintains, “this refulgent body of ideas 

hovered like a vision over the nation, which felt that it was the rightful heir of these past glories 

as it fancied them. For some time, these romantic ideas supplanted rational philosophy with a 

strongly pronounced philosophy of living; they supplanted knowledge by assuming its primal 

form, containing within themselves all nature, the lore of the earth and history, as well as religion 

and cosmogony in a marvelously symbolic raiment.”96 
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Despite the lack of a priestly caste and the handicap of myths, and with the added 

advantage of the linguistically supple Greek language, when the Hellenist philosophically 

rational world met the Jewish world of monotheism from which the Christian world emerged, 

intellectually and spiritually they were not worlds apart. They could thereby share the rich 

vocabulary and concepts of the Greek world and apply them to the nascent theology of the 

mystery of the Incarnation that Paul, Clement of Rome, Clement of Alexandria, and other early 

Christian missionaries were disseminating around the Mediterranean world. Here the two 

Clements offer excellent examples of the early Christian adoption of Greek philosophical 

concepts to explain the emerging Christian theology, and, with respect to Clement of Rome, the 

early adaptation of the Roman legal structure and hierarchy to the early Church. Thus, here we 

find the ultimate merger of Jerusalem, Athens, and Rome and their related individual cultures 

into a new and unique culture that will eventually grow in maturity not in the Mediterranean 

world in which it was born, but in the European world into which it would project itself as a 

unifying community of believers. As William J. Richardson alluded to in the previous chapter: 

“For primitive Christianity, philosophy—that is, the purely human search for wisdom as pursued 

by the Greeks—had no part in its pedagogy. We know that St. Paul dismissed it as ‘folly’ (1 Cor. 

1:20), but when it came time (as early as the second century) for Christians to understand their 

faith, to explain it and defend it against misconceptions, the apologetes—and after them, the 

Fathers generally—so reached accommodation with the wisdom of the Greeks.”97 In this case, 

the two Clements, of Rome and of Alexandria, stand out. 

Clement’s First Letter to the Corinthians was written in the final decade of the first 

century immediately after the time of the apostles, and it is the oldest dateable document in the 
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early Christian religion. Jaeger advances that in the letter one finds the fundamental principle 

that if early Christianity wants to form a true community, it “requires an inner discipline similar 

to that of the citizens of a well-organized state pervaded by one spirit common to all.”98 Clement 

writes: “We have looked into the depths of the divine knowledge, we ought to do it in the proper 

order all those things which the Master has commanded us to perform at the appointed times.”99 

Fundamental to his point is the worship of the Master and the appropriateness with which it must 

be carried out, and it is Jesus who determines where and by whom it is carried out, namely the 

bishops. “To the high priest, Clement contends, “proper ministrations are allotted, to the priests a 

proper place is appointed, and upon the levites their proper services are imposed,” and to this 

“the layman is bound by the ordinances for the laity.”100 The distinction between the clerical 

hierarchy and the laity has its roots going back to Jesus’ commission of St. Peter to “tend my 

sheep” and to “follow me” (John 21:15-19) and to the Pauline letters, and Clement in his letter is 

building upon this commission to structure the nascent Christian community. This community or 

unity among the churches are first shown in the analogy of the order and structure found in the 

Roman army and in the Roman governing structure. Local customs and practices are fine, but 

they are not free to do as they please. “Their freedom of action and behavior is limited by the 

disapproval of possible excesses felt by the Christian sister churches at other places and 

expressed publicly by one of them, one of recognized spiritual and moral authority,” Jaeger 

stresses, namely Rome.101 The notion of unity of the Church that Clement addressed in his letter 

compelled him “to go back to the general problem as elucidated by Greek philosophy” regarding 
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the appropriate structure of human life.102 “Shameful, beloved, extremely shameful, and 

unworthy of your training in Christ,” Clement claims, “is the report that on account of one or two 

persons the well-established and ancient Church of the Corinthians is in revolt against the 

presbyters….so that by your folly you heap blasphemies on the name of the Lord, and create 

danger for yourselves.”103 Historically, Jaeger asserts, the way classical thought is incorporated 

into the structure of Christian thought reappears over the ages. He suggests “it is not only as an 

element of dogmatic theology that it later enters the Christian mind; it is there from the very 

beginning in a very practical form, inseparable from life itself.”104 Hence, early in the history of 

Christianity it adopted and integrated the characteristics of the Greek Paideia. The Church fathers 

viewed a central function of their religion was the education of the society and culture since that 

was the means by which the life of Christ as told in the Gospels would emerge and truly 

transform the individual and thus the culture. 

In this regard, a century later, Clement of Alexandria, with the indispensable support of 

his great student Origen, established the Alexandrian school of catechesis and thereby creates the 

foundation of Christian philosophy. What was new was their use of philosophic speculation “to 

support a positive religion that was not itself the result of independent human search for the truth 

like earlier Greek philosophies, but took as a point of departure a divine revelation contained in a 

holy book, the Bible.”105 Clement discussing the path to perfection, as Ratzinger notes, attaches 

as much importance to the moral requisite as he gives to the intellectual.”106 There are two 

virtues above all others that enliven the soul of one seeking true knowledge, Clement speculates, 
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freedom from the passions (apátheia) and love. Ratzinger, therefore, observes “the ethical ideal 

of ancient philosophy, that is, liberation from the passions, is defined by Clement and conjugated 

with love in the ceaseless process of making oneself similar to God.”107 Ratzinger declares:  

In this way, the Alexandrian creates the second important occasion for dialogue 
between the Christian proclamation and Greek philosophy. We know that St. Paul, 
at the Aeropagus in Athens where Clement was born, had made the first attempt at 
dialogue with Greek philosophy—and by-in-large had failed—but they said to him: 
‘We will hear you again.’”108  

Clement, Ratzinger claims, took up “this dialogue and ennobles it to the maximum in the Greek 

philosophical tradition.”109 Clement’s entire philosophical and theological program was focused 

less on defending the faith, but rather as Étienne Gilson maintains it was intent on teaching “it to 

unbelievers, or, at least, to persuade them to accept it.”110 For Clement, Christ is the instructor. 

Gilson argues that “we say ‘instructor’ rather than ‘teacher,’ because a teacher merely enlightens 

the mind, whereas an instructor, or a pedagogue, educates the whole soul and betters it by 

teaching man to live right. In this sense, the Word is the instructor, or the tutor, of men without 

distinction.”111 This is evident in the Stromta of Clement in which he argues that one should 

listen to and contemplate the Word as the instructor of speculative truth. The fundamental 

objective of the Stromata, Gilson asserts, is to “show, on the contrary, that philosophy is in itself 

good, because it has been willed by God.”112 In conclusion, Gilson declares, “the importance of 

Clement does not lie in the few philosophical ideas throughout his work, but, rather, in his deep 

and remarkably successful elucidation of the relation of philosophy to the Christian faith.”113 
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As Jaeger observes, and I should note here that the underlying project of his three-volume 

work mentioned above, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek Culture, was very much a humanist 

undertaking in the best sense of the word: 

If we want to attain a genuine understanding of this historical phenomenon, we 
must not expect to find our own modern one-sided purism, be it humanistic or 
theological in the early Greek Christian thought. What we find in history is mostly 
the precise opposite of that kind of clear-cut logical consistency on which we insist 
in our theories. In reality the Greek cultural ideas and Christian faith did mix, 
however anxious we may be to keep each of them immaculate. There was on both 
sides a powerful desire for mutual penetration, regardless of how reluctant to 
assimilate these two languages were, each with its different ways of feeling and of 
metaphorical self-expression. Both sides must finally have come to recognize that, 
beneath all that, an ultimate unity existed between them, and a common core of 
ideas, which so sensitive a thinker as Santayana did not hesitate to call 
“humanistic,” though he perhaps did not mean this to be taken as unqualified 
praise.114 

Ratzinger on a number of occasions has suggested that it is perhaps past time for the tightly tied 

syncretic knot of Greek reason and Christian faith to be loosened somewhat. And, as we have 

seen in the opening chapter, he holds that reason must absolutely be informed by faith, and if not 

then it is a very quick move for reason to fall into irrationality. He has also, however, called upon 

reason and faith to purify one another and for each to understand their limits with respect to the 

other. That said, his interest in the early Church fathers and his work on Augustine underscore 

the importance he puts on the dynamic between the Hellenistic and Jewish worlds because what 

developed from this interplay was the greatest cultural educator in history—Christianity. And, 

within a few short centuries, two of the greatest religious cultural educators—steeped in Plato 

and Aristotle and in the theological tradition of the Church Fathers from the East and the West—

emerged.115 
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Augustine and Boethius – Religious Cultural Educators 
 

Gilson claims that no two masters—from the Greek apologists through the Alexandrians, 

the Latin apologists, the Cappadocian fathers, to Augustine and Boethius, and on into the early 

Middle Ages with Saint Anselm of Canterbury and Peter Abélard and the beginning of the 

Scholastic movement—had identical doctrines but they did have a number of common 

fundamental interpretations. He asserts that among these interpretations, “one at least has been 

maintained by all the masters we have studied, and this without a single exception, since it 

includes even Albert the Great. It is the definition of the soul as a spiritual substance. This was 

the unanimous opinion of all.”116 This interpretation originated with Plato, passed through 

Plotinus, and was inherited by Saint Augustine who held “that man is a soul that uses a body,” 

through which interpretative dialogue occurs, and, as Gilson further stresses, “to the extent that 

all the masters we have studied are indebted to Augustine, directly or indirectly, for their notion 

of the soul, they all are Augustinians.”117  

Pieper contends that Augustine and his readers lived “completely within the framework 

of the Imperium Romanun” and squarely within Hellenistic thought shaped by Neo-Platonism. 

He asserts that “to Augustine himself and to all with whom he dealt, Rome was nothing less than 

the symbol of order in the world. Hence the tremendous convulsion that was produced by 

Alaric’s conquest of the city of Rome (A.D. 410), and the resultant elaboration of the historical-

theological conception of the ‘City of God.’”118  A hundred years later, Pieper suggests that 

Boethius still lived within Pax Romana and he grew up within the intellectual tradition of 

classical philosophy, but that was no longer true for his listeners and readers. “For Boethius was 
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dealing with the Goths of Theodoric’s kingdom; they were the new dramatis personae,” he 

states.119 Historical ages are never apparent to the individuals living within them. Making the 

distinction for when the classical age transitioned into the “dark” age or into the Middle Ages is 

notoriously difficult, yet Pieper maintains that this becomes easier if we look at what 

characterized this period. He observes: 

The astonishing fact that the young peoples who penetrated into the Roman Empire 
from the north should have considered it their task to master and assimilate the 
accumulated body of tradition they found, including the enormous harvest of 
patristic theology as well as the wisdom of the ancient world. For only in light of 
this fact can we understand one decisive trait of medieval thinking: its “scholarly” 
aspect—to which, after all, the name “scholasticism” refers. Truly to understand 
scholasticism, we must bear in mind that it was above all an unprecedented process 
of learning, a scholarly enterprise of enormous proportion that went on for several 
centuries.120 

Augustine and Boethius, consequently, had immense roles in the transmission of classical culture 

into the heart of Europe and the Middle Ages. Boethius was one of history’s foremost translators 

and his goal was to translate the complete works of Plato and Aristotle into Latin, although as we 

know that project was cut short by his execution at the hands of Theodoric, but his imprisonment 

prior to his execution prompted Boethius to write Consolation of Philosophy. Pieper avows it is a 

book “that indubitably belongs to world literature” and he notes that outside of the Bible and 

Kempis’s Imitation of Christ, no other work has been has been so frequently commented upon, 

translated, copied, and printed.121 Benedict XVI emphasizes that Boethius’ disastrous end at the 

hands of the state enabled him “to speak from the heart of his own experience to contemporary 

man, and especially to the multitudes who suffer the same fate because of the injustice inherent 

in so much of ‘human justice.’”122 For Augustine as well, his work has influenced theologians 
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and philosophers and their respective cultures down through the ages to the present day. Again, 

Benedict XVI notes that the Bishop of Hippo’s writings were of major historical importance not 

only for Christianity, “but for the formation of the whole of Western culture,” and he continues 

that “the clearest example is the Confessions, undoubtedly one of the most read books of 

Christian antiquity.”123 In the conversion story that the Confessions tell, Augustine presents it as 

an extensive prayer to God for the forgiveness of his sins and to recognize His great glory in the 

creation and the salvation of man. Furthermore, with respect to his prodigious treatise The City of 

God, Gilson observes that it has as its “object to retrace in bold outline a theology of world 

history” and in that history “is the temporal manifestation of a mystery which is that of divine 

charity always at work to restore a creation disordered by sin.”124  

It is on the conversion story of Augustine described in the Confessions and the discourse 

Boethius had with Lady Philosophy that I want to focus our attention. Augustine and Boethius 

make an important contribution to the development of the main line of argument that religion is a 

cultural educator par excellence by elaborating how a sense of transcendence that arises 

historically in religion leads one to conversion and to wisdom. Both men were teaching and 

speaking to their contemporaries but there is a timelessness to what they said. In Augustine’s 

conversation story he will teach that contemplating transcendent mystery and acknowledging it 

compels an individual to change, to conversion, thereby making absolute value both necessary 

and the most desired possibility. With respect to Boethius, as we will discuss, his fundamental 

question concerns the significance of life, does it have meaning? Boethius, too, is absolutely 

focused on the issue of transcendent mystery, but what makes Consolation of Philosophy of even 

more interest for us is the dialogical nature of the work let alone its fundamental importance 
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within Western culture which is why I intend to give it more attention. As we just discussed with 

Clement and the early Church fathers, early reception of Christianity was largely accepted by 

believers via faith, but the Church fathers had to defend the faith via reason. In this regard, both 

Augustine and Boethius advanced the discussion of the intersection of faith and reason. 

Moreover, each was concerned with passing on tradition and truth that was now seen in the 

totality of the transcendent reality of God as communicated by the Logos, Jesus Christ. Each 

author clearly possesses their own unique style and reason for writing. Indeed, for Boethius, 

many questioned to this day whether he was writing as a Christian and from the perspective of a 

Christian. He most certainly was, albeit with Lady Philosophy not theology as his interlocutor. 

Both authors move from different vantage points from apparent goods, whether Manicheanism 

or fame, to the highest good that is God. In their theological teaching, especially on the mystery 

of the Trinity, each desired to contemplate the face of God and sought to comprehend His 

unfathomable divine mystery within the limits of the human mind and to challenge others to 

pursue the same end. First, I will consider Augustine and his conversion and never-ending search 

for truth and then transition to the equally remarkable Boethius and his discussion of justice and 

injustice, freedom and free will, and what that ultimately portends for mankind. 

Saint Augustine was born in 354 in the town of Thagaste in the old kingdom of Numida 

but under the administrative authority of Carthage and the judicial authority of Rome. His father 

Patricius was a poor man but free and a citizen of Rome. He was also a pagan. His mother 

Monica, so eloquently discussed in the Confessions especially as Augustine mourned her death, 

was a Christian who held fast to the traditional practices of the church in Africa. Peter Brown 

astutely observes that “few mothers can survive being presented to us exclusively in terms of 
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their sons, much less to a son as complicated as Augustine.”125 While Patricius fades from 

history and Augustine’s mother moves into the clear light of the Confessions, Brown notes that 

their rearing of Augustine was no mean achievement. He writes: “We can see the results, above 

all, in the manner in which he hounded his ecclesiastical opponents and stuck firmly to his own 

ideas: Patricius and Monica, one feels, were highly suitable parents for a Catholic bishop in 

fourth-century Africa.”126  

In 397 when Augustine began to write The Confessions, he was eleven years past his 

conversion to Christianity, had been a priest for a little over half that time, and had been the 

Bishop of Hippo for two years. His purpose, as always was his wont, was to seek the truth. In 

Book X Augustine writes: “You love the truth because anyone who does truth comes into the 

light. Truth it is that I want to do, in my heart by confession in your presence, and with my pen 

before many witnesses.”127 Beyond seeking the truth, his ultimate aim was prayer. The opening 

of his great work praises God, saying, “Great are you, O Lord, and exceedingly worthy of praise; 

your power is immense, and your wisdom beyond reckoning.”128 Brown suggests that prayer in 

early Christianity was the acknowledged means for speculative enquiry and the Confessions must 

be read in that spirit. He states the book was “a prolonged exploration of the nature of God, 

written in the form of a prayer, to ‘stir up towards Him the intellect and feelings of men.’”129 He 

also submits that Augustine “did not have to look far to find an audience for the Confessions. It 

had been created for him quite recently, by the amazing spread of asceticism in the Latin world. 

The Confessions was a book for the servi Dei, for the servants of God; it is a classic document 
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for the tastes of a group of highly sophisticated men, the spirituals, the ‘men of the spirit.’”130 

Moreover, we too are his intended audience, his many witnesses, as Augustine acknowledges: 

“But to whom am I telling this story? Not to you, my God; rather in your presence I am relating 

these events to my own kin, the human race, however few of them may chance upon these 

writings of mine.”131 Little did he know how many would chance upon them over the following 

1600 years, but he would not be surprised about how germane his words would remain for us 

given human nature and our innate desire to seek the truth despite that desire being blocked by 

our “appetites” as Socrates and Plato told us before.  

 Saint Augustine’s path toward conversion is one we can all recognize: the constant search 

for the truth, or the meaning for our existence, juxtaposed against the moral struggle to avoid evil 

and do good. In a sense, The Confessions are the intellectual and moral autobiography of 

Augustine. He writes about his early intellectual barriers regarding the Christian faith’s teaching 

that man is created in God’s image, or the Old Testament’s seemingly moral relativism if the 

passages are read literally and not spiritually from an allegorical and anagogical sense, and 

finally his question about the origins of evil. He had to overcome each in order for him to find 

the intellectual coherency of the Christian faith. Here, Augustine was a notable exception. Many 

early Christians accepted the teaching of Christianity primarily on faith and this was seen most 

vividly with the martyrs, but for a man of Augustine’s intelligence, truths of faith had to follow 

on the heels of truths of reason, and both must work in harmony. 

 He implies this early in his life when he began to question the faith and teaching of the 

Manicheans. He writes about anxiously waiting for Faustus, a Manichean bishop reputed for his 

intelligence and rhetoric who could defend the truth of Manichean teachings. Augustine was 
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unable to engage him in meaningful dialogue, and he ultimately concluded Faustus “was poorly 

informed about the very discipline in which I had believed him to excel, I began to give up hope 

that he could elucidate and clear up for me the problems with which I was concerned.”132 But the 

most compelling evidence that Augustine approached his faith first through his intellect is his 

well-known lament to Alypius moments before his conversion: “What does this mean? What do 

you make of it? The untaught are rising up and taking heaven by storm, while we with all our 

dispassionate teaching are still groveling in this world of flesh and blood!”133   

 Whether Augustine’s conversion story under the fig tree is historically accurate as 

described by him, or if he took literary license in telling the story as some have suggested, it 

nevertheless gets to the essence of all conversion stories—a radical change of heart. Hence, 

Augustine, like Plato, demonstrates that the experience of transcendent mystery requires and 

makes us responsible for a change of life order, a conversion, that now makes absolute value 

both a necessity and the most desirable possibility. Ever the instructor, Augustine acknowledges 

his conversion was a drawn-out process that culminated spectacularly in a garden in Milan. “So 

it was, Lord, that you began little by little to work on my heart with your most gentle and 

merciful hand, and dispose it to reflect how innumerable were the things I believed and held to 

be true, though I had neither seen them nor been present when they happened,” he writes.134 As 

we will see in the following chapter, in the end it is through both faith and reason that one comes 

to accept the teaching of Christianity. Even within the Protestant dominations who hold that faith 

and reason are completely severed from each other due to the Fall of man, they still use reason to 
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develop their theological principles and to discuss and explore their insights and views with 

others who are likewise seeking the truth. 

  In one of his five catecheses on Augustine, Benedict XVI notes that the saint’s desire for 

truth was so radical he initially drifted away from the Catholic faith taught by his mother, and yet 

he notes Augustine’s “radicalism was such that he could not be satisfied with philosophies that 

did not go to the truth itself, that did not go to God and to a God who was not only the ultimate 

cosmological hypothesis but also the true God, the God who gives life and enters into our 

lives.”135 And, thus he declares that “Augustine’s entire intellectual and spiritual development is 

also a valid model for today in the relationship between faith and reason, a subject not only for 

believers but for every person who seeks the truth, a central theme for the balance and destiny of 

every human being.”136 In the early years of the Church, faith was the foundation and reason 

quickly followed. Again, the martyrs taught this both to the members of the early church and to 

official Rome. It was the faith shown by their blood that demonstrated to official Rome that this 

new religion had permanency, and if there was to be stability within the empire, Christianity had 

to be accepted within Roman society. However, as Peter Brown notes, by the time of Augustine, 

a “Christian’s worst enemies could no longer be placed outside him: they were inside, his sins 

and his doubts; and the climax of man’s life would not be martyrdom, but conversion from the 

perils of his own past.”137 In both his conversion story and in his teaching, the Bishop of Hippo 

provides an enduring example of the dynamism that religion has on culture and how in particular 

Christianity is the religious educator par excellence for culture.  
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We now turn to the author of Consolation of Philosophy, who was a Christian and yet 

wrote the work entirely from the perspective of a philosopher, as Gilson notes. He goes on to 

stress that if one takes into account the fact that in his Preamble to De Trinitate, Boethius openly 

quotes Saint Augustine as his authority, “one hardly risks being mistaken in saying that where 

the doctrine of the De consolatione philosophiae coincides with that of Augustine, the 

coincidence is not fortuitous. Even when he is speaking only as a philosopher Boethius thinks as 

a Christian.”138 As Pieper maintained above and as I will now consider, Boethius has an enduring 

legacy on culture and on the Christian faith. Yet, there is one final thought on Augustine’s faith 

shaping culture. For Augustine, it starts with Divine charity that resides in the hearts of all 

humans waiting to be discovered and in the belief in that mysterious love that is mediated 

between God and man by Jesus Christ who through the mystery of the Incarnation uniquely 

teaches the virtue necessary to live an authentically Christian life, and those lives shape the 

contours of the Christian culture. The encounter with Jesus Christ, for Augustine, changes 

everything. As we turn to Boethius, let the prayer of Augustine linger in the air: 

Late have I loved you, Beauty so ancient and so new,  
late have I loved you!  
Lo, you were within,  
but I outside, seeking there for you,  
and upon the shapely things you have made I rushed headlong,  
I, misshapen.  
You were with me, but I was not with you.  
They held me back far from you,  
those things which would have no being 
were they not in you.  
You called, shouted, broke through my deafness;  
you flared, blazed, banished my blindness;  
you lavished your fragrance, I gasped, and now I pant for you;  
I tasted you, and I hunger and thirst;  
you touched me, and I burned for your peace.139 
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Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius was born around 475-477 into a prominent and 

ancient Roman family that had converted to Christianity in the early- to mid-fourth century. 

Boethius was born at the same time that the Roman Empire “fell” as the last Roman Emperor, 

Romulus Augustulus, was deposed in 476 by the Germanic soldier Odoacer.140 His father served 

as consul under Odoacer and as we have seen Boethius tragically assumed the consulship under 

Theoderic who had deposed and then disposed of Odoacer; and thus, the fall of the Western 

Roman Empire was a slow and gradual decline of the once great empire as the Roman 

aristocracy adjusted and learned to live within the new political conditions. Boethius’ father died 

while he was still a young man and he was raised in another storied Roman family, that of 

Quintus Aurelius Memmius Symmachus, who too served as consul two years prior to Boethius’ 

father’s consulship in 487. 

 Symmachus introduced Boethius to literature and, based on his favored social status, 

ensured that Boethius had the leisure to learn Greek, study philosophy, theology, and the 

sciences; in essence, he obtained the benefits of an excellent classical education for a man of his 

era. He married Symmachus’ daughter, Rusticiana, and they had two sons. Boethius spent his 

formative years working on a project to translate and produce commentaries on Aristotelian logic 

as well as on Cicero’s Topica and Porphyry’s Isagoge among other intellectual endeavors; 

however as we discussed, Boethius’ ultimate goal was to translate all of Plato’s and Aristotle’s 

works into Latin. With the imperial capital relocated to Ravenna, Boethius spent much of his life 

in Rome dedicating it to the study of a wide variety of topics from mathematics and music to 

philosophy and theology. In 510, he assumed his consulship, and later, in 522, the same year that 
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his sons became co-consuls as he mentioned in the Consolation of Philosophy, he was appointed 

“Master of Offices” in Ravenna. And, it is here that his fortune turned decidedly for the worse, or 

was it? While defending his fellow senator and friend, Albinus, against charges of treason, he too 

became ensnared in the cabal and was imprisoned in Pavia, where he was eventually tortured and 

executed for treason.141 Here, then, we find him at the beginning of the Consolation of 

Philosophy as he is contemplating the misfortune that had befallen him at the hands of the state. 

“While I was thinking these thoughts to myself in silence, and set my pen to record this tearful 

complaint, there seemed to stand above my head a woman,” he writes and describes her as filling 

him with wonder and “her eyes penetrated more deeply than those of ordinary men.”142  This was 

Lady Philosophy, who would be Boethius’ guide and mentor on his journey from despondency 

over his current plight to remembering fortune has no hold over him. She said: “He is in no real 

danger, but suffers only from lethargy, a sickness common to deluded minds. He has for a little 

forgotten his real self. He will soon recover—he did, after all, know me before—and to make 

this possible for him, let me for a little clear his eyes of the mist of mortal affairs that cloud 

them.”143 Pieper offers a wonderful characterization of Boethius’ monologue and as a 

consequence their relationship: “The brutal reality of grief, of injustice, of deprivation, will not 

be put to flight by abstract arguments. On the other hand, the reality of eternally inviolable order 

is unsparingly held before the eyes. Neither of the two interlocuters spares the other; but neither 

silences the other.”144  
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 Ultimately, Boethius is concerned with the fundamental question regarding the 

significance of life: does life have meaning or are the world and existence meaningless? This 

question runs through the entire Consolation, but it becomes most concrete in his discussion of 

freedom and free will in light of God’s foreknowledge of all human action which would negate 

true human freedom. The concept of free will, like the syncretic movement between Athens, 

Jerusalem, and Rome, has also had a tremendous amount of ink split over the notion as 

theologians and philosophers work to apprehend free will in relation to God’s omnipotence. 

Authentic human freedom must be adequate enough to provide space for moral responsibility 

based on the choices human beings must make between good and evil within the structure of 

fate, free will, and God’s providence and judgment. At the beginning of Book IV, Boethius 

asked Lady Philosophy to explain the conclusions to be drawn from her earlier discussion of the 

nature of hidden things. She tells him “for under this head (the Hydra’s) enquiry is made 

concerning the singleness of providence, the course of fate, the suddenness of chance, the 

knowledge and predestination of God and the freedom of the will—and you are well aware what 

weighty questions these are.”145 Herein lies one of those mysterious paradoxes which absolutely 

transcend human comprehension, as Lady Philosophy reminds Boethius, “for it is not allowed to 

man either to comprehend with his natural powers or to express in words all the devices of the 

work of God.”146 To have gotten Boethius to this point, Lady Philosophy first had to clear his 

eyes of the mist of mortal affairs that clouded them. She initially questioned him about the nature 

of random or chance events, even those that landed him in his present situation, and eventually 

he was able recall what he had previously learned from her when he was young man. Boethius 

responds to her by saying: “Well, I could never imagine that anything so regular was moved at 
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random or by chance; I know that God the creator watches over and directs his work, nor could 

there ever be such a time as would deprive me of the certainty of that truth.”147 Lady Philosophy 

is reluctant to probe more deeply as she notes that it is not time yet for strong medicine, but she 

tells Boethius that “men’s minds are obviously such that when they lose true opinions they have 

to take up false ones, and then fog arises from these false ideas, which obscures that to vision. So 

I shall try for a while with gentle and moderate application to lessen that fog, so that when the 

darkness is removed, you may be able to recognize the glory of the light of truth.”148 A timeless 

reminder for the minds of modern humanity to contemplate. 

At this point Lady Philosophy has guided Boethius back to remembering the notion of the 

“good,” and that God represents the highest good. She also restores for him the concept of 

happiness and the fickleness of fortune. She inquires, “if genuine happiness ever comes from the 

affairs of mortals, could the weight of any crowding ills, however great, obliterate the memory of 

that glory you experienced when you saw your two sons borne from your house together as 

consuls, in the crowd of Senators and the throng of the rejoicing populace?”149 As to fortune she 

asks if that would have been the time to settle his account with her, or now when he thinks he is 

so unfortunate and wretched? Joyfulness and misery both pass away, thus she demands, “even if 

a man can, very rarely, rely on the gifts of fortune remaining with him, yet the last day of his life 

is a death also for what fortune does remain. Do you think it matters, then, whether you leave 

fortune behind by dying, or she leaves you?”150 She then stresses that “if happiness is the highest 

good of a rational nature, and that cannot be the highest good which can in any way be taken 

away—because clearly that which cannot be taken away is higher—then surely the instability of 
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fortune cannot aspire to the attainment of happiness.”151 Consequently, she questions, “how 

could anyone exert any power over anyone else except over his body, or over what is inferior to 

his body, that is, his fortune? Can you ever command a free mind in anything? Can you ever 

disturb the natural calm of a mind made whole and firm by pure reason?”152  

Now that fortune has been ruled out as a means to true happiness, she says that she will 

recall for Boethius precisely where true happiness is found. It starts from turning from what is 

false to what is good, and it ends in the interior insight that God is the supreme good. Parallel to 

Book IX in the Republic, which was one of Boethius’ favorite Platonic dialogues, Socrates 

claimed that there was an innate lure in the soul for the good that is frustrated at every turn by 

false desires. This too is very much a thought of Augustine as well as we saw above; his thinking 

went through Plotinus back to Plato. Imperfect happiness, those who are dependent on false 

desires, ultimately close in upon themselves and are doubted. As a result of this doubt, the person 

learns that there must be “some enduring and perfect happiness” outside of his desire, power, and 

jurisdiction.153 Philosophy continues, “but reason so much shows that God is good that it proves 

clearly that perfect good also is in him….Therefore, so that our argument does not fall into an 

infinite regression, we must admit that the most high God is full of the most high and perfect 

good; but we have decided that the perfect good is true happiness; therefore true happiness must 

reside in the most high God.”154 Philosophy has at this point restored Boethius’ memory 

sufficiently so we are able to return to our original question regarding the significance of life—

does it have meaning or are the world and existence meaningless?  
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When Boethius posed the question about the conclusion of hidden things he stated that 

Lady Philosophy provided explanations veiled in mist, which prompted her to reply, “you invite 

me to discuss a matter greatest of all in the seeking, and such that almost no discourse, however 

exhaustive, is sufficient for it.”155 In order to formulate a response, she first establishes the 

difference between providence and fate, the infinite and the finite, and explains: “For providence 

embraces all things together, though they are different, though they are infinite; but fate arranges 

as to their motion separate things, distributed in place, form and time; so that the unfolding of 

temporal order being united in the foresight of the divine mind is providence, and the same unity 

when distributed and unfolded in time is called fate.”156 What leads the mind or body further 

from the designs of providence is when it is “entangled in the tighter meshes of fate,” while she 

asserts “a thing is more free from fate the more closely it moves to the center of all things,” as in 

a centrifugal force leading the person to providence.157 Therefore, she claims, “as reasoning is to 

understanding, as that which becomes is that which is, as time is to eternity, as the circle is to the 

center, so is the moving course of fate to the unmoving simplicity of providence.”158 

Authentic freedom is dependent upon possessing free will for three important reasons. 

One, our ability to use our reason to render judgment about the difference between good and evil, 

and thus freely choose what is good and avoid what is evil. Secondly, a higher order of justice 

based on the judgment of our choices imputes an order in the world and avoids confusing the 

distinction between good and evil, And, finally, because justice is blind regarding the person but 

fully cognizant of the quality of the act, justice must go before mercy and repentance must await 

forgiveness and mercy. The conundrum, as Boethius points out, is strength of character of the 
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individual using their freedom and free will. “Now what a man judges is to be desired, that he 

seeks; but he runs away from what he thinks should be avoided. And therefore those who have in 

themselves reason have also in them freedom to will or not to will, but this freedom is not, I am 

sure, equal in all of them.”159 Unsurprisingly, Boethius has Lady Philosophy coming in close 

contact to what Plato said in the Republic about the soul and the ability of some to look up to that 

which is higher as opposed to staying trapped between pleasure and pain. Lady Philosophy 

reminds Boethius that a human soul is freer the more it contemplates the divine mind and the less 

it does so the more it increases enslavement to vice, all of which is being observed by divine 

providence. She tells him: 

Their ultimate servitude is when, given over to vice, they have lapsed from the 
possession of the reason proper to them. For when from the light of the highest truth 
they have lowered their eyes to the inferior, darkling things, at once they are 
disturbed by destructive affections, by giving in and by consenting to which they 
strengthen that servitude which they have brought upon themselves and are in a 
way made captive by their freedom. Yet that regard of providence which looks forth 
on all things from eternity, sees this and disposes all that is predestined to each 
according to their deserts.160  

As God is omniscient and cannot be mistaken, he must have foreknowledge from eternity not 

only of the deeds of man but his very thoughts, desires, and plans. That, however, destroys 

authentic freedom and free will since there is “no freedom in human intentions or actions, which 

the divine mind, foreseeing all without mistaken error, binds and constrains to one actual 

occurrence,” and Lady Philosophy asserts once this view is accepted “it is clear what a great 

collapse of human affairs follows!”161 Since these acts are now compulsory, any reward for 

choosing good or punishment for doing evil will now be seen as absolutely unjust since they did 

not take the action on their own volition. Consequently, Lady Philosophy stresses, “there would 
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be no vices nor virtues, but rather a mixed-up and indistinguishable confusion of all deserts,” 

upon which “nothing more wicked can be conceived since the whole ordering of things proceeds 

from providence and nothing is really possible to human intentions, it follows that even our vices 

are to be referred to the author of all good things.”162  

Boethius addresses this aporia through his well-known definition of eternity. He observes 

that God is outside of time and eternal and this is a shared conclusion by all who live by reason. 

If one understands eternity, he suggests, it will illuminate both divine nature and divine 

knowledge. He declares:  

Eternity is the whole, simultaneous and perfect possession of boundless life, which 
becomes clearer by comparison with temporal things. For whatever lives in time 
proceeds in the present from the past into the future, and there is nothing established 
in time which can embrace the whole space of its life equally, but tomorrow surely 
does not yet grasp, while yesterday it has already lost. And in this day to day life 
you live no more than in that moving and transitory moment….Whatever therefore 
comprehends and possesses at once the whole fullness of boundless life, and is such 
that neither is anything future lacking from it, nor has anything past flowed away, 
that is rightly held to be eternal, and that must necessarily both always be present 
to itself, possessing itself in the present, and hold as present the infinity of moving 
time.”163  

The distinction between living in the eternal and living temporally where we are bound by a past, 

future, and present enables Boethius to overcome the dilemma of God’s foreknowledge 

eradicating our freedom and our free will. He suggests that God’s foreknowledge by which he 

perceives all things is not of the future but rather as a “never-passing instant.” Thus, he asserts, 

“it is called not prevision (praevidentia) but providence (providentia), because set far from the 

lowest of things it looks forward on all things as though from the highest peak of the world.”164 

He states if the contrast between a temporal present and an eternal present is proper, divine 
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foreknowledge then “does not alter the proper nature of things, but sees them present to him just 

such as in time they will at some future point come to be.”165 Moreover, there is no longer the 

confusion between judging action and conferring rewards and punishment because, he maintains: 

God with one glance of his mind distinguishes both those things necessarily coming 
to be and those not necessarily coming to be, just as you, when you see at one and 
the same time that a man is walking on the ground and that the sun is rising in the 
sky, although the two things are seen simultaneously, yet you distinguish them, and 
judge the first to be voluntary and the second necessary.166  

Those future actions executed due to authentic freedom and free will are beheld by God as 

present and as they relate to divine perception they “become necessary through the condition of 

the divine knowledge, but considered in themselves do not lose the absolute freedom of their 

nature.167 As a result, Boethius claims everything that “God foreknows will come to be, will 

without doubt come to be, but certain of them proceed from free will, and although they do come 

to be, yet in happening they do not lose their proper nature, according to which, before they 

happened, they might not have happened.”168 Freedom and free will are restored philosophically, 

which compels Boethius to offer a prophetic admonition, one that is every bit as relevant for us 

today as it was for the readers of his day. Boethius cautions:   

There remains also as an observer from on high foreknowing all things. God, and 
the always present eternity of his sight runs along with the future quality of our 
actions dispensing rewards for the good and punishments for the wicked. Nor vainly 
are our hopes placed in God, nor our prayers, which when they are right cannot be 
ineffectual. Turn away then from vices, and cultivate virtues, lift up your mind to 
righteous hopes, offer up humble prayers to heaven. A great necessity is solemnly 
ordained for you if you do not want to deceive yourselves, to do good, when you 
act before the eyes of a judge who sees all things.”169 
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In summary, Consolation of Philosophy is the work for which Boethius is most renowned 

and one that maintains its authenticity and legitimacy to this day. Dawson echoes the sentiment 

of Pieper as I introduced Boethius above, and he concurs that Boethius was the last of the 

classics and the first of the scholastics. Dawson further contends that Boethius was indeed “a 

great educator, through whom the medieval West received its knowledge of Aristotelian logic 

and the rudiments of Greek mathematics.”170 In compensation for his tragic and untimely death 

at the hands of Theodoric, which brought to an end Boethius’ philosophical project of translating 

Plato and Aristotle, Dawson declares, “it gave the world the De Consolatione Philosophiae—a 

masterpiece which, in spite of its deliberate reticence, is a perfect expression of the union of the 

Christian spirit with the classical tradition.”171 This was especially true for medieval 

philosophers and intellectuals, but it remains as valid for us today as it was for those great 

thinkers. Boethius can thus be viewed as the bridge between the ancient and medieval worlds. 

His audience was most definitely Christian as he explored the universal rule of God, the concept 

of free will and predestination and whether predestination invalidates free will.  

The title of the book suggests Boethius perhaps had a broader audience in mind as well—

the Germanic, Gothic, Frankish, and other peoples of Europe who were going to transmit this 

classically Christian culture into the heart of Europe. If Boethius only had a Christian readership 

in view, he could have called the work the Consolation of Jesus, or of Mary, and like Augustine 

before him he could have referred to sin and salvation rather than good and evil. By denoting the 

work as the Consolation of Philosophy and writing in the style of a Platonic dialogue 

interspersed with poetic verses while discussing topics of good versus evil, virtue and vice and 
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the need for self-discipline, and more importantly the ultimate end of human beings, he clearly 

seemed to broaden his audience beyond Christians and well-beyond his era. And yet, as Gilson 

notes, “threatened with death, he could only find consolation in the thought of a divine 

providence, whose will one had to submit to if one wished to be happy whatever the adversities 

of fortune might be.”172 Boethius used all of his formidable intellect to pass on in culture the 

reality of transcendent mystery that arises historically in religion and to caution that we should 

not deceive ourselves and “to do good when you act before the eyes of a judge who sees all 

things.”  

I think it is historically uncanny that both Boethius and Augustine are buried in San 

Pietro in Ciel d’Oro (Saint Peter in Golden Sky), in Pavia in the Lombardy region of Italy. Or, is 

it? Are they not really kindred spirits driven to draw out the truth and once they think they have 

landed upon it, to teach it while searching for the next question that that notion of truth will 

inevitably raise? This is precisely the question and responses that the disputato of Scholasticism 

is known for methodologically. It is not to overpower and defeat one’s opponent, but rather to 

explore the question as far as possible. This is what both Augustine and Boethius were doing, 

and, as Gilson notes: 

To be sure, the importance of the philosophical element is overwhelming in the 
writing of Boethius, even in his theological tractates, but this is precisely the reason 
why he is rightly considered as one of the founders of scholasticism. His whole 
doctrine is an example of putting to work a precept which he himself has 
formulated; “Conjoin faith and reason, if you can.” There again Boethius could 
have quoted Saint Augustine.173  

Thus, if you place Boethius in our age, he perhaps would be the combination of Winston 

Churchill, statesman and author; St. John Paul II, theologian and philosopher; and, Averill 
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Harriman, storied industrial family, intellectual, and statesman. However, Gilson’s words should 

be given primacy because they get to the heart of religion as a cultural educator in the time of 

Boethius, which holds true in the time of Augustine and even before that to the time of the 

Church fathers. He writes:  

Boethius also bequeathed to his successors a definition of it as well as a 
classification of the sciences it governs. Philosophy is the “love of wisdom.” 
Wisdom itself is a reality, namely, the living thought and cause of all things, which 
subsists in itself and needs only itself to subsist. By illuminating man’s thought, 
Wisdom attracts him to itself through love. Philosophy, or the love of wisdom, can 
therefore be considered variously as the pursuit of Wisdom, the quest for God, or 
the love of God.174  

So imprisonment, clearly not his death, in Pavia was arguably his good fortune for what Boethius 

reacquired from Philosophy, and it is definitely our great fortune for what he taught and 

communicated to us in the Consolation of Philosophy. These various considerations of 

philosophy that Gilson suggests above is of paramount importance to bear in mind as we 

transition to the consideration of faith and reason in the next chapter. 

 

Conclusion 
 

At the time of Boethius’ death, he may have maintained the illusion that old Rome was 

still operative in the realm of Theodoric but that was decidedly not the case. The major 

southward migrations of the barbarians north of the Alps that eventually brought Alaric and the 

Visigoths to Rome to sack it for the first time in 410, which prompted Augustine to write the 

City of God, and later migrations of the Vandals who crossed the Mediterranean to occupy 

Carthage and from there returned to Europe and sacked Rome again in 455, utterly changed the 

landscape of the Western Roman Empire when it “fell” in 476. Yet, as J. M. Roberts correctly 
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posits in his History of Europe, “no Christian could have seen things in that light at the end of 

antiquity. No Christian (or anyone else, for that matter) could have thought in terms of an 

alternative to what the empire had sheltered. They could not even think of an alternative to 

imperial government: it was simply the empire, not even qualified as ‘Roman,’ because none 

other was comparable to it.”175 Nor was it conceivable at the time that these great migrating 

peoples, the Visigoths and Ostrogoths, the Vandals, the Burgundians, the Saxons, and the Franks 

over the course of the next several centuries would create an entirely new culture in the heart of 

Europe—Christendom. In the historically short time of 276 years, less than three centuries after 

Boethius was brutally put to death in 524, on Christmas day in 800 in the Eternal City, the 

Frankish king, Charlemagne, was coronated by Pope Saint Leo III in the Basilica of Saint Peter 

having just liberated Rome and restored the pope within the walls of the city.176  

Much was left to be worked out as the culture of Christendom grew and flourished in 

Europe over the course of the centuries—as seen in the Investiture Crisis between Pope Gregory 

VII and the Holy Roman Emperor Henry IV in the eleventh century, or the struggle between the 

papacy and the European monarchies as the papacy reached its spiritual apex in the twelfth 

century and over the course of the next several centuries assumed more and more trappings of 

monarchy, or the slow decline of the papacy in the Renaissance era that ended in the 

Reformation and Counterreformation. Despite its rich history of confrontation and 

accommodation, Christianity was an engine of dynamic cultural growth. It is beyond dispute that 

Europe was divided politically as seen in the early monarchies and then in the rise of nationalism 

and the nation-state that developed slowly as a result of the European Wars of Religions—a 
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warm-up and a warning to the twentieth century wars—which culminated in the Thirty Years 

War that ended with the Treaty of Westphalia in 1648. That treaty established the concept of 

religious freedom within the territory of a prince or king, not religious freedom for the 

individual, and the early concept of sovereignty that first applied to the ruler and later to his 

people and, ultimately, as seen in the American experience, sovereignty solely according to the 

people. Yet, through all the sturm and drang over the centuries, Christianity flourished. It 

burgeoned in its monasteries that were both great spiritual as well as cultural and agricultural 

centers. It grew in the universities the Church established first in Bologna in 1088, then in 

Oxford, Salamanca, and Paris, the great learning center of Albert Magnus and Thomas Aquinas, 

and in these universities the Scholastic tradition of the Middle Ages was developed. Christianity 

was cultivated in the great cathedrals built throughout Europe for the greater glory of God. Most 

significantly, however, it thrived in the hearts of its believers, not just the theologians and 

prelates, but in the common people of Europe whose lives were ordered around the liturgical 

year and the accompanying feast days. In some instances, much like the early canonization of the 

saints, a particular feast day was established by popular acclaim as was the case for the Feast of 

Corpus Christi which arose out of the medieval Eucharist devotions.  

In this chapter I have addressed the dynamic engagement between religion and culture—

how a sense of transcendence arises historically in religion—and more centrally about religion 

being a main source of Paideia for a culture. Religion instills or attempts to instill in both the 

broader culture and in the individual a path toward virtue and away from vice with the 

understanding that this is most definitely not a straight line nor an easy path to walk given our 

absolute freedom and our fallen nature. Ultimately, religion leads to the reasoned knowledge and 

revealed faith in a transcendent and absolute alterity that is entirely shrouded in mystery. In the 
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case of Christianity this is most deeply represented in the mystery of the triune God that is 

revealed in the Incarnation of Jesus Christ as a person. As I suggested at the beginning, this 

chapter explored many notions that will reappear in what follows in the remaining chapters of 

the thesis. It serves as the hinge between religion as a cultural educator par excellence in the 

Middle Ages and religion as a cultural educator in modern times that in many respects needs to 

recapture that excellence and to creatively and persuasively apply it to our era. This is even more 

germane for the development of a vibrant discursive community because the moral and virtuous 

character of its members is of paramount importance. Sinners are not asked to remain outside of 

a discursive community but only to recognize, as the saints throughout the ages clearly knew, 

that we are all sinners in need of repentance, forgiveness, and mercy—that appreciation will 

generate the requisite humility necessary to foster prolonged dialogue essential to the genuine 

exploration of any number of complex problems. Without that humility, participants to the 

dialogue will continue to talk past one another and resolve nothing. 

As a means of offering a few final thoughts for this chapter that also serve as 

transitioning considerations for the subsequent chapters, I would like to return briefly to Plato 

and Augustine, and then end with the astute concluding words of Christopher Dawson. In his 

work, The Beginning of Philosophy, Gadamer discusses what is meant by philosophy and 

suggests that what Plato meant by it was “somewhat artificial and decidedly unconventional” and 

for him as we have seen philosophy “was the sheer striving after wisdom or truth.”177 The notion 

of striving is the key distinction juxtaposed against the possession of knowledge which was how 

the early Greeks, and one could argue many in the modern era as well, viewed philosophy. And, 

certainly in the modern sense, as Gadamer suggests, “there is no philosophy at all without 
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modern science,” and he stresses that “in the highest meaning, philosophy is considered the 

supreme science, nevertheless, in the end, we must admit that philosophy, for its part, is not 

really a science in the same sense as the others.”178 Consequently, Gadamer notes an important 

rule that he attributes to Plato and one that we must bear in mind frankly, continuously. This is a 

profoundly important point that is very much worth lingering over. Gadamer elucidates:  

Seen from this perspective, the modern sciences are like ancient history: they 
accommodate an indefinite quantity of experience that can never reach the whole 
because the whole is not an experiential concept—it can never be given. But how 
is it at all possible to reach a convincing and certain solution for the problem of 
causation? At this point, Plato begins his positive answer by, first of all, setting up 
a rule: we must presuppose as true the one hypothesis that appears particularly 
cogent and certain, and we must hold as true the consequences following therefrom 
that stand in harmony with this hypothesis. But “hypothesis,” here does not mean 
the same as it does in the terminology of modern scientific theory. It does not mean 
the validity of the hypothesis must be verified on the basis of experience, hence on 
the basis of the “facts.” No, here we are dealing only with the logical, immanent 
coherence of the concepts.179 

Augustine makes a similar observation as he concludes his work The Trinity and it has to do with 

knowing, believing, and understanding. Knowing and believing, especially with regard to our 

relationship to the triune God, is inadequate unless we also strive with all of our intellectual 

prowess to understand. In essence, to understand the coherence of the concepts. Augustine 

asserts that “if they suppose that these truths are to be denied because they cannot observe them 

with their blind minds, then people who are blind from birth should deny that there is such a 

thing as the sun.”180 Admittedly, the former teacher of rhetoric and the present Bishop of Hippo 

may be expressing some exasperation at his flock’s inability to grasp the coherence of the 

concepts expressed in scripture. That said, he is not without hope. He concludes: 
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But as far as concerns that supreme, inexpressible, incorporeal and unchangeable 
nature and the perception of it in some measure or other by the understanding, there 
is nothing on which the human mind could better practice its gaze (provided of 
course that it is governed by the rule of faith) than on that which man has in his 
nature that is better than other animals, better even than the other parts of his soul; 
and this is the mind to which has been allotted a kind of power to see invisible 
things, and to which the senses of the body also brings all things for judgment as it 
presides, so to say, in the innermost and uppermost place of honor, and which has 
nothing above it to whose government it is subject except God.181 

And, finally, to Christopher Dawson who states that his fundamental belief as he has reflected 

upon and written about the relationship between religion and culture for many years is “the 

conviction that the society or culture which has lost its spiritual roots is a dying culture, however 

prosperous it may appear externally.”182 Accordingly, he avows, “the problem of social survival 

is not only a political or economic one; it is above all things religious, since it is in religion that 

the ultimate spiritual roots both of society and of the individual are to be found.”183 Dawson 

perspicaciously concludes:  

If our civilization is to recover its vitality, or even to survive, it must cease to neglect 
its spiritual roots and must realize that religion is not a matter of personal sentiment 
which has nothing to do with the objective realities of society, but is, on the contrary, 
the very heart of social life and the root of every living culture. The desecularization of 
modern civilization is no easy matter; at first sight it may seem a hopeless task. But we 
can at least prepare the way for it by desecularizing our intellectual outlook and open 
our eyes to the existence of the spiritual forces that create and transform civilization.184 
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CHAPTER 4: FAITH AND REASON IN THE MIDDLE AGES—THE FLOURISHINGN 
OF HUMAN DIGNITY 

 
Introduction  
 

This chapter and the next are concerned with the contribution that the historical and 

contemporary faith and reason discussion makes to the investigation of a hermeneutic and 

heuristic of transcendence. The central objective here is to explore how the historical discussions 

of faith and reason comport hermeneutically and heuristic to the dynamic of transcendence at 

work in the role of faith creating culture and in guiding and sustaining cultural transformation 

while maintaining human dignity as an absolute value. Chapter three privileged the religious 

beliefs of the society and individual as well as considered the important role that religion plays as 

a cultural educator. At the end of chapter three we concentrated on St. Augustine and Boethius as 

religious cultural educators where Augustine’s conversion story focused on contemplating 

transcendent mystery revealed in the person of Jesus Christ and that becomes the focal point for 

living a genuinely Christian life and enables the person to shape their culture. Boethius taught 

how to contemplate the ultimate meaning of life under horrific circumstances in Pavia. He 

disclosed authentic freedom is rooted in transcendent mystery, and, thus, the strength of 

character of the individual results from them using their freedom and free will in a manner 

ordered to the contemplation of the divine mind, and, thereby, they seek good and avoid evil. 

These next two chapters, on the other hand, are more focused on how the society and individual 

should think about those beliefs and then act upon them. This is critical for a dialogical, 

discursive community’s formation because faith not only provokes a response to a higher order, 

but it also has a component of judgment that decides how to act in accordance with one’s faith as 

well as knowledge.  



 140 

Christopher Dawson writing just as the Second World War was ending and the Cold War 

was beginning, declares: “For today the two worlds have fallen further apart than ever before. 

The world of reason has become more arid and spiritually void, and the world of the soul has lost 

the consecrated ways by which it expresses itself in the world of culture and has been left at the 

mercy of the forces of darkness which are the negative and destructive aspects of the 

Unconscious.”1 The validity of his words remains with us today. In many respects, the modern 

mind clings to the possibility that human progress will end in a perfectly harmonious society, 

while modern scientific progress and intellectual thought has been extraordinarily beneficial, it 

has also very much contributed to the horrors of the early twentieth century discussed in the 

opening chapter. Today, economic, social, and political injustice abound, thereby eroding the 

foundation upon which authentic freedom and human dignity rest. Consequently, the main thrust 

of the argument is that since human beings do not possess absolute knowledge, all humans, not 

just those who profess a religious belief, must exercise both faith and reason when making 

decisions and rendering judgments. Granted, individuals who confess religious convictions in 

their view are responding to a higher order within their worldview, but the agnostic and the 

atheist are likewise placing their faith in an unfathomable mystery that they may or may not view 

as a transcendent reality. Moreover, the reason of faith and reason itself includes both theoretical 

reason and practical reason, so the functional relationship between the two must be understood in 

order to explain how reason should complement faith. A discursive, dialogical community that 

did not operate within the bounds of reason would clearly be neither discursive nor a community. 

Similarly, such a community cannot function without faith. A key component of faith is trust; it 

cannot be otherwise. A religious person places that trust in the hands of God and thus they have 

 
1 Dawson, Religion and Culture, 15. 
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the notion of an obedience of faith to God’s revelation that must be exercised and authentically 

lived. This is no easy endeavor. An agnostic or atheist places trust either in themselves and their 

rational thought, or in their community of likeminded individuals, or some other ideal, but that 

does not nullify the trust and ultimately the love that faith presupposes. As H. Richard Niebuhr 

stresses, “Thomas understands fully—as many a cultural Christian does not seem to do—how 

superb and superhuman is the goodness required by the commandments to love God with all 

one’s heart, soul, mind, and strength, and to love one’s neighbor as one’s self.”2 Hence, the 

reason of faith is also an extraordinarily important component of a discursive, dialogical 

community and to human dignity because of the trust and love that it must naturally engender 

and the judgment that one must render. This judgment is the work of practical reason which, as 

discussed with Gadamer, is necessary to sustain and promote questioning that is in turn 

fundamental to the proper ordering of a discursive, dialogical community. Furthermore, Niebuhr 

asserts that the “merely moral life” is a wonderful achievement that is a result of man’s freedom, 

yet it is also “a compulsive necessity” because without it “the imperfect but required end of 

achieving happiness in social life is impossible.”3 He maintains that while culture determines the 

rules for ordering society which are based upon God-given reason, there are other laws beyond 

the rational law of men. He declares:  

The divine law revealed by God through His prophets and above all through His 
Son is partly coincident with the natural law, and partly transcends it as the law of 
man’s supernatural life. “Thou shall not steal” is a commandment found both by 
reason and in revelation; “Sell all that thou hast and give to the poor” is found in 
divine a law only. It applies to man as one who has a virtue implanted in him beyond 
the virtue of honesty, and who has been directed in toward a perfection beyond 
justice in this mortal existence.4  

 
2 H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 1st ed (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2001), 134. 
3 Niebuhr, 134. 
4 Niebuhr, 135–36. 
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I will argue that while faith and reason are operative in all human beings, however, when it is 

aligned to religious convictions established through the interpretation of divine revelation, 

prayer, and contemplation, this learning process fosters both a sense of transcendence and a 

feeling of humility in solidarity with all other human beings—both of which are equally essential 

to a discursive, dialogical community. There is an increased willingness to listen and to learn. As 

we will see momentarily, this is a key component of the disputatio of the scholastic medieval 

thinkers that could be adopted to modern day discourse to the great benefit of human dignity.  

This establishes the themes that will be presented in both chapters, for the current one on 

the medieval synthesis of faith and reason, I will make the main argument along several lines of 

reasoning. First, I will return very briefly to Boethius and then discuss Thomas Aquinas’s notion 

of faith and reason from the vantage point of his commentary on Boethius’s De Trinitate as well 

as some of his other works, most notably his Summa Theologiae. A second prominent point 

concerns us here; namely, the important role that the medieval disputatio had and what lessons 

we can draw from that as we look to establish functional discursive, dialogical communities. In 

examining Aquinas, I will focus on his great conviction regarding the value and capacity of 

human reason, but that it must be placed in the service of God, as we saw Niebuhr note above. I 

will also discuss the distinction that Aquinas makes between belief in the unseen and knowledge 

of the seen, and while both are accessible to the human mind, they are distinctly different. 

Thomas was uniquely successful in his synthesis of faith and reason, but it was a very short-lived 

success as his successors very quickly began to unwind it with ramifications that remain with us 

today. That story considered as an interlude to set-up the following chapter on how the Catholic 

Church in particular and fellow Christians in general started to look anew at the relationship 

between faith and reason starting with the Second Vatican Council. I will bring this chapter to a 
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close by examining the theological works of Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger the theologian at the 

center of many of the issues addressed at the council and in the years to follow as well as owing 

to him being our protagonist as a public intellectual par excellence. All of this will be done with 

a keen eye on the question of how the relationship between faith and reason furthers the 

nurturing of, and perhaps even of more fundamental importance, the defense of, human dignity 

and authentic freedom.  

As a means to set the tenor of the argument presented in this and the following chapter, it 

is essential to stress the notion that is inextricably interwoven into the innate characteristic of 

human dignity and authentic freedom; namely, the imperative that the individual has the 

sovereign responsibility to explore the quest for meaning. To ask, to ponder, to answer, and to 

reassess such ultimate questions as: Why is there something rather than nothing? Who am I, why 

am I here, and where am I going? What is the distinction between good and evil and what ought I 

do in light of that distinction? These are fundamental questions that shape the meaning and 

direction of both the individual and the society in which they live. If one ignores those questions 

or does not address them in their full complexity, then a well-ordered society is no longer able to 

provide what it must deliver by its very nature—peace and harmony among its members so they 

can cultivate and grow in freedom and responsibility and, thereby, enable the society and culture 

to do the very same. We must, therefore, be able to establish discursively valid points of 

reference to ensure the wellbeing and defense of human dignity and the flourishing of the 

community in which we strive to live in harmony with other human beings. As we will see in the 

following chapter, John Paul II writes in Fides et Ratio that “the need for a foundation for 

personal and communal life becomes all the more pressing at a time when we are faced with the 

patent inadequacy of perspectives in which the ephemeral is affirmed as a value and the 
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possibility of discovering the real meaning of life is cast into doubt.”5 This, I argue, is what 

makes the exploration of the relationship between faith and reason both fascinating and 

imperative. Yet, on the quest, we cannot forget Plato’s rule upon which I concluded the last 

chapter: “We must presuppose as true the one hypothesis that appears particularly cogent and 

certain, and we must hold as true the consequences following therefrom that stand in harmony 

with this hypothesis.” With the structure of the argument in mind as well as the caveat just 

mentioned, I now turn our attention to the topic of Thomas Aquinas, medieval philosophy, and 

the pursuit of the conjunction of faith and reason.  

 

Faith and Reason in Medieval Theology and Philosophy 
 

When we left Boethius’s world in the previous chapter, scholasticism was embarking 

upon its threefold mission of transmitting classical philosophy and Christian theology into the 

heart of what was slowly evolving into Christendom, of establishing the learning institutions first 

in the monasteries, then in the Christian schools, and eventually into the papal universities, and 

finally beginning the laborious task of interpreting these works in order to further the 

development of theology and philosophy. Into this mix in the middle of the turbulent thirteenth 

century entered the Theologian and the Philosopher—Thomas Aquinas and Aristotle. Aristotle’s 

philosophy was rediscovered during the medieval period when it arrived from the Muslim world 

into southern Spain where the Christian and Muslim cultures intersected. His philosophy struck 

the religious and political culture of Christendom like an earthquake. It was impossible to 

diminish his philosophy and say he was wrong, but it diametrically conflicted with the prevailing 

Christian culture of the time, which was decidedly Augustinian and Platonic. His philosophy was 

 
5 John Paul II, “Fides et Ratio,” September 14, 1998, para. 6, http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-
ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html. 
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utterly pagan and secular. Happiness and a well-ordered civil society under the primacy of 

reason, as Aristotle argued, were not the ultimate end for humans in medieval Christendom. 

Happiness was a desired condition of life, but it was not the highest good as Aristotle 

maintained. For Aquinas and his contemporaries, the ultimate end of human life for a created 

rational being was twofold: to see the being who created them; and, to understand for what 

purpose they were created. Thus, the ultimate end of life was to understand, in essence, to 

possess oneself with intellect, and to see the face of one’s Creator—the Beatific Vision. In short, 

as discussed in chapter three, the Greeks and Aristotle had no concept of either creation or 

providence, and this was the problem Aquinas had to address within Aristotle’s philosophic 

framework. 

Thomas had great conviction in the value and capacity of human reason, but that human 

reason must be placed in the service of God in order to apprehend his divine word, or as Aquinas 

characterized it, the mysteries of faith. In Thomistic terms natural human reason provides the 

preambles of faith that are of a secondary order of truth whereas divine revelation provides the 

first order of truth. The latter, however, remains shrouded in the mysteries of faith that 

theologians must work to illuminate through God’s grace and their own natural reason. 

Importantly for Aquinas, both the natural light of reason and the divine light of God’s grace 

cannot contradict each other because they originate from the same source: God. Thus, they are 

related, the preambles of faith which are known through human reason, for example there is one 

God who is incorporeal. The preambles provide the opening to the mysteries of faith, for 

example the Trinity and the Incarnation, yet these mysteries will never be fully comprehended by 

human reason. We only learn of them through the divine gift of God given through his revelation 

to man. Hence, we have the truth of faith and the truth of reason, and as truth they cannot 
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contradict one another, yet since the truth of faith must remain shrouded in mystery, it can only 

be provisionally understood as we will discuss in Wolfhart Pannenberg’s very useful concept of 

the provisionality of truth. Consequently, revelation, revealed truth, acts not on the intellect but 

on the will and it provokes a response. This is why freedom must precede truth in human 

existence and why human dignity is grounded in the freedom of faith. We cannot see what we 

believe, so we must first assent in freedom, voluntarily and lovingly as John Paul II will state in 

Fides et Ratio as an obedience of faith.  

Like Augustine and Boethius in the late classical period, Thomas Aquinas strode across 

the thirteenth century and the broader medieval world. Indeed, he remains as relevant to our 

times as he was in his times. The reason for this was his single-minded concentration on the 

mission of seeking the truth. Echoing the Philosopher, a word or thought is true, each claimed, 

“from the fact that a thing is, not because a thing is true.”6 Whether one, either during his time or 

down to the present, agreed with Aquinas and his use of philosophical methods while engaging 

in theological investigation, or disagreed with him, and many did and still do, he like Aristotle in 

the time of Aquinas, could not, and cannot, be ignored.  

Thomas was born in the Castle Roccasecca near Aquino, Italy, in 1225. He was a man of 

immense pedigree. His cousin was the Holy Roman Emperor and Frederick Barbarossa was his 

great uncle. Aquinas was of Italian, French, and German descent and thereby a European in 

every sense of the word, especially as it was understood in his time. He was first a Christian and 

then a member of a family and of a people. While he had an imperial purple hue, Aquinas was 

even more spiritually aligned with the pope and Rome. Early in his life, his parents sent him to 

the monastery of Monte Cassino situated some twenty miles from his home in Aquino. In this 

 
6 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: Ia QQ. 1-119, vol. 1 (Notre Dame, Ind: Christian Classics, Ave Maria 
Press, Inc., 1981), 90. 
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great Benedictine abbey, Thomas began the formal studies that would occupy him for the 

remainder of his life. In 1239, he entered the university in Naples, and it was here that he was 

introduced to the Order of Preachers, the Dominicans, and in 1244 he joined the order. After 

significant perturbation on the part of his family—Thomas’s brothers kidnapped him while he 

was on his way to Paris to begin studying at the Dominican house of St. Jacques, imprisoned him 

in the family castle and attempted to seduce him with a lovely courtesan, which as G.K. 

Chesterton famously notes, his brothers knew “that it was an insult to him as a gentleman to 

suppose that he would break his pledge on so base a provocation”—he eventually escaped his 

family and made his way to Paris to continue his studies first at St. Jacques and later at the 

University of Paris.7 Here, Thomas met the imposing and daunting Dominican, Albert Magnus, 

with whom he traveled to Cologne in 1248 when Albert was sent there to establish a Dominican 

house of study. Although the work of the Philosopher was largely banned in the universities 

throughout Christendom, Thomas nevertheless had been introduced to the work of Aristotle by 

Peter of Ireland while he was at the University of Naples. He continued these studies under the 

guidance of Albert while in Cologne as well as obtaining significant grounding in Plato and 

Neoplatonism as well as advancing his scholarship of the Church fathers and St. Augustine. 

Thomas returned to Paris in 1252 and continued his studies; he received his Master of Theology 

and his license to teach theology in the university four years later after which he held one of the 

two Dominican chairs at the University of Paris.  

Thomas returned to Italy in 1259 and for the next ten years taught in a number of 

Dominican houses, most notably, in Orvieto and Viterbo with the papal curia, and at the end of 

this period he was regent master at Santa Sabina, the Dominican house in Rome. During these 

 
7 G. K. Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas (San Francisco, CA: Ignatius Press, 2002), 60. 
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ten years, Aquinas not only taught, and he considered himself first and foremost a teacher, he 

also produced an enormous body of work. He wrote the Summa contra Gentiles, a commentary 

on the Book of Job, wrote the Golden Chain, began work on the Summa theologiae,8 the 

Compendium theologiae, and the Disputed Question on the Power of God. This was in addition 

to what he produced while in Paris; namely, the commentaries on Peter Lombard’s Sentences, 

the Disputed Question on Truth, the unfinished work on Boethius’s On the Trinity, and two 

philosophical works On Being and Essence and On the Principles of Nature, among other 

commentaries and responses to his critics.  In 1268, Thomas returned to Paris which at the time 

was beset with the Latin Averroist controversy. He came well prepared to respond to this 

passionate and intense crisis in the heart of Christendom. 

The Latin Averroists, many of whom were Franciscans, held positions taught by Aristotle 

that conflicted with Christian faith and theology. If, as Aristotle assumed, the world always 

existed, this ran counter to the Christian view of creation, and consequently only one position 

could be true. It cannot be philosophically true that the world always existed and theologically 

true that the world was created by God, as the Latin Averroists held. In essence, as we will 

discuss, Thomas reconciled the contradictory positions by employing Aristotle’s concepts within 

Thomas’s theologian system. In this respect, Josef Pieper asserts: 

The chief thing is to realize as vividly as possible that it signifies that Thomas, 
while still a young man, accomplished so unique a task: that of joining these two 
apparently incompatible decisions (for the ‘Gospel’ and for ‘Aristotle’) and 
creating, intellectually and existentially, a foundation upon which the whole orderly 
structure of the Christian world view could be raised, a structure which continues 
to serve us to this day, and seems to have a timeless durability.9  

 
8 Traditionally the work is referred as Summa Theologica, but the proper title of the work is either Summa or Summa 
Theologiae. 
9 Josef Pieper, Guide to Thomas Aquinas (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1991), 49. 
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So, like Boethius before him, Thomas had set before himself a tremendous task: to craft an 

intellectual synthesis in which the natural world and knowledge and the supernatural world and 

belief is apprehended in such a manner that each dominion would remain independent but 

achieve full recognition, acknowledgment, and harmony. 

For our purposes here, it is important to examine his views on faith and reason in the 

human mind, as that will demonstrate how Thomas successfully cojoined the “incomparable 

decisions for the Gospels and for Aristotle,” and, furthermore, it will help set the context for how 

the relationship was viewed in Christendom during his time and later, and for what we can learn 

from him in order to apply those lessons to our contemporary times. Faith, Thomas argues, does 

not acquiesce to anything other than what was revealed by God, it is the First Truth. Man, 

however, can also consider what is known materially that includes not only what God revealed, 

but many things that do not come under the assent of faith except as it bears on some relation to 

God. Thus, nothing comes under the object of faith except that which is in relation to God. Faith 

is absolutely distinct from reason because it addresses what is believed not what is seen, even if 

what is seen can provide some underpinning to what is believed because it too is in relation to 

God. Aquinas famously asserts: “It is impossible that one and the same thing should be believed 

and seen by the same person. Hence it is equally impossible for one and the same thing to be an 

object of science and of belief for the same person.”10 He determines that which “is proposed to 

be believed equally by all, is equally unknown by all as an object of science: such are the things 

which are of faith simply. Consequently, faith and science are not about the same thing.”11 But, 

unlike in the modern mind, each are equally valid forms of understanding even when faith is not, 

because it obviously cannot be, empirically verified through scientific methodology. Yet, as 

 
10 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: IIa IIae QQ. 1-148, III:1166. 
11 St. Thomas Aquinas, III:1166. 



 150 

Ratzinger and John Paul II consistently warn, this rupture of understanding endangers human 

dignity and at its farthest point threatens to turn human beings into mere products of society 

through the threat of being scientifically cloned if science is left to its own device and not also 

aided and purified by faith. Moreover, and this is an important consideration and similar to Hans-

Georg Gadamer’s notion of authority discussed in chapter two, the reason used by holy men to 

attest to things of faith are not accomplished through demonstration, Aquinas maintains, rather 

they are “either persuasive arguments showing that what is proposed to our faith is not 

impossible, or else they are proofs drawn from the principles of faith from the authority of holy 

writ, as Dionysius declares.”12 As a consequence, Aquinas concludes that the distinction between 

the object of faith which rests upon the certainty of faith and cannot be otherwise and the object 

of science which can likewise not be otherwise since it rests upon demonstration is the reason 

“why science and faith cannot be about the same object and in the same respect is because the 

object of science is something seen, whereas the object of faith is the unseen.”13 The distinction 

between the object of faith, theology, and the object of science, philosophy, opens the way for 

the starting point of philosophy, that which is understood by what we know, and leads to 

theology—that which we know by faith. Aquinas steadfastly puts forth in Summa contra 

Gentiles (Bk I, Chap, III): 

Now in those things which we hold about God there is truth in two ways. For certain 
things that are true about God wholly surpass the capability of human reason, for 
instance that God is three in one; while there are certain things to which even natural 
reason can attain, for instance that God is, that God is one, and others like these, 
which even the philosophers proved demonstratively of God, being guided by the 
light of natural reason.14 

 
12 St. Thomas Aquinas, III:1166. The emphasis is mine. 
13 St. Thomas Aquinas, III:1167. 
14 St. Thomas Aquinas, Saint Thomas Aquinas Collection: 22 Books, Kindle E-Book (Aeterna Press, 2016). 
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Turning to his view on reason, Aquinas argues that natural reason is a process of 

movement from one intelligible thing to another that then grows in complexity so as it advances 

it is able to apprehend and discover the first principles. “For to understand is simply to 

apprehend intelligible truth: and to reason is to advance from one thing understood to another, so 

as to know an intelligible truth,” Aquinas maintains.15 He compares reason to movement as 

understanding is to rest. Since movement always advances from something immovable and ends 

in something at rest, he stresses so it is for human reasoning. Reason “by way of inquiry and 

discovery, advances from certain things simply understood—namely, the first principles; and, 

again, by way of judgment returns by analysis to first principles, in light of what it examines and 

what it has found.”16 Aquinas holds that there are two kinds of intellectual powers, one that is 

active which he refers to as the agent intellect, and one that is passive, which he refers to as the 

possible intellect. He notes that those who follow Avicenna view the agent intellect as a separate 

substance and thus are unable to know the truth without external illumination. Aquinas cites the 

Philosopher in On the Soul and agrees with him over Avicenna that agent intellect is a power of 

the soul. As a result, Aquinas asserts “both an active and a passive power are ascribed to the soul 

in its intellectual activity, which is knowing the truth. So, just as the other natural active powers, 

joined to their passive counterparts suffice for natural activities, so also the soul, endowed with 

an active and passive power is adequate for the perception of truth.”17 He proffers that every 

created active power is finite and as a consequence some intelligible truths are known, but others 

remain hidden “like the truth of faith, which transcend the faculty of reason….human mind 

 
15 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: Ia QQ. 1-119, 1:403. 
16 St. Thomas Aquinas, 1:404. 
17 St. Thomas Aquinas, Faith, Reason and Theology: Questions I - IV of His Commentary on the “De Trinitate” of 
Boethius, trans. Armand Maurer, Mediaeval Sources in Translation 32 (Toronto: Pontifical Inst. of Mediaeval 
Studies, 1987), 17. 
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cannot know these without being divinely illuminated by a new light supplementing the natural 

light.”18 Thus, Aquinas makes the distinction between higher and lower reason, following 

Augustine. Higher reason is ordered towards contemplation of things that are eternal, whereas 

lower reason focuses on the temporal and finite. Temporal and eternal are related to our 

knowledge because one is the means of knowing the other. He asserts: “For by way of discovery, 

we come through knowledge of temporal things to that of things eternal….while by way of 

judgment from eternal things already known, we judge of temporal things, and according to laws 

of things eternal we dispose of temporal things.”19 Furthermore, he argues, again referring to 

Augustine, that higher and lower reason are separated by the functions of their actions and must 

be in agreement with their habits, which are qualities for Aquinas in which something added to 

the substance of man is a virtue and something subtracted is a vice. Thus, he maintains, “wisdom 

is attributed to the higher reason, science to the lower.”20 As a result, he declares, “now, when a 

man by his natural reason, assents by his intellect to some truth, he is perfected in two ways in 

respect of that truth: first, because he grasps it, secondly, because he forms a sure judgment on 

it.”21  

This is of fundamental importance to the entire argument of this thesis. The sure 

judgment reached through dialogue of higher reason develops and fosters virtue in the individual 

and points to ways to avoid evil. Thereby, it aids and enables the discursive, dialogical 

community to recognize the common good and to understand what is evil and inimical to human 

dignity, and, thus, to strive to avoid evil and work for the common good. This is all well and 

good when we follow our virtue, but when our desires lead to vice, and sin, it very much 

 
18 St. Thomas Aquinas, 17. 
19 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: Ia QQ. 1-119, 1:404. 
20 St. Thomas Aquinas, 1:405. 
21 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica: IIa IIae QQ. 1-148, III:1204. 
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impedes our communal understanding. In this manner, religion very much performs the role of a 

cultural educator par excellence by illuminating the difference between virtue and vice, right 

action and sinful action, while working simultaneously in harmony with human reason. 

This returns us to faith and how the human intellect works in concord with faith 

according to Aquinas. He states that there are two requirements for the human intellect to ascend 

to the truth of faith: “one of these is he should have a sound grasp of the things that are proposed 

to be believed, and this pertains to the gift of understanding, while the other is that he should 

have a sure and right judgment on them, so as to discern what is to be believed, and for this the 

gift of knowledge is required.”22 Understanding, Aquinas holds, is concerned with both 

speculative reason and practical judgment, in essence, it also addresses things beyond faith, 

namely our actions. Hence, Aquinas declares, “the gift of understanding extends also to certain 

actions, not as though these were its principal actions, but in so far as the rule of our actions is 

the eternal law, to which the highest reason, which is perfected by the gift of understanding 

adheres by contemplating and consulting it, as Augustine states.”23 Speculative reason, practical 

judgment, and understanding are of fundamental importance to discourse as they relate to and 

works out what is unseen and believed and what is seen and known. If one relies solely on the 

seen there is absolutely no possibility for transcendence into the mystery of the unseen, or for 

recognizing and adhering to a higher authority. In such cases totalitarianism abounds, human 

dignity suffers if it is not outright destroyed. To paraphrase the Athenians warning to the leaders 

of Melos: the strong do what they want, the weak suffer as they must. Justice must have a 

foundation that goes beyond raw power. Thus the relationship of faith and knowledge is of the 

utmost importance: “The consequence is that the gift of knowledge also, primarily and 

 
22 St. Thomas Aquinas, III:1204. 
23 St. Thomas Aquinas, III:1200. 
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principally indeed, regards speculation, in so far as man knows what he ought to hold by faith; 

yet, secondarily, it extends to works, since we are directed in our actions by the knowledge of 

matters of faith, and of conclusion drawn therefrom.”24 Finally, Aquinas asserts that the human 

mind obtains its greatest help in the advancement of knowledge when its natural light is 

enhanced and strengthened by a new illumination that is “the light of faith and the gifts of 

wisdom and understanding, through which the mind is said to be raised above itself in 

contemplation, inasmuch as it knows that God is above everything it naturally comprehends.”25 

From a discursive, dialogical community perspective, it affords the participants the opportunity 

to rise above themselves as individuals, as Pieper notes below, and to collectively work as a 

community to comprehend and thereby apprehend the truth. 

The unambiguous distinction between faith and rational knowledge introduced by 

Aquinas was not a separation or an opposition, but rather the conviction that there is an organic 

unity in their ends because they spring from the same divine source. This organic unity is a 

theme that will be taken up and expanded upon by Ratzinger in the following chapter when he 

discusses the concept of Logos as both reason and word. Consequently, as Josef Pieper 

maintains, faith and reason properly understood could never be in conflict:  

The conjunction of fides and ratio involves two operations: first, the interpretation 
of the divine message as it greets man in the shape of image, symbol, and event, 
and also in the lineaments of a particular culture. To be binding or even merely 
credible, this interpretation, which is the real business of theology, must bring into 
play the total body of truth known to man. The second operation would be to bring 
this interpretation into accord with the whole of natural knowledge of the world and 
existence.26 

 
24 St. Thomas Aquinas, III:1206. 
25 St. Thomas Aquinas, Faith, Reason and Theology, 22. 
26 Pieper, Scholasticism, 157–58. 
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The second operation is application, and it is the business of philosophy as we saw Aquinas 

stress above, philosophically knowable concepts of God, such as He exists and is incorporeal, is 

knowledge that is required for the salvation of any man. This is knowable by the light of natural 

reason. And, then there are those revelations and saving truths which go beyond the 

comprehension of natural human reason, for example the mystery of the Trinity. In each, 

however, theologians consider them in light of revelation which is the topic of their science. This 

leaves intact within theology, as Gilson stresses, “the formal distinction between natural 

knowledge and supernatural knowledge, but it includes them both under a still wider formal 

reason since ‘revealables’ comprise the whole body of natural cognitions considered as being at 

the disposal of the theologian in view of his own theological end which is the salvation of 

man.”27 And, in the case of Aquinas, Gilson argues: “we are meeting a theologian so careful to 

distinguish between faith and reason that the philosophical elements included in his theology can 

be extracted from it and considered apart without undergoing any modification in nature or in 

content.”28 As a consequence, Gilson concludes:  

If we admit, as we readily should, that the miracles, the prophecies, the marvelous 
effects of the Christian religion sufficiently prove the truth of revealed religion, 
then we must also admit that there can be no contradiction between faith and reason. 
Only the false can contradict what is true. Between true faith and true knowledge 
there is by definition a natural agreement.29 

Thus, abstraction is the first action of the intellect and it generates simple concepts or the ability 

to apprehend. The second operation of the intellect is judging which consists of uniting or 

separating simple concepts or understanding based on how they comport to reality. As Aquinas 

repeatedly stressed, a judgment is true when what it confirms or denies agrees with reality. As a 

 
27 Gilson, History of Christian Philosophy in the Middle Ages, 367. 
28 Gilson, 366. 
29 Gilson, The Christian Philosophy of St. Thomas Aquinas, 18. 
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consequence, judgments must be either true or false whether they address evidence illuminated 

by revealed religion and remain unseen, or evidence offered to the senses in the natural light of 

reason and are seen. Thus, following the earlier discussion of Gadamer’s notion of phronēsis, 

truth is in the judgment, which is why absolute freedom must precede truth in human existence. 

A judgment is a matter of practical wisdom and thus it is an act to which the human being under 

the guidance of conscience is fully and finally responsible. 

The genuine search for truth will be a topic explored in the penultimate chapter of the 

thesis, it is important to stress now, however, the prominence Aquinas places on judgment in 

relationship to understanding and truth. Speculative reason requires practical judgment, which in 

turn facilitates the “unconcealing” of truth. With respect to the potentialities of speculative 

reason and truth, Pieper suggestively and perceptively maintains that Aquinas would “welcome 

the achievement of greater exactitude in the methods of proof; but he would have warned that 

absolute certainty is possible only for the absolute spirit, and that there can be many intermediary 

phases between the greatest possible evidence and the absolute impossibility of understanding.”30 

Moreover, judgments that arrive at the truth of the matter oftentimes go beyond the individual 

because the deliberation necessary to render a sound judgment is a communal activity. Pieper 

stresses this point when he suggests that “anyone who considers dialogue, disputation, debate, to 

be a fundamental method for arriving at truth must already have concluded and stated that 

arriving at truth is an affair that calls for more power than the autarchic individual possesses. He 

must feel that common effort, perhaps the effort of everybody, is necessary.”31 It is to this point 

that religion must both return to the public square and relearn and reinvigorate its responsibility 

as a cultural educator par excellence. In this regard, the scholastic disputatio that Thomas 
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Aquinas excelled at as a methodological discipline is one that needs to be relearned and made 

relevant for the contemporary discursive, dialogical community. It is to this topic that I now 

briefly direct our attention. 

 

The Scholastic Disputatio 
 

As Pieper is concluding his Guide to Thomas Aquinas, he raises the notion of Scholastic 

disputatio and notes there exists “a spirit of genuine discussion which remains a dialogue even 

while it is a dispute.”32 The well-ordered disputatio plays a central role in mankind’s community 

of life, he maintains, because this activity “has as its aim not only communication, but also the 

clarifying of ideas, the finding and illumination of truth—for both parties to the conversation, of 

course, do not hold the same opinion from the start.”33 He notes that Plato referred to “solitary 

thinking and cognition as ‘a soundless conversation of the soul within itself,’” and that 

Augustine, who as a Platonist, drew on conversation as the fundamental principle for engaging 

with theological opponents. He observes further that even Aristotle, who seems to favor a thesis 

and systematic argument, “remarked that if one wishes to find the truth one first must consider 

the opinions of those who judge differently.”34 This requires listening to and learning from your 

partner in the debate because both parties, if they are genuinely debating and not talking past one 

another, are interested first and foremost in the truth of the matter. In a brief but significant 

observation, Gadamer in a footnote in his work The Beginning of Philosophy makes the 

following comment: 

In the Summa Theologica, Aquinas proposes a series of possible objections to each 
article or thesis that he puts forward. He then introduces his refutation of these 
objections with the phrase “Respondeo. Dicendum quod…” –literally, “I respond. 
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Saying that….” Most translators, however, elide the phrase and render it simply as 
“I answer that….”35  

What is more inimical to furthering a discussion than the notion of “I have the answer and there 

is nothing more to gain from the discourse” that we saw Gadamer shredded to great effect in his 

hermeneutic methodology in Truth and Method. Finally, as Pieper is concluding Scholasticism, 

he again raises the topic of the disputatio and asked a critically important question: perhaps “we 

have lost our hold on the technique of learning?”36 Let’s focus for a moment on Ratzinger’s 

argument that will be discussed in chapter six in considerable detail concerning the pathologies 

in religion which necessitates religion opening itself to reason in order to be purified by it. On 

the other hand, he notes the pathologies of reason which mankind seems to be oblivious of 

today, and consequently, he argues, this “hubris of reason is no less dangerous.”37 Hence, reason 

needs to listen to and learn from the great religious traditions of mankind. Accordingly, he notes, 

there is “a necessary relatedness between reason and faith and reason and religion, which are 

called to purify and help one another. They need each other, and they must acknowledge this 

mutual need.”38 Thus, speaking and listening increases the illumination on the substance of the 

argument that may not have otherwise materialized or revealed itself if one had moved 

immediately to the counter-argument. It is through a process such as this that truth begins to be 

uncovered and to reveal itself. In essence, the dialogue becomes much larger than any of the 

individual participants, and it is just in such a dialogue that convictions can be tempered in order 

for deliberate judgment to be pragmatically thought-out and realized.  
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 Arguably, Thomas Aquinas marked the high watermark of medieval philosophy. As 

Gilson observes: “Philosophy and theology can always be found therein in a state of more or less 

distinction, but never separated; when they did begin to resent their alliance as a suspicious 

promiscuity, the breakdown of medieval culture was at hand.”39 Specifically, Pieper argues that 

the end of the middle ages was marked by William of Ockham. Aquinas tried to make the 

mysteries of faith meaningful, which is the proper role of philosophical reason, but unlike the 

preambles of faith, the mysteries of faith could never be absolutely intelligible to human reason. 

Pieper suggests that Aquinas’s attitude “contains far more of silent respect for the mystery than 

William of Ockham’s wordy proclamation of God’s otherness” as seen in Ockham’s notion of 

God’s absolute and arbitrary freedom.40 This assumption of William of Ockham is fraught with 

the gravest danger, as Pieper states: 

This conclusion may be summarized as follows: Man cannot do anything but cling 
to the purely factual, which in no way must be as it is; to search for meaning and 
coherence in vain; the coherence is not “real,” but at most may exist in our thoughts; 
singular facts alone are “real”; this actual factuality, however, can neither be 
calculated nor investigated nor deduced, but only experienced; knowledge exists 
only as direct encounter with concrete reality.41 

From this way of philosophical thought comes empiricism, and Pieper notes that it is important 

to remember it sprung from theology. It is the type of theological thought, “which alone can 

thrive upon such soil scarcely needs to be defined more specifically; it can only be a pure 

‘positive’ theology which rejects as untheological any possibility of collaboration with 

speculative reason.”42 He acknowledges opinions will differ on the process that William of 

Ockham set in motion, but that one thing is undeniable; faith and reason were separating with 
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many unforeseen consequences for human thought as well as for the preservation of human 

dignity and freedom. As the political accord was beginning to breakdown between the secular 

and the spiritual powers that had been in play since the classical age, so too was this the case for 

the realm of the mind. “Inexorably, and justified by reasons on both sides, divorce was taking 

place between fides and ratio—to whose conjunction the energies of almost a thousand years had 

been devoted. What was taking place, in short, was the end of the Middle Ages,” Pieper declares. 

Nicholas of Cusa was aware of the grave danger of the world becoming unintelligible so his 

goal, as Gilson describes it, was “to bring to an early end the philosophical and theological 

dissentions which were then growing so dangerous for the unity of the Church.”43 He sought to 

convince people that their quarrels were simply insignificant philosophical and theological 

distinctions. Gilson notes: “After all, what was this all about? Some of his contemporaries felt 

convinced that they knew the whole truth concerning God; others, on the contrary, were busy 

proving that the first ones did not know anything about Him.”44 For Nicholas the natural world in 

the fourteenth century was becoming almost as unthinkable as God. “The universal mystery of 

things is but a concrete expression of the supreme mystery of God,” is the manner in which 

Gilson explains Nicholas’s position, or in other words, human reason is at a loss to be able to 

fully apprehend both the seen and the unseen. And Gilson concludes with an eye to skepticism, 

as did Pieper from the position of empiricism. In this regard, it is worthwhile to quote Gilson at 

some length:  

Such was the last word of medieval philosophy, and I am far from being blind to 
its magnificence, or deaf to the secret truth of its message; I am merely pointing to 
the fact that it was a complete abdication of philosophy as a rational 
discipline….This at least is a fact, that as soon as the scholastics gave up all hope 
of answering philosophical problems in the light of pure reason, the long and 
brilliant career of medieval philosophy came to a close…During the Middle Ages, 
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the exact place of philosophical speculation had been clearly defined by St. Thomas 
Aquinas; nothing, however, could have obligated his successors to stay there; they 
left it of their own accord, and they were quite free do so, but once this had been 
done, they were no longer free to keep philosophy from entering upon the road to 
skepticism.45 

 
Interlude – The Leap into Modernity 
 

Much like the giant leap of seven hundred years from Augustine and Boethius to 

Aquinas, we are now making an even more gigantic leap from Aquinas into the present. From 

the classical period into what we have determined to be the Middle Ages, we saw the 

evolutionary cultural change in Western theological and philosophical thought. In the seven 

hundred years between the Middle Ages and the present, there was a revolution in human 

thought. Starting with Descartes and his notion of I think, therefore I am, what was real and true 

became what was constructed in the human mind, overturning the ancient and medieval notion 

most notably held by Aristotle and Aquinas that a thought or word is true from the fact that a 

thing is, not because a thing is true. Briefly returning to Aquinas, truth he argues “may be in the 

senses, or in the intellect knowing what a thing is, as in anything that is true; yet not as the thing 

known in the knower, which is implied by the word truth; for the perfection of the intellect is 

truth as known. Therefore, properly speaking, truth resides in the intellect composing and 

dividing; and not in the senses; nor in the intellect knowing what a thing is.”46 Gilson observes 

that in the Cartesian system his initial thought I think springs from his adherence to mathematical 

evidence. Consequently, Gilson unwaveringly proclaims, it is “one of those initial decisions, 

which beget systems of philosophy where everything is conclusively justified, except their very 

principle….Everything will be mathematically proven in your philosophy, save only this, that 
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everything can, and must be, mathematically proven.”47 In his introduction to The Unity of 

Philosophical Experience, Gilson makes the follow observation that we do well to keep in mind: 

I wish I could make clear from the very beginning that in criticizing great men, as 
I shall do, I am very far from forgetting what made them truly great. No man can 
fall a victim to his own genius unless he has genius; but those who have none are 
fully justified in refusing to be victimized by the genius of others. Not having made 
the mathematical discoveries of Descartes and Leibnitz, we cannot be tempted to 
submit all questions to the rules of mathematics; but our very mediocracy should at 
least help us to avoid such a mistake. There is more than one excuse for being a 
Descartes, but there is no excuse whatsoever for being a Cartesian.48  

The scholastics that we have been discussing, despite differences among themselves, all held the 

common conviction of an intentional theory of knowledge that “presupposed ontological 

givenness of the real in the act of knowing,” as Louis Dupré observes in Religion and the Rise of 

Modern Culture, this will radically change as modern thought develops and evolves as Gilson 

declared above and we will discuss below.49  

The cultural revolution that occurred between the medieval and present times needs to be 

briefly examined because it provides the backdrop for how John Paul II, Pannenberg, and 

Ratzinger would offer ideas of how to retain that which the Enlightenment provided 

beneficently, such as the modern sciences and notions of the imperative for individual freedom 

and human dignity. But, as we will see, the philosophical and thus the moral underpinnings of 

the latter notions were tenuous at best, and the unchecked “advancement” of technology placed 

humanity in grave danger. Moreover, the lexicon began to evolve and change. Absolute freedom 

that precedes the truth in human existence is expressed as an act of response to the truth of 

transcendent mystery and this mystery is most fully revealed in the Incarnation of Jesus Christ as 
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a person in dialog with humanity. Over the centuries, absolute freedom of the individual came to 

be seen more in individual liberties rather than in absolute freedom and the imperative of 

responsibility that that entails for protecting human dignity as a universal value. The discussion 

in this section unfolds in two parts. First, I want to focus our attention on Dupré’s analysis of 

these events, and then, secondly, turn to Pannenberg’s analysis, which will then establish 

grounds for considering the thoughts of John Paul II, Pannenberg, and Ratzinger in the chapter to 

follow. I will conclude this interlude with a discussion of the theological writings of Ratzinger 

owing to his primacy in my thinking and the notion of him being a public intellectual par 

excellence as well as due to the importance his thoughts have on the remaining three chapters.  

Dupré has written extensively about this cultural revolution, most directly in Passage to 

Modernity, The Enlightenment & the Intellectual Foundations of Modern Culture, and The Quest 

for the Absolute. In these works, and elsewhere, he identifies three “waves of modernity.” The 

first wave begins with what we have been discussing, the intellectual synthesis of Christian 

thought and ancient philosophy and its collapse as an intellectual system, and the consequent rise 

of humanism. Those two events constituted the first wave. The second wave Dupré notes was the 

absolute belief and trust in the power of human reason that stimulated Enlightenment thinkers 

despite significant differences among them. The third wave followed the excesses of the French 

Revolution, and Dupré maintains “it was at first mostly a reactionary movement, yet in time it 

developed a new, more comprehensive humanism that reincorporated many of the positions 

established by the Enlightenment while integrating them within a more complex idea of 

personhood.”50 It was in the more complex concept of personhood that the shift from absolute 

freedom and the imperative for responsibility to the privileging of individual liberty occurred. 
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Within the Enlightenment thinking, the impact was most dramatically seen in the area of 

religious thoughts and beliefs, either as liberation or as a loss. In the past, religion performed the 

important function of the cultural educator par excellence. In the eighteenth century it had been 

stripped of this role and was forced to the sidelines. This phenomenon of moving religion from 

the public and communal space into the sole realm of private thoughts and views picked up pace 

over the centuries until little, if any, religion was left in the public square. This movement was to 

the utter detriment of human dignity and authentic freedom as seen in the horrors of the early 

twentieth century and into the present century as well. The religious beliefs of the individual 

proved to be an absolutely ineffective as a bulwark against the modern state despite the heroic 

efforts of many of its adherents. A point that will be reinforced by Pannenberg, John Paul II, and 

Ratzinger. In essence, religion, in this case meaning its believers and its teachers, slowly eroded 

over time the conceptual framework which then began to turn religious beliefs into matters of 

personal preference as opposed to an absolute belief in the sense of an obedience of faith, 

something that must be adhered to by the believer, and if not, they would fall into a state of sin 

and potential damnation. Virtue and vice lost their distinction, and in some cases a particular vice 

became a virtue under the guise of authentic freedom now understood as liberty of the individual. 

As Dawson asserts, “the great obstacle to the attainment of a purely rational system of ethics is 

simply our lack of knowledge of Reality. If we can accept some metaphysics of Absolute Being, 

then we shall quickly possess an absolute morality, as the Platonists did. But if we limit 

ourselves to positive and scientific knowledge of Reality, it is at once evident that we are limited 

to a little island of light in the middle of an ocean of darkness.”51 As will be discussed in the 

following chapter when addressing the Second Vatican Council, Catholicism and Protestantism 
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addressed the challenge of modernity in very different and consequential ways. Catholicism 

initially tried to “put the genie back in the bottle,” whereas Protestantism embraced many of 

modernity’s thoughts which was unsurprising as many of the great Enlightenment thinkers were 

Protestant. So, they incorporated many of the positive aspects of the Enlightenment into their 

thinking and theological and philosophical writings, such as individual freedom but now seen in 

terms of individual liberty. This led to a great human flourishing, but it also diminished authority 

as witnessed in the vast difference, and at time contradictory, thinking among Protestant 

denominations with respect to their particular theology. The problem for Catholics was just the 

opposite and equally problematic. The Church hierarchy’s steadfast “No” to the Enlightenment’s 

thoughts as it evolved into modernity made the Church essentially spectators in the philosophical 

and political debates occupying intellectual mind of the 1800s and early 1900s. The Church 

relinquished its role in aiding Christianity as a religious cultural educator par excellence, and yet 

this had at least one positive outcome. As Weigel asserts: “Thus there is an ironic quality to the 

pontificate of Pius IX. On the one hand, it saw the apogee of papal anti-modern reaction, 

embodied in the last proposition condemned in the Syllabus of Errors. On the other, Pius IX 

created the modern papacy as an office with universal appeal and global impact,” and this along 

with the loss of the Papal States, “would prove to be the essential condition for the possibility of 

the papacy exercising politically effective moral authority in the twentieth century.”52 

As the Enlightenment progressed through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 

cultural worldview began to shift, and as Dupré notes, “when a society no longer recognizes 

itself in the ideals that have traditionally directed it, and yet its members continue to feel 
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beholden to them, a crisis originates.” 53 He recalls that this is what Hegel referred to in the 

Phenomenon of the Spirit as alienation (Entfremdung), which Dupré wryly observes was “a term 

that [was] to feature prominently in the revolutionary jargon of his unorthodox followers, 

Feuerbach and Marx.”54 Dupre suggests that “Greek rationality and Christian faith, the two 

principles that had been fundamental in shaping Western culture, became entangled in a life-and-

death struggle. Rationality hardened into rationalism; faith weakened into a belief incapable of 

justification.”55 With this phenomenon, Christianity fundamentally relinquished its primacy as a 

cultural educator par excellence and to this day is struggling to regain its voice. Dupré argues 

that the Enlightenment veering from its original path of human emancipation was not a result of 

its execution, but rather, it was never fully completed. “The concept of social emancipation 

alone, without any definition of its goals and restrictions, rest on an abstract, somewhat utopian 

idea of rationality,” Dupré maintains. 56 What is required, he asserts, is a more expansive concept 

of reason, “one in which rationality is conceived as being in accordance with the order inherent 

in the nature of things.”57 The Enlightenment project, by limiting rationality to an exclusive 

attribute of the human mind, “unduly narrowed the ideal of emancipation” since the notion of 

emancipation was based on an abstract and “somewhat utopian idea of rationality.”58 In a certain 

sense agreeing with Besançon, Dupré appropriately claims that “the danger in restricting reason 

to the human mind is that it reduces reason to an instrument in the hands of human subjects.”59 

And, this is precisely seen in the terms Ratzinger uses when he argues that reason has self-

limited itself. Dupré notes that human subjects link the modern concept of reason to a call for 
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emancipatory action, but this call for action “does not imply that theoretical reason must ever 

yield its primacy to practical intelligence.”60 He grounds the primacy of theoretical reason on a 

limitation of the rationalism of Enlightenment thinking that turned the principle of universality 

into an abstract, purely rational principle of reasoning. He argues that “to overcome the 

skepticism created by the nominalist crisis, however, Descartes considered it necessary for 

reason to be its own foundation and not to rely on anything outside itself.”61 “One of the main 

problems with the Enlightenment stems from the assumption that the mind alone is the source of 

meaning” and similar to Gadamer’s notion of historical consciousness, Dupré observes, “many 

appear insufficiently aware of the limitations of the historically conditioned individual mind and 

tended to identify it with the universal, transcendental reason.62 The significance of this, he 

fittingly asserts, is that “when subordinate to practice, theoretical reason forfeits the authority to 

raise critical questions of legitimacy,” and with Besançon he too declares that “both Nazism and 

Communism have shown the catastrophic consequences to which this leads.”63 Thus, Dupré 

perspicaciously concludes: 

Our moral growth has not kept pace with the technical and scientific advances of 
the modern age. Yet a technology capable of achieving a previously unthinkable 
expansion of mental control over the physical and social world demands greater 
moral maturity than we possess today. Lacking this maturity to match our titanic 
powers, we have committed crimes, waged wars, and wrought destruction on an 
unparalleled scale. Instead of strengthening our moral fiber, we have gone a long 
way in undermining basic morality. Our desire to advance technically as far as 
possible has made us question the very principles on which morality is based. There 
are few moral principles left on which we are still able to agree.64 
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Before discussing Pannenberg’s notion of modernity and secularization in which is 

largely in agreement with Dupré ultimate conclusion, but he arrives at it from a slightly different 

more historically tuned path, a few words regarding his scholarship and personality are in order. 

In 1988, Richard John Neuhaus contributed a chapter to the book entitled The Theology of 

Wolfhart Pannenberg, which contains a number of essays discussing Pannenberg’s theology 

from the point of view of American theologians. Neuhaus begins by noting that in 1968 he had 

written “A Profile of a Theologian,” which was his attempt to introduce Pannenberg to American 

scholars, but he observes that twenty years on this remains an unfulfilled hope. He suggests that 

he may be underestimating “the influence of Pannenberg on American theological thought, but I 

think not.”65 Neuhaus believes that Pannenberg’s theological project is the most ambitious and 

impressive of any contemporary Christian theologian in the world. Neuhaus states that “through 

his writings and in person, I have over the years learned more by arguing with Pannenberg than 

by agreeing with any other living theologian.”66 His interdisciplinary method, Neuhaus claims, 

“is at the heart of his argument that theology is the science of the meaning of all things,” or as 

Neuhaus observes further, “his is a theology of history understood as the totality of reality.”67 In 

a theological autobiography written in 2006 for the journal Dialog, Pannenberg states that he was 

not raised in a Christian home, and that he came to Christian theology by reading Nietzsche. 

After reading him, Pannenberg resolved to “find out for myself whether Christianity really had 

such an ascetic attitude towards life as Nietzsche claimed,” and that desire led to his study of 

both philosophy and Christian theology.68 Another significant event that propelled him to 
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theology happened on the way home from music lessons, on of all days, Epiphany, in 1945. 

Pannenberg describes a visionary experience in which he was surrounded and absorbed by a 

great light for an indefinite time. He states: “I did not hear any words, but it was a metaphysical 

awakening that prompted me to search for the meaning regarding my life during the following 

years, while I experienced the end of the war as a German soldier, then during a summer as a 

prisoner of war with the British.”69 Much as Ratzinger did following the end of the war, 

Pannenberg began his studies in earnest in Berlin in 1947.  And, similar to Gadamer, Pannenberg 

initially read Nicolai Hartmann, who taught at both the University of Berlin and after WWII at 

the University of Gottingen where Pannenberg attended his lectures. Pannenberg observes: 

“Hartmann gave the impression of carrying around with himself the entire history of 

philosophy,” and from this vantage point Hartmann would start discussing the solution to any 

philosophical question. Thus, he states: “I was so impressed by this procedure, that I later on 

adopted it somehow for dealing with theological issues in the light of their history.”70  

Turning now to Pannenberg’s exploration of modernity, he clearly has a much more 

historical than philosophical focus. He suggests that the origins of the split between the religious 

and the secular worlds starts with the rupture of unity within Christendom and the resulting 

religious intolerance that arose from the confessional wars. Pannenberg declares that with respect 

to Christianity’s role:  

Overcoming the doctrinal divisions of Christianity is the indispensable condition if 
the church is to become the sign of the unity of mankind. Only by overcoming the 
conflicts among the denominations can there be a convincing realization of that 
which the Second Vatican Council and the World Council agree is the nature of the 
church [the sign and instrument of human unity].71  
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Also similar to Gadamer’s notion of historical consciousness, Pannenberg places significant 

importance on history, in his case, with respect to Christian theology. In a lecture given in 

Wuppertal in 1959 Pannenberg made the following claim:  

History is the most comprehensive horizon of Christian theology. All theological 
questions and answers are meaningful only within the framework of history which 
God has with humanity and through humanity with his whole creation—the history 
moving toward a future still hidden from the world but already revealed in Jesus 
Christ.72 

These two quotations unequivocally summarize what will emerge from the discussion of 

secularization and later of truth. Moreover, it will help shed light on the great importance 

Pannenberg placed on ecumenism that in turns illuminates one way in which discursive, 

dialogical communities can form and function. Moreover, an important concept for 

understanding Pannenberg is his theology of the future, while clearly focused on the past and 

present, it points directly to the time when the future is no longer veiled in mystery and there 

exists the perfect unity of truth, faith, and reason in the Eschaton.  

 Turning to his analysis of secularism, in a 1996 article in the journal First Things entitled 

“How to Think about Secularism,” Pannenberg notes the clear decline of religion in culture, but 

asserts that the decline had little, if anything, to do with the separation of church and state since 

that happened long before in the seventeenth century. Pannenberg laments that “in a secular 

milieu, even an elementary knowledge of Christianity, its history, its teachings, sacred texts, and 

formative figures dwindles,” and he contends that it is “no longer a matter of rejecting Christian 

teachings; large numbers of people have not the vaguest knowledge of what those teachings 

are.”73  He argues that given the centrality of Christianity to the history of Western cultural 

 
72 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology: Collected Essays (Vol 1), trans. George H Kehm, vol. 1 
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2008), 15. 
73 Wolfhart Pannenberg, “How to Think About Secularism,” First Things, June 1996, sec. 1, 
https://www.firstthings.com/article/1996/06/002-how-to-think-about-secularism. 



 171 

evolution, this indeed is a remarkable development. He maintains that modern secularism is very 

different from Enlightenment secularism in that those thinkers “challenged Christians to justify 

their truth claims by rational argument rather than by a simple appeal to religious authority,” but 

he states both sides “assumed that there was a truth about the matters in dispute.”74  This, he 

contends, can no longer be assumed in today’s world. Thus, he concludes in his longer essay 

from which his First Things article was adopted, Christianity in a Secularized World, that: 

Modern times did not come into being as the result of an act of human self-assertion 
against the absolutism of the Christian conception of God. Nothing like a rebellion 
against the Christian notion of God can be established in any of the great thinkers of the 
early modern period before Voltaire. Rather, they were mainly concerned with 
interpreting it in connection with a changed view of the world.75 

So, it was not immediately a new humanism or an apostasy from Christian teaching and faith that 

generated modern secularism. He argues that the origins of the modern period must be pursued 

from a different angle; namely, he locates it in the confessional wars that occurred as a 

consequence of the Reformation, and, importantly, not from the theological issues in question in 

the Reformation. Pannenberg claims “the Reformation understanding of faith does not lead 

directly and consistently to the origins of the modern secular world. Rather, it was the 

unintended consequences of the Reformation in church history, politics and world history which 

created the starting point for the origins of modern secular culture.”76 The unintended 

consequence was the religious intolerance that provoked the wars of religion, and, thereby, began 

to erode Christianity’s capacity and authority as a cultural educator. 

 Prior to the confessional wars it was understood that religious unity was foundational to 

the unity of society. It was the source of legitimacy, and Pannenberg argues that “down to the 
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end of the sixteenth century the ideas of tolerance and freedom of religion found no place in 

political thought and action, it was simply not conceived of because it was unnecessary.” 77 But, 

the barbarity of the religious wars demonstrated that in the process of imposing religious unity 

based on a particular confessional faith, social peace was destroyed by religious passion. 

Heretofore, he notes, “the dominant conviction had been that unity of religion is indispensable as 

the foundation of unity of society.”78 It was only in 1572, when William of Orange and his court 

conceived the idea of religious freedom and tolerance, and later enacted the Netherlands 

Declaration of Independence of 1581, did these ideas gained traction. Thus, Pannenberg 

concludes:  

The mutually conflicting positions of belief among Christian confessional parties 
were bracketed off, and in place of religion based on traditional authority, that which 
is common to all human beings, human ‘nature’, became the basis of public order and 
social peace. That became the starting point for secular culture in Europe.79 

For that reason, the concepts of political legitimacy, now established in natural law theory, was 

based on anthropology and “here too in principle there had already been a shift towards basing 

society and public culture on the concept of the human instead of on religion”80 This was a 

monumental cultural shift, yet there remained one more significant event to fully realize a 

secular worldview—the rise of atheism. 

Pannenberg stresses that freedom of religion was meant for the various confessions within 

Christianity, and more limitedly to Judaism, but most certainly not to other religious faiths. The 

appearance of atheism resulted in public culture being neutral not only to differences of 

religions, but neutral to the concept of atheism. Consequently, Pannenberg maintains, “religion 
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was no longer seen as a constitutive element of human nature, as in the seventeenth century, but 

as a matter of private preference, as distinct, say, from art.”81 Pannenberg, who, as noted in the 

introductory section above, read Nietzsche widely, suggests that it was not Nietzsche’s criticism 

of morality that caused the shift, but he sensed that it was arising, or that he recognized that with 

the development of psychoanalysis there was a “dissolution of the consciousness of moral 

norms.” In essence, what was transpiring was religion losing its vital role of being a cultural 

educator par excellence, it was losing its cultural mooring. Pannenberg emphasizes that today 

“moral norms are largely regarded as values imposed by human beings which are communicated 

to individuals through socialization and are internalized by them, So moral norms of any kind 

appear as an alien determination of the individual in contrast to his or her claim to self-

fulfillment.”82 Truth and freedom were de-coupled, and freedom became the enumeration of 

individual and societal rights, so that freedom and liberty became primarily political concerns 

which in itself was a positive development but overtime freedom became to be seen as the sole 

purview of man. The de-coupling of truth from freedom is a fundamentally important point from 

a religious perspective and one that his two colleagues, John Paul II and Ratzinger, would stress 

repeatedly. The end result of the secularization process impedes the search for a meaningful life. 

Individuals need to “interpret the reality in which they live in a meaningful way,” and, he 

contends “modern secular culture does not satisfy this need for meaning.”83 It is worth quoting 

Pannenberg at length as he echoes and expands upon a point made by Dawson earlier as he 

concludes: 

In former cultures a meaningful focus of commitment was provided by religion. The 
loss of such a focus as a result of the detachment of public culture from ties to a 
particular form of religion initially brought individuals great freedom and thus 
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introduced a phase of cultural flowering. However, this cultural flowering in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries still lived on the aftermath of the cultural 
tradition, the basic elements of which were all present, even though the age itself had 
diverged from its norms. In advance secular society, the presence of these basic 
elements had faded in human consciousness.84 

Pannenberg summarizes three aspects of the secularization of culture that very much 

conform to the notion of religion being a cultural educator par excellence as well as supports the 

notion of Voegelin concerning the well ordering of society. First, is what he refers to as the loss 

of legitimation in the institutional ordering of society, and here again he is reflecting upon what 

we saw Voegelin and Dawson in particular argue in the previous chapters. In earlier periods of 

cultural history, he argues, “the most important function of religion for the cultural ordering of 

society was that religion preserved and communicated the consciousness of the divine origin of 

the world and thus also of society and its order.”85 The second characteristic he notes is the 

“collapse of the universal validity of traditional morality and consciousness of law.”86 He insists 

that in order to maintain a well ordered society this must be discussed more openly and directly. 

In this dialogical process the relationship of truth and freedom needs to be explored far more 

deeply. Maintaining a sense of transcendent truth that limits the freedom of the individual—

because they are aware of the distinction between good and evil that they themselves do not, nor 

cannot, delineate—is essential so that individuals do not to impose their particular assessment of 

good and evil on others as a matter of raw power devoid of faith and reason. This is a 

fundamental role of religion as a cultural educator par excellence and the reason why Ratzinger 

oftentimes asserts that even if one does not believe that God exists, one should act as if he does. 

And, finally Pannenberg’s third facet concerns the individual, who in their “struggle towards 
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orientation and identity is hardest hit by the loss of a meaningful focus of commitment, a loss 

which results from the secularization of culture.”87 In summarizing his thoughts, he stresses: 

In thinking about the relationship between Christianity and modern culture, it is 
important to keep these factors in mind: first, modernity at the outset was not 
opposed to the Christian faith; second, the lack of tolerance among Christians in 
the post-Reformation period was directly responsible for the rise of a secularist 
culture. What Christians should learn from this is the urgency of overcoming their 
inherited controversies and of restoring some form of unity among themselves.88 

 He concludes by speculating if it is possible to rejuvenate, or restore, the context of Western 

culture with its religious origins and foundations, and, thereby, preserve the value of modern 

cultural development while simultaneously recognizing the “Christian shaping of our cultural 

tradition in present-day cultural and political life and restoring its validity as an index of the 

identity of our culture.”89 That speculation is of pivotal importance as we move into chapter five 

and consider the modern response to the historical faith and reason discourse. 

 I will conclude this brief sketch of the leap from medieval thought to that of modernity or 

postmodernity with a brief exposition of the theological thought of Ratzinger because of his 

decisive influence on diagnosing some of the problems that arise in modern thinking and ways 

for ameliorating those aporias, which form the essence of both his pontificate and that of his 

predecessor. John Paul II and Ratzinger were in absolute agreement with Dupré, Besançon, and 

Pannenberg, and both spent a considerable effort making the argument that restricting reason to 

purely a practical level without consideration for theoretical or speculative reason is ultimately 

devastating for both human freedom and human dignity. In this situation, echoing Pannenberg, 

Dupré declares that “some kind of moral conversation has become indispensable. The immediate 

question is not whether we confess a religious faith, or whether we live in conformity with 
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certain religious norms, but whether we are of a disposition to accept any kind of theoretical or 

practical direction coming from a source other than the mind itself,” and thus what is most 

needed “is an attitude in which transcendence can be recognized again.”90 The distinction 

between practical and theoretical reason need not be a hierarchical one, rather as Gadamer 

demonstrated in his discussion of the hermeneutic circle moving between the universal to the 

particular, the two correlate to one another and are mutually supportive. When considered thusly, 

one moves along way toward diminishing Ratzinger’s notion of the pathology of reason. John 

Paul II and Ratzinger, both as a partner to John Paul II and later as Pope Benedict XVI, would 

work tirelessly as religious cultural educators par excellence to repair and heal the disposition 

necessary for humanity to once again accept a reality that has a source outside of the mind.  

 
Ratzinger’s Theological Work in Context 
 

A few brief words on Ratzinger personally before turning to his theological works 

help set the context for his thoughts and theological worldview. Ratzinger based upon his 

early life experiences and his own characterization, avows he is a Bavarian first and a 

German second. As bishop of Munich – Freising he noted that he was an unwavering 

federalist both in the form of secular government and in ecclesiastical structures and 

during his tenure he promoted and defended the independence of the Bavarian Bishops’ 

Council. The Second World War and National Socialist and Communist ideologies, 

unsurprisingly, colored his views on culture and politics and he steadfastly worked for 

peace and the advancement of Christian culture in Europe and throughout the world. 

With respect to Marxism in particular he would later say that it inverts Biblical hope by 
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keeping a religious spirit but removes God and replaces him with the political activity of 

man. “Hope remains, but the party takes the place of God, and, along with the party, a 

totalitarianism that practices an atheistic sort of adoration ready to sacrifice all 

humanness to its false god,” he asserts.91 That thought essentially frames his view on 

politics, and, as we will see, it is only a matter of determining which party is taking the 

place of God. Early pilgrimages to Marian shrines, attending the minor seminary, and the 

consistent example of his parents’ piety and humility invoked a deep spirituality and love 

for Christ that would only grow throughout his life as he reflected on theological 

questions and worked within ecclesiastical organizations to defend the faith and spread 

the Gospel message. His early focus on Augustine, the early Church fathers, and 

Bonaventure, combined with his theological methodology of always starting with Sacred 

Scripture and then turning to the early theological sources and finally to modern 

interpreters, such as Henri de Lubac, enabled him to develop penetrating and far-reaching 

theological perspectives that advanced the field while always remaining faithful to 

tradition and to Catholic doctrine and dogma. Finally, the events surrounding his 

Habilitationsschrift was a lesson in intellectual humility for the gifted, perspicacious 

young student. It also had a substantial effect on him as a professor—while highly 

respecting the integrity of academic process, he would always endeavor to take the side 

of the student who was frequently the weaker party.92 To complete this exposé of his 

theological development I will present a brief description of where he fits within the 

theological community and then conclude with a discussion of his writings and how they 

will inform the remaining chapters in the thesis as I present my argument for the need to 
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reinsert religion into the debates held in the public square by discursive, dialogical 

communities in order to foster human dignity and authentic freedom. 

There are two broad ways in which one begins to assess the theological work of 

Ratzinger. One way is to identify a point in his career, whether it was the Second Vatican 

Council, or the student riots in 1968, or him becoming the Prefect of the Congregation for 

the Doctrine of Faith, and to posit on one side of the nodal line that he was a progressive 

theologian open to change and on the other side that he became a conservation theologian 

staunchly opposed to any alteration in Church practices liturgical, canonical, or 

theological. Not all who fall within this analytical camp view these two positions as an 

absolutely either/or view of Ratzinger’s theology, and many note that there is a 

consistency in his methodology and use of sources, even if they do not fully agree with 

him on one or the other side of the spectrum, but they all point to a specific event.  

Lieven Boeve and the late Gerrard Mannion, in their excellent compilation of 

Ratzinger’s writing and their analysis of it, The Ratzinger Reader, represent an element 

of this fist view. In their introduction, Mannion notes that while they both had 

independently reached the conclusion that the “familiar picture of a once-liberal turned 

arch conservative is thus misleading,” but contend that shifts in his thinking “suggest a 

more pragmatic personal character than his doctrinal pronouncements indicate.”93 They 

attribute his earlier “flashes of progressiveness,” to a tentative, deferential preference to 

the progressive giants, especially from the Germanic speaking world, Karl Rahner and 

Hans Küng, and, they stress, it may be more appropriate to interpret these flashes, “if one 

 
93 Benedict XVI, Gerard Mannion, and L. Boeve, The Ratzinger Reader: Mapping a Theological Journey (New 
York: T & T Clark, 2010), l. Loc. 87. 



 179 

is going to be generous, as the workings of a young and talented scholar and priest 

finding his way in the church and academy alike.”94  

This picture does not seem to comport entirely to Ratzinger as he admittedly 

stated regarding one of Professor Schmaus’ issues with his Habilitationsschrift: “with a 

forthrightness not advisable in a beginner, I criticized the superseded positions, and this 

was apparently too much for Schmaus, especially since it was unthinkable to him that I 

could have worked on a medieval theme without entrusting myself to his direction.”95 

Nor does it support the observation make by Yves Congar as they collectively worked 

during the fourth session of the Second Vatican Council on the decree, Ad Gentes, on the 

Mission Activity of the Church that had been rejected during the third session the 

previous year. Elio Guerriero notes that the understanding between the two theologians 

was excellent and then provides a wonderfully caustic quotation from the journal that 

Conger kept during the Council. The Dominican friar observed: “Fr. A. Seumois really is 

an ass….Mgr. Yago says nothing and appears to be very bored; Mgr Perrin scarcely 

follows what is going on and is no help; Mgr Cavallera agrees; Mgr D’Souza says 

nothing….Fortunately, Ratzinger is there. He is modest, disinterested, a great help.”96 

Furthermore, Lieven Boeve in his introductory chapter writes that Ratzinger’s 

“experiences with the 1968 student generation seemed to have shocked him. These 

students were reading the works of Herbert Marcuse, Theodor Adorno, and other neo-

Marxists. Ratzinger was particularly disturbed by the student riots of 1968 and the 
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associated wave of anti-authoritarian feelings.”97 This is not to suggest that they do not 

see consistency in Ratzinger, they most certainly do, and they support the claim by 

looking to Michael Fahey to illustrate their point that “a perusal of the writings of Joseph 

Ratzinger demonstrates this one characteristic, above all else: ‘His thought shows an 

amazing consistency. The emergence of cautious writing in recent years is not based on 

some new dramatic conversion but is the logical conclusion of years of reflection.’”98 

While acknowledging consistency, they also point to youthful inexperience and deference 

to the progressive heavyweights as well as to the events of 1968 that they asserted shape 

the hue of Ratzinger’s theological thought.  

The second way, and again not all inclusive or without various shades and 

undertones, is to view Ratzinger’s thought via the theological pedigree and sources that 

were fundamental to his development as a theologian. Unsurprisingly, Augustine, the 

early Church Fathers, Bonaventure, and the modern theologians such as Henri de Lubac 

and Hans Urs von Balthasar loom large, and this is largely the position put forward by 

Tracey Rowland. Her analysis flows from the three main theological currents that she 

identifies by both their stance on the theological question of the relationship between 

nature and grace and what each viewed to be the most significant problems confronting 

the Church on the eve of the Council. Broadly considered, Rowland classifies the three 

intellectual groupings along the following lines: Neo-Thomist (second and third 

generation Thomists) whose perhaps greatest leader was Réginald Garrigou-Lagrange 

OP, who was a professor of Dogmatic and Spiritual Theology at the Angelicum from 

1909 to 1959 and had Karol Wojtyla as a student; The French Ressourcement scholars 
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represented by Henri de Lubac and Jean Daniélou; and, the German and Belgium 

Transcendental Thomists (because of their close tie to Kant’s transcendental idealism), 

most directly represented by Karl Rahner.99  

The neo-Thomists were strongly predisposed to Counter-Reformation theologians 

such as Cajetan, Suárez, and Bellarmine whose particular interpretation and use of 

Thomist thought strayed from that of the Angelic Doctor. From them, the neo-Thomists 

developed “a tendency to present the teaching of St. Thomas in a simplified propositional 

format suitable for rote learning but not conducive to serious scholarship.”100 This was 

precisely the view Ratzinger expressed about Professor Wilmsen at the seminary in 

Freising. In a letter to de Lubac, Etienne Gilson referred to the scholarship of the Leonine 

era as a “‘brew of watered-down philosophia aristotelico-thomistica concocted to give 

off a vague deism fit only for the use of right-thinking candidates for high-school 

diplomas and arts degrees’ and he described the works of Cajetan as ‘in every respect the 

consummate example of a corruptorium Thomae.’”101 Rowland notes that the primarily 

French Ressourcement scholars, who had returned to the early Church fathers, led the 

fight against the neo-Thomists. “They argued that the Thomist which has flourished since 

the publication of Aeterni Patris not only represented a distortion of classical Thomism,” 

she stresses, “but it had unwittingly fostered the secularization of western culture with its 

‘two-tiered’ theory of the relationship between nature and grace.”102 The two-tiered 

approach was popular in ecumenical circles as a bridge between Liberal Protestantism 

 
99 Tracey Rowland, Ratzinger’s Faith: The Theology of Pope Benedict XVI (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2008), 18. 
100 Rowland, 19. 
101 Rowland, 19. 
102 Rowland, 20. The emphasis is mine. 



 182 

and Catholicism. This slowly resulted in the concept of pure-nature finding a common 

ground among Protestants and some Catholics but the “more socially contentious 

supernatural beliefs and aspirations of Catholics could be relegated to the privacy of the 

individual soul.”103 She quotes Henri de Lubac, who was on a lecture tour in the United 

States in 1968, “concluding that the cumulative effect of this strategy and this 

construction of the nature and grace relationship was ‘a total secularization that would 

banish God not only from social life but from culture and even from the relationships of 

private life.’”104 Finally, the Transcendental Thomists fell in between the first two 

groups, they agreed with the criticism of the Counter-Reformation Thomists, especially 

Cajetan, but disagreed with their assessment of the relationship between nature and grace. 

According to Rowland, for Rahner, who started his academic career as a Kantian 

philosopher, nature is connected to grace through a “supernatural existential,” a 

theological a priori in our cognition. As Rowland describes Rahner’s position, “with this 

method the difference between being and existence is played down in such a way that 

historical and social experiences and even the events of salvation history simply make 

explicit something that was already present in the beginning.”105 Rowland concludes by 

asserting that from a strategic perspective the party that lost the most at the Council were 

the neo-Thomists, who were “defeated by a loose alliance of the Ressourcement types 

and the Transcendental Thomists.”106 And, this too as we will see below, was a 

temporary alliance that did not make it out of the 1960s. 
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Returning to Ratzinger’s theology, he is highly influenced by the centrality of 

Christological thought in theology and in the singular historical event of the Incarnation as well 

the absolutely rational notion of Christian Revelation through the Logos. He argues that the 

Logos is at the very heart of Christian faith in God. “The God who is logos guarantees the 

intelligibility of the world, the intelligibility of our existence, the aptitude of reason to know God 

and the reasonableness of God, even though his understanding infinitely surpasses ours and to us 

may so often appear to be darkness,” he avows.107 I am hard-pressed to find a better one sentence 

statement of what underlies Ratzinger’s theology. Clearly then, he was less influenced by 

progressive and conservative typologies, or by certain historical or cultural events in the 

twentieth century, although he will write about their consequences with an unprecedented 

prescience for what they foretold about the durability of human dignity and freedom. As 

previously mentioned, and will be discussed in detail in chapter six, he expressed his notion 

regarding a threat to this durability to Jürgen Habermas in their 2004 debate on the pre-political 

moral foundation of the free state as stemming from pathologies of reason and the pathologies in 

religion. He asserted that ameliorating these two pathologies require faith to be purified by 

reason, and reason must be constantly “warned to keep within its proper limits, and it must learn 

a willingness to listen to the great religious traditions of mankind.”108 Returning to Rowland, she 

concludes with the following keen observation regarding Ratzinger’s theology: 

It is important to understand the broad intellectual contours and fault lines of the 
groups outlined in order to have any capacity to situate his theological positions 
within the contemporary theological landscape. If, for example, one’s theological 
stance is that of a Leonine or Neo-Thomist, Ratzinger was and remains a radical, 
but if one is more of a Rahnerian type, he looks decidedly conservative, even 
reactionary. If one is a Biblical Thomist he is a sympathetic ally…. His mission 
above all, is, in Komonchak’s words, to “present the Christian vision in its synthetic 
totality as a comprehensive structure of meaning.” To do this he needs to know 
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where the tradition got derailed and the causes of the “transmission failure” in the 
presentation of the vision to the post-conciliar generation.109 

 
For the remaining chapters of this thesis, Ratzinger’s theological writings, speeches, 

homilies, and interviews will have a primacy of purpose for establishing the foundation for 

discursive, dialogical communities to function in the public square, and thereby advance human 

dignity and authentic freedom. It will, therefore, be useful to provide some transitioning remarks 

about his writings. There are numerous ways to breakdown and categorize Ratzinger’s career and 

thus situate his written work, but the most direct and simple approach is to highlight the role he 

was playing at the time within the academy or in the Church. So, I view his early period to span 

from his ordination to the priesthood through his time teaching in the Universities, the second 

period covers his tenure both as the bishop of Munich – Freisings and as the Prefect of the 

Congregation of the Doctrine of Faith, and his third period runs from the time he occupied the 

Chair of Peter and following his resignation through his time as Pope Emeritus.  

 His early writing unsurprisingly dealt primarily with fundamental and dogmatic 

theology. His work on Augustine and Bonaventure forms the foundation for his early writings as 

did his initial lectures on these topics. Clearly the events of the Second Vatican Council were 

enormously influential on his development as a theologian. The work Ratzinger did as a peritus 

for Cardinal Frings had a forceful intellectual influence as seen in how quickly he compiled the 

Theological Highlights of Vatican II, based on the four separate booklets he wrote following 

each of the four Council sessions. He notes that the book is an account of a personal and spiritual 

journey. Early in the process of interpreting the Council, Ratzinger stresses that the documents 

are not a body of intellectual teachings or pragmatic and technical directives, but rather they are 
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“productive of a spiritual process.” He straightforwardly warns: “We would misunderstand the 

Council’s teaching were we to take it as a sudden switchover, a sudden shift from ‘conservative’ 

to ‘progressivism’ in the Church. Ultimately the Council sought simply to do at the present time 

what the Church’s proclamation is supposed to do at all times: to lead the way on the journey of 

faith.”110 As an aside, if Ratzinger considered himself to be a “progressive” at the Council, it is 

strange, to say the least, that in 1966, for him to emphasize that what occurred at the Council 

should not be viewed as a shift from a conservative to a progressive program. Three other books 

that must be mentioned during this period include Introduction to Christianity that came out in 

1968 and is arguably his most important book, especially if measured by popular reception as it 

has been translated into nineteen languages and was read with great interest by Karol Wojtyla 

when it first came out. Principles of Catholic Theology is a major work from his early period, 

and it consists of a collection of articles from the late 1960s to the late 1970s that addressed 

Catholic view of the formal principles of Christianity, ecumenical discussions, and theological 

methodologies. And, lastly his 1977 book Eschatology: Death and Eternal Life (which was 

translated into English in 1988) is what Ratzinger personally thought to be his most significant 

book within his entire oeuvre. 

As bishop of Munich – Freising, Ratzinger gave numerous homilies, wrote a number of 

pastoral letters, and made key interventions, significant among them was his homily and 

intervention on the Eucharist in 1978 where he opposed the theory that the Church went beyond 

Jesus’ intent when it turned the Eucharist from a fraternal meal into a sacred action. In the same 

homily he came down on the side of acceptance and tolerance for those who wanted to receive 

the Eucharist in the hand and not on the tongue. Although he said that the latter was preferable, 
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both were justifiable historically and theologically.111 He also spoke out on marriage and the 

family noting both human dignity and authentic freedom were represented by the marriage vows 

and conjugal fidelity; the need for prayer in the family was also a consistent theme in his 

preaching stressing that a family that prayed together was far more stable and durable; and 

finally on the defense of life he spoke out about the need for the churches in the diocese of 

Munich – Freising to reach out to pregnant women in need and to provide shelter for them and 

their babies. Every abortion he declared is an enormous challenge to Christians.112   

Upon assuming the duties of the Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, 

Ratzinger had to separate his individual theological interests and writings from that of the 

Congregation, no mean feat. A good example of this was following the Congregation’s 

publication of Dominus Iesus, Ratzinger wrote Truth and Tolerance to quell the firestorm the 

Dominus Iesus unleashed both within the Protestant denominations and within Roman Catholic 

circles was well. Vincent Twomey, a former doctoral student of Ratzinger, notes that Ratzinger 

was increasingly concerned from the Council onward about the “way theological debates had 

moved quite dramatically out of the university seminar into the media, which, to put it mildly, 

has never been the most ideal forum for theological debate.”113 This was clearly the case with 

Dominus Iesus. During this period, Ratzinger’s views were also influenced by his desire to 

address the growing secularism he observed around him and a related weakness of confidence in 

Christian and Catholic values. A particularly noteworthy collection of essays with these themes 

in mind is contained in Church, Ecumenism, and Politics. During this period, he also focused his 

attention, as Twomey observes, on “the question of the role of Christianity in a modern pluralist 
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democracy and the breakdown of society in Europe as it collapses into the black hole created by 

the denial of the Absolute in public life.”114 In this regard, Ratzinger was prolific as a religious 

educator and a public intellectual, he wrote numerous works such as A Turning Point for 

Europe?, On Conscience, and Europe: Today and Tomorrow, and presented a number of 

addresses to academies, political institutions, and general audiences. During the period, he 

collaborated with John Paul II on his encyclicals, and for our purposes Fides et Ratio and 

Veritatis Splendor will have a prominent role. Combined with these works are several interviews 

that Ratzinger gave and most notable here are the ones with Peter Seewald, Salt of the Earth and 

God and the World, and an earlier interview given to Vitterio Messori that became the well-

known, if not somewhat controversial, Ratzinger Report.  

Finally, turning to the third period, Pope Benedict XVI wrote three encyclicals God is 

Love, Saved in Hope, and Charity in Truth. As in any pontificate, encyclicals hold a central place 

among the pope’s numerous correspondence, homilies, addresses, and audiences. Significantly, 

for his Wednesday audience, Pope Benedict over the years gave a series of talks on the Apostles, 

the early Church fathers, the Doctors of the Church, and other saints and theologians. This body 

of work prompted his former student, Twomey, to reflect that “his podium was the pulpit, and 

his sermons and spiritual reflections are in the tradition of the great Fathers of the Church who 

forged their theology in answers to the needs of their flock. His theological concerns were often 

dictated by current developments in politics and society in general but in particular by the 

pervasive moral relativism that undermines human well-being and erodes human 

communities.”115 And, from this same pastoral perspective, George Weigel puts forward that 

“Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI was arguably the greatest papal homilist since Pope St. Gregory 
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the Great in the sixth century.”116 No small or gratuitous phrase from the man who produced the 

best English language biography of John Paul II and who is keenly aware of the multitude of 

cultural, political, and religious challenges that Pope Benedict struggled to address and 

overcome.  

So, this was largely the state of Western thought as these two men, Wojtyla and 

Ratzinger, embarked upon their journey to Rome to participate in the Second Vatican Council. 

The council’s ultimate purpose was to throw open the windows of the Church, which had been 

largely closed to modernity, and to enter into dialogue with the modern world. It is to many of 

these challenges that I will now direct our attention in the remaining chapters. But, before doing 

so, it is useful to end with one more accolade to set the stage for what is to follow. Peter Seewald 

in his forward to Salt of the Earth makes the following observation about Ratzinger and it is a 

very appropriate conclusion for this chapter:  

Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger is considered, especially in his homeland, a combative but also 
controversial churchman. However, many of his early analyses and assessments have 
proved true, often in detail. And few people are more painfully aware of the losses and 
drama of the Church than this shrewd man of simple background from rural Bavaria.117 

 
116 George Weigel, “Transforming Quarantine Into Retreat,” Ethics & Public Policy Center (blog), April 1, 2020, 
https://eppc.org/publications/transforming-quarantine-into-retreat/. 
117 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, Salt of the Earth: Christianity and the Catholic Church at the End of the Millennium 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1997), 8. 
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CHAPTER 5: FAITH AND REASON IN THE MODERN AGE—THE THREAT TO 
HUMAN DIGNITY? 

 
 
Introduction 
 

As noted in the introduction to the previous chapter, both chapters are concerned with the 

relationship between faith and reason—the previous focused on the relationship during medieval 

times and this one is intended to provide an exposition of faith and reason historically situated in 

the modern age. My attention on faith and reason in the modern age starts with Second Vatican 

Council’s response to a culture that had evolved to privilege empirical, scientific knowledge as 

the sole source of human knowledge and understanding. This returns us to the vital role religion 

has as a cultural educator par excellence. I will examine two Vatican II documents—Dei 

Verbum, the Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation and Gaudium et spes, the Pastoral 

Constitution on the Church in the Modern World—and addresses how they articulate a possible 

path for religion to provide a crucial role as a cultural educator in modern times. In essence, what 

concerns us about these two documents, and the council in general, is the manner in which they 

can both demonstrate how religion contributes to dialogue and how religion advances communal 

deliberation necessary to render judgment using practical wisdom. As George Weigel 

appropriately observes, the Council and the resulting documents would turn from the “logical 

propositions and citations of ecclesiastical authority” and open up “to a more conversational 

tone, one in which the Church would make respectful proposals to the ‘modern world’ aimed at 

eliciting a dialogical response from rapidly secularizing societies and cultures.”1 At this point, 

we are returning to Joseph Ratzinger as a guide for the exposition of the documents and 

discussion of the thoughts behind them. The next line of argument in the chapter is to 

 
1 Weigel, The Irony of Modern Catholic History, 157. 



 190 

concentrate on John Paul II’s highly reasoned and lucid encyclical Fides et Ratio that he wrote in 

1998 and promulgated the same year on the Feast of the Triumph of the Cross on September 

14th. What is of interest here is how the pope provides insight for protecting human dignity 

within a legitimate plurality of positions through reasoned discourse. Thirdly, we return to 

Wolfhart Pannenberg to examine his notion of the relationship between faith and reason from a 

Protestant perspective and one that was written almost thirty-years before the encyclical. The 

convergence of thought is not exact, but the themes he presents certainly opens the aperture for 

effective dialogue. Finally, I will close with an explication of what have become informally 

known as Benedict XVI’s September addresses. These are a series of speeches and lectures that 

he gave over the course of his pontificate to political and cultural institutions in a number of 

European countries during the month of September—the most famous of which is the 

Regensburg lecture that “initiated” the addresses, which was given on September 12, 2006. 

Again, all of this will be done with a keen eye on continuing to explore the question of how the 

relationship between faith and reason furthers the fostering of, and, perhaps even of more 

fundamental importance, the defense of, human dignity and authentic freedom that are ultimately 

worked out in dialogical, discursive communities. Here, the Second Vatican Council provides an 

noteworthy case study both as a historical example of how a dialogical community works and of 

how a religious voice addresses the role of history (tradition) in the process of cultural change. It 

is to this topic that I now focus our attention. 
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The Second Vatican Council 
 

On October 11, 1962, after three years of preparatory work, the Second Vatican Council 

opened with the procession of over 2,500 fully vested prelates into St. Peter’s Basilica which 

ended an hour later with the arrival of the pope being carried on the famed sedia gestatoria. At 

the main altar of St. Peter’s, above the remains of the apostle and under the bronze canopy made 

by Bernini, John XXIII descended from the sedia and kissed the altar while all were singing 

“Veni, Creator Spiritus, Come Holy Spirit. In his opening speech, Gaudet Mater Ecclesia, 

Mother Church Rejoices, the pope “distanced himself, and therefore the council, from a scolding 

and suspicious approach to ‘the world,” as John O’Malley asserts.2 The pope declared that 

throughout the ages when ecumenical councils had convened united in Christ, they “radiated in 

every direction the light of truth, directing on the right track the lives of individuals, the home 

life and society, arouse and strengthen the spiritual energies, [and] permanently raise the spirits 

to real and everlasting goodness.”3 The principal goal of the Council was to protect and to teach 

more efficaciously Christian doctrine. The pope, a former diplomat and scholar of the great 

counter-reformation theologian Charles Borromeo, was calling on the Church to go beyond the 

defensiveness of the counter-reformation and to once again be the religious cultural educator par 

excellence.4 John XXIII asserted that the Church needs to be responsive to the present-day world 

and “open up new avenues to the Catholic apostolate,” while never distracting “your eyes from 

the sacred patrimony of truth received by the ancients.”5 He emphasized that the Church was 

“not indifferent to those wonderful discoveries of human ingenuity and progress of ideas,” but, 

 
2 John W. O’Malley, What Happened at Vatican II (Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 
2008), 95. 
3 John XXIII, “Solemn Opening of the Second Vatican Council,” October 11, 1962, para. 2.6, 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-xxiii/it/speeches/1962/documents/hf_j-xxiii_spe_19621011_opening-council.html. 
4 Weigel, The Irony of Modern Catholic History, 139. 
5 John XXIII, “Solemn Opening of the Second Vatican Council,” para. 5.5-6. 
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echoing Augustine and Aquinas, he averred that the Church must exhort unceasingly for 

mankind to first look toward God as “the source of all wisdom and all beauty,” and not to forget 

His firm command: “‘you shall worship the Lord your God and him only shall you serve,’ so that 

the fleeting fascination of visible things should not impede true progress.”6 The speech, as 

O’Malley notes, was written completely by the pope and he revised it numerous times, but after 

he delivered it the speech was subjected to significant interpretation, or more to the point, 

O’Malley dryly surmises “people heard what they wanted to hear.”7 He suggests that “in its 

understated way the speech was remarkable,” and he argues Pope John suggested in the speech 

that the council “should take a large view of its task, not limiting it simply to members of the 

Catholic Church.”8  

O’Malley’s observation that the council take a large view of its task is an important one 

because as we examine the council documents one of the critical considerations to address is 

how effective the Council fathers were in “listening” to the modern world and offering it 

proposals that remain true to Christian teaching and yet respond to the unique cultural challenges 

confronting the modern world. Ratzinger asserts that what stood out in all of the pomp and 

circumstance of the opening of the Council was precisely the address of Pope John XXIII “in 

which he disavowed all merely negative condemnations and asked instead that the Council apply 

the medicine of compassion.”9 More importantly, Ratzinger maintains that the Council fathers 

were “not to engage in scholastic disputation, arguing fine points of specific doctrines,” rather 

they were to focus their efforts on “a fundamental renewal of the universal Church, in living 

 
6 John XXIII, para. 5.6. 
7 O’Malley, What Happened at Vatican II, 94. 
8 O’Malley, 96. 
9 Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vatican II, 22. 



 193 

dialogue with the present time and its needs.”10 How the dogmatic and pastoral constitutions 

promote dialogue and debate is what interests us as we examine the notion of tradition in Dei 

Verbum, the foundation of human dignity discussed in Gaudium et spes, and finally how the 

Church and its members should enter into dialogue with non-Christians, atheists, and the other 

world religions which was also conveyed in Gaudium et spes. In essence, how the Council 

fathers strove to use both faith and reason within the construct of Sacred Scripture and Sacred 

tradition when determining the content of the documents, while ensuring that each maintained 

the distinct role of natural reason and divine revelation, is likewise an interest for examining 

these documents. Furthermore, Gadamer’s hermeneutics methodology and his notion of tradition 

and its role in interpreting and thus understanding, along with concepts of prejudices, authority, 

and judgment will be used during the discussion of Dei Verbum. With respect to Dei Verbum, 

almost 50-years after the close of the Council and on the verge of leaving his pontificate, 

Benedict XVI declared that even more hotly debated than the liturgy and the ecclesiastical 

constructs was “the problem of Revelation. At stake here was the relationship between Scripture 

and Tradition.”11 As seen in the discussion of Gadamer in chapter two, tradition marks the role of 

history as the necessary means by which one interprets the past life of the community and apply 

it to the present. This will become more evident in Ratzinger’s discussion of tradition below, but 

here he asserts that what emerged from this struggle was “a document which is one of the finest 

and most innovative of the entire Council, and still needs to be studied more deeply.”12 It is to 

this topic that we now turn. 

 
10 Ratzinger, 22. The emphasis is mine. 
11 Benedict XVI, “Meeting with the Parish Priests and the Clergy of the Rome Diocese,” February 14, 2013, 6–7, 
http://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/speeches/2013/february/documents/hf_ben-
xvi_spe_20130214_clero-roma.html. 
12 Benedict XVI, 7. 



 194 

  

The Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation 
 

The initial schemata for Dei Verbum was laid out as a response to the Modernist Crisis 

that arose at the beginning of the twentieth century. The crisis challenged the Church 

magisterium from both the perspective of using historical-critical methodology when interpreting 

Sacred Scripture and the challenge that this methodology presented when viewing Sacred 

tradition specifically and tradition, in general, which has been steadily breaking down and 

evolving over the last three centuries. The Church formulating a new response to the crisis was 

not a surprise to the bishops as their time in the seminary occurred at the height of the Church 

magisterium’s anti-modernist campaign. During this period, as Ratzinger appropriately observes, 

Alfred Loisy and George Tyrrel, the two most prominent figures in the crisis, “thought they 

could not save the faith without throwing away the inner core along with the expendable shell,” 

which he notes gave rise to Pius X’s immovable opposition to “the spirit of novelty which was 

stirring everywhere.”13 Novelty, in essence, is variable and discretionary at first, it is how one 

begins to understand and question. Think back to the discussion of Voegelin and his distinction 

between seemly and unseemly symbols in which the unseemly symbols lose their magic for 

penetrating the unseen order and consequently raise doubt about order itself. This leads to the 

need for change, which is therefore historically necessary and thus unavoidable. Important to our 

consideration is role of the religious voice as a cultural educator in addressing historically 

situated transcendent mystery transmitted in tradition in the process of cultural evolutionary 

change. In the case of the Modernist Crisis, Ratzinger suggests, that “much real wheat was lost 

along with the chaff,” and he continues by stressing that “this historical perspective helps 
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explain, then, that secret fear and mistrust of any theological expression of modern historical and 

philosophical thought.”14  

Ratzinger asserts that despite the bishops coming to the Council with these very same 

anti-modernist sentiments, everything had changed for them during the beginning of the opening 

session. Firstly, he contends the bishops had “discovered themselves as an episcopate, with their 

own powers and their own collective responsibility.”15 In essence, they formed themselves into a 

dialogical, discursive community in which the members offered their own views while there was 

the collective responsibility to achieve consensus in how to express theological concepts that did 

not deviate from Church doctrine, and yet expressing them in a new manner that is genuinely 

relevant and responsive to the authentic human needs of the present age. Both voices, religious 

traditions and societal needs are authoritative, and these authorities must be mediated 

dialogically and deliberatively. When forming these discursive communities, it enables truth to 

emerge from the dialogical interpretations that result in deliberate judgment. Secondly, the 

events surrounding the liturgy schema during which the bishops were able to substantially revise 

the preparatory schema of the Curia, enabling them to think in terms of a positive “Christian 

offensive,” and not maintain the fully negative “old pattern of anti-ism.” Ratzinger further notes, 

that “the words of Pope John’s opening speech now acquired meaning, became understandable. 

He had insisted that the Church was no longer to condemn but rather to dispense the medicine of 

compassion, that the Council was not to speak negatively but to present the faith in a new and 

positive way, and finally that the Council must refrain from pronouncing anathemas.”16 Lastly, 

and this is an important point moving forward in the discussion, Ratzinger asserts that “the 

 
14 Ratzinger, 41–42. 
15 Ratzinger, 42. 
16 Ratzinger, 42–43. 
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strongest initiatives came from the bishops of regions marked by religious pluralism, and thus in 

close contact with the problems of separated Christianity, as well as from bishops who, because 

of their direct confrontation with modern atheism, felt challenged to present the response of faith 

in a new way.”17  

The spirit of positive engagement and dialogue, avoiding condemnation and pronouncing 

anathemas, and the ability to work within pluralistic, multifaceted communities with varying 

convictions are fundamental characteristics necessary for an effective, well-ordered dialogical 

community in the modern world that is focused on the imperative to protect and promote human 

dignity. Recall Gadamer’s acute assertion that authority rests on the strength of the argument put 

forward and not on the individual or institution making it. Here the religious voice must 

recognize that its authority is both challenged and accepted by the authority of the voice of 

contemporary societal expression and thereby make its argument accordingly. Both the religious 

and the secular need to work to sustain human dignity amid significant historical evidence that 

human dignity is gravely under assault. In this regard, both John Paul II and Ratzinger thoughts 

and arguments often excelled over those of the secular voice, despite the fact that their opinions 

were more often ignored than directly responded to in open and honest dialogue. 

Returning to Vatican II, the environment established at the outset permitted the Council 

fathers to delve more deeply into the relationship between faith and reason, scripture and 

tradition, and the historical critical method of Biblical study and interpretation. They moved 

beyond using scripture as the means to prove dogmatic positions and rather looked toward 

Sacred Scripture as the means for the individual believer, under the guidance of the Magisterium, 

to hear the words of God and to let those words penetrate into the depths of one’s heart. In the 
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second article of Dei Verbum, the council elaborates this notion where the “invisible God out of 

the abundance of His love speaks to men as friends and lives among them,” and as a 

consequence revelation is realized by both deeds and words: “the deeds wrought by God in the 

history of salvation manifest and confirm the teaching and realities signified by the words, while 

the words proclaim the needs and clarify the mystery contained in them. By this revelation then, 

the deepest truth about God and the salvation of man shines out for our sake in Christ, who is 

both the mediator and the fullness of all revelation.”18 We will consider this notion of words and 

needs more fully when I discuss Ratzinger’s concept of Logos below. But, for our purposes here, 

there is the need for the religious voice to interpret anew secular history and elucidate it in light 

of salvific history.  In Ratzinger’s theological work on Bonaventure, the central issue was “the 

relationship of scripture to tradition and the way in which faith is related to history.”19 Ratzinger 

succinctly summarizes: 

The real question behind the discussion could be put this way: Was the intellectual 
position of ‘anti-modernism’—the old policy of exclusiveness, condemnation and 
defense leading to an almost neurotic denial of all that was new—to be continued? 
Or would the Church, after it had taken all the necessary precautions to protect the 
faith, turn over a new leaf and move on into a new and positive encounter with its 
own origins, with its brothers and with the world of today?20 

The focus of Ratzinger’s Habilitationsschrift was the relation between history, Divine 

Revelation and, consequently, tradition. Drawing on his work on Bonaventure, Ratzinger 

maintains that revelation is not static, not metaphysical, but integrally related to God’s 

interventions with the chosen people of Israel and culminating with the entrance of Jesus into 

human history and with his Passion, Death, Resurrection, Ascension into heaven. Critically, as 

 
18 “Dei Verbum,” para. 2, accessed July 19, 2020, 
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verbum_en.html. 
19 Ratzinger, Theological Highlights of Vatican II, 43. 
20 Ratzinger, 44. 
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Guerriero notes, for Ratzinger “the revelatory event is prior to the text of Sacred Scripture, which 

in any case must be read in light of Jesus’ Resurrection and in communion with the Christian 

community to which Jesus himself entrusts his Eucharistic body and his written revelation as a 

living deposit to be preserved and handed down over the generations.”21 The revelatory event is 

personal. It starts with the Triune God and Christ, who is both the mediator and the fullness of all 

revelation, as the Council fathers declared. The Magisterium, through the Holy Spirit, arrives at 

dogma discovered over the centuries using faith and reason, so there is always room for greater 

insight both through the work of the Magisterium assisted by theologians as well as in the lives 

and teachings of the saints, all of whom interpret de novo in response to the evolving 

“revelation” of the history of human need and the voice of the “poor” who yearn for dignity. The 

“truth” of revelation neither changes nor remains statically unchanged, it evolves historically as 

will be discussed in Pannenberg’s notion of the provisionality of truth. Greater insight occurs 

through interpretation within the construct of Sacred tradition that the Council fathers 

emphasized in Dei Verbum:  

The words of the holy fathers witness to the presence of this living tradition, whose 
wealth is poured into the practice and life of the believing and praying Church. 
Through the same tradition the Church’s full canon of the sacred books is known, 
and the sacred writings themselves are more profoundly understood and 
unceasingly made active in her; and thus God, who spoke of old, uninterruptedly 
converses with the bride of His beloved Son; and the Holy Spirit, through whom 
the living voice of the Gospel resounds in the Church, and through her, in the world, 
leads unto all truth those who believe and makes the word of Christ dwell 
abundantly in them.22  

In this regard there are two characteristics of tradition: one that provides the full canon of the 

sacred books and the other that of the interpretation of the canon by the Magisterium. Article Ten 

begins by asserting that “Sacred tradition and Sacred Scripture form one sacred deposit of the 
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word of God,” but it goes on to declare that the task of “authentically interpreting the word of 

God, whether written down or handed on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living teaching 

office of the Church, whose authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.”23  

This claim of exclusivity as a teaching authority within Christianity places an enormous 

responsibility upon the magisterium of the Church, a responsibility fully recognized, if not all 

together successfully conveyed, by John Paul II and Ratzinger. Yet, claims of exclusivity need 

not, nor should not, impede dialogue, whether it is the Church claiming exclusivity as a teaching 

authority within Christianity, or when the secular world claims its exclusivity to banish religion 

from the public square and to relegate reasoned faith to the private realm of the individual 

believer. The magisterium must make its argument in such a manner that the argument’s 

reception is due to individuals acknowledging it as an authoritative proposal for ordering one’s 

life and orienting that life to its ultimate end. The same requirement holds true for the secular 

institutions who must likewise make authoritative arguments regarding the proper ordering of 

society and the means by which they too will protect and defend human dignity and authentic 

freedom. As Gadamer has repeatedly emphasized, the authority is not conveyed by who is 

making the argument, but rather by the reasoned strength of the argument. That is what grants an 

argument its authority. The privileged truth of the Church’s teaching is that human dignity is 

impossible without transcendence. Here lies the important and valuable contribution of the 

magisterium for protecting and promoting authentic human dignity. There have been few other 

human institutions in the modern times now under consideration, that despite all of its failings, 

has done more to put forward a reasoned argument that the principal responsibility of the human 

community is to protect as an absolute value the innate dignity of all human beings. Nothing 
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more fundamentally threatens, and in actuality annihilates, the notion of human dignity than to 

argue that it is legitimate to withhold human dignity from a certain class of human beings simply 

because they are too poor, unintelligent, unimportant, or too weak, and, thus, conclude that these 

human beings have no essential and basic value to the human community. That notion is inimical 

to the very concept of human dignity because who gets to make the distinction between which 

human beings fall inside the human community and which ones fall out of it? The enlightened 

majority or the despotic minority? Making that distinction falls well outside the legitimate 

purview of a dialogical, or any other type, of human community. It absolutely transcends the 

human community and if any such judgments are made, it can only be based upon raw power 

unjustly usurped by the human community. The allegorical story of the Garden of Eden and the 

notion that it is left to God alone to make the distinction between good and evil is perhaps the 

most essential teaching role religion can play as a cultural educator par excellence. Hence, it is in 

this threefold aspect, Sacred Scripture, tradition, and authority, that the magisterium grounds its 

view of human dignity in its dialogue with the secular world. The Council fathers thus conclude: 

“It is clear, therefore, that sacred tradition, Sacred Scripture and the teaching authority of the 

Church, in accord with God's most wise design, are so linked and joined together that one cannot 

stand without the others, and that all together and each in its own way under the action of the one 

Holy Spirit contribute effectively to the salvation of souls.”24 Offering proposals for the salvation 

of souls is foundational to the contribution that all religions, and especially the Christian religion, 

make when assisting the human community as a cultural educator par excellence. 

Francis Martin appropriately notes, however, that “many Protestant commentators 

correctly point out that Dei Verbum did not directly address the problem of correcting tradition 
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itself, though the council’s very documents reformed or laid the foundation for the reform of 

many aspects of Church life that required change.”25 As Hans-Georg Gadamer has exhaustively 

demonstrated in Truth and Method tradition exerts an enormous influence on interpretation and 

the understanding that emanates from interpretation involves both prejudices, authority, and, 

importantly, judgment. Recall with respect to prejudices, Gadamer asserts:  

The recognition that all understanding inevitably involves some prejudice gives the 
hermeneutical problem its real thrust. In light of this insight it appears that 
historicism, despite its critique of rationalism and of natural law philosophy, is 
based on the modern Enlightenment and unwittingly shares it prejudices. And there 
is one prejudice of the Enlightenment that defines its essence: the fundamental 
prejudice of the Enlightenment is the prejudice against prejudice itself, which 
denies tradition its power.”26  

It is extremely important to note that tradition is not to be accepted on face value. In the Problem 

of Historical Consciousness, Gadamer stresses that “it is a grave misunderstanding to assume 

that emphasis on the essential factor of tradition which enters into all understanding implies an 

uncritical acceptance of tradition and sociopolitical conservatism…..In truth the confrontation of 

our historic tradition is always a critical challenge of this tradition.”27 In fact, Gadamer claims 

that this confrontation is fundamental to every human experience. This notion is in complete 

conformity with Ratzinger’s view on the role, the importance, and the paradox of tradition in 

humanity. He maintains: 

If we attempt to analyze even more precisely the exact nature of history, we might 
say that the human element—intellect—manifests itself in the transcendence of 
time, of the moment; intellect is basically memory—a context that fosters unity 
beyond the limits of the present moment. We have arrived now at a chain of related 
concepts, the articulation of which we may describe as follows: it is as memory that 
the intellect proves itself qua intellect; memory generates tradition; tradition 
realizes itself in history; as the already existing context of humanity, history makes 

 
25 Matthew L. Lamb and Matthew Levering, eds., Vatican II: Renewal within Tradition (Oxford ; New York: Oxford 
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26 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 283. 
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humanity possible—for without the necessarily transtemporal relationship of 
person to person, humanity cannot be awakened to itself, cannot express itself.28 

Ratzinger asserts that without memory, intellect would be meaningless, and tradition would be 

impossible, and, consequently, there could be no history. Memory, tradition, and history are the 

foundation blocks of the human community along with communication. He declares that “the 

human spirit creates history; history conditions human existence.”29 Thus, as we saw with 

Gadamer, history includes both the event and the interpretation of the event (tradition) and when 

taken together they form the hermeneutic circle. The most distinctive characteristic of tradition is 

the realization that what is significant for one in the present is considered equally important for 

the generations that follow and thus what is discovered today must be transmitted into the future. 

Ratzinger avows: “We now come to a further point. Tradition, which is by nature the foundation 

of man’s humanness, is everywhere mingled with those things that deprive him of his humanity. 

The basis of man’s humanness—tradition—is contaminated.”30 This contamination, he argues is 

the “seeds of antihumanism” and it is “the real tragedy of mankind.”31 In an argument similar in 

nature to what we heard Voegelin state earlier, Ratzinger defines primordial revelation and it 

being passed on in tradition as being contaminated by original sin. It is worth quoting him in his 

entirety because his reflection on tradition as a means of religion influencing culture is of 

significance:  

Primordial revelation would mean, then, that there occurred in the formation of 
subjects who would be the bearers of tradition primordial realities that were beyond 
the native understanding of any individual but were open to the new revelations 
experienced in obedience by the great patriarchs, by those great ones who kept 
themselves open to transcendence and assured its acceptance. On the other hand, it 
would mean also the possibility of a fall, of infidelity, of pride. And original sin, 
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then, would mean this: the humanum is rooted in tradition, to the beginning of which 
there belongs, above all, the ability to hear the Other (whom we call God). We must 
add, however, that, from the start, not only this ability to hear and this actual hearing 
but also sin were constitutive in the formation of subjects in whom tradition would 
inhere—a kind of formation that is itself constitutive of mankind per se.32 

This formation that is itself constitutive of mankind per se is also the result of the necessary 

ambiguity of freedom—man is free to choose good or evil, but man is not free to determine what 

in fact is good and evil. Ratzinger maintains that tradition is the precondition for man’s 

happiness and at the same time is the source of peril. Theologically, he suggests, it is essential to 

guard tradition from all the various traditions so that “we must not let ourselves be suffocated by 

the luxuriant growth of individual traditions but must be assiduous in cutting away what is 

accidental or temporary, in keeping it within the bounds of order to make room for what is really 

fundamental.”33 The pruning of individual traditions is a primary function of a society formed by 

a number of dialogical, discursive communities that strive to establish the values and virtues that 

the society will live by and order their culture to and, thereby, enable them to then pass these 

values and virtues on to future generations. Oftentimes this is accomplished in a completely 

unconscious manner by most of the members of the society, Ratzinger maintains, which is a 

detriment to the society. Conversely, he stresses that when this process is done with both a sense 

of humility for what must change within the tradition of the culture and with a fully conscious 

and engaged populace, the results are much more likely to be beneficial. This points back to 

novelty being discretionary and voluntary whereas change becomes a matter of historical 

necessity. Moreover, as we shall discuss below with respect to Gaudium et spes this pruning is 

central to the flourishing of authentic human dignity because it helps to protect what Gadamer 

refers to as “legitimate prejudices.” Recalling the discussion in chapter two, Gadamer writes:  
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Thus we can formulate the fundamental epistemological question for a truly 
historical hermeneutics as follows: what is the ground of the legitimacy of 
prejudices? What distinguishes legitimate prejudices from the countless others 
which it is the undeniable task of critical reason to overcome?34  

Gadamer’s question will be foundational to the discussion on the genuine search for truth, but it 

underlies the entire discussion of faith and reason and Sacred Scripture and Sacred tradition 

because of the convictions engendered in the individual must be discussed and evaluated among 

individuals and between groups within a society. From the perspective of a discursive, dialogical 

community convictions must be limited by authority in that, as Gadamer asserts, “the authority 

of a person is ultimately based not on the subjection and abdication of reason but on the act of 

acknowledgment and knowledge—the knowledge, namely, that the other is superior to oneself in 

judgment and insight and for this reason his judgment takes precedence—i.e., it has priority over 

one’s own.”35 We will continue to return to this significant notion of Gadamer’s but here it is 

important to note that where religion instills a sense of humility in the face of creative 

transcendence of the individual, the society at large benefits because dialogue and discourse in 

the quest for the truth are understood to be the ultimate objective, not the individual winning a 

sophist argument or debate. Crucially, humility in the face of mystery is inseparable from 

revelation, tradition, and the authority of the Other, Levinas’ Face, therefore their inseparability 

means that paradox, analogy, and responsibility for judgment is the “truth” of history. As 

Aquinas repeatedly stated: “The purpose of the study of philosophy is not to learn what others 

have thought, but to learn how the truth of things stand.”36  

Ratzinger points to the French Encyclopedists, whom he suggests through their thought 

paved the way to the French Revolution as their attack on tradition became more fundamental 
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and intense. This has continued and picked up pace in the age of technical reason, and Ratzinger 

asserts now the “idea of emancipation is understood today as the radical antithesis of the idea of 

tradition.”37 Moreover, he argues, “all previous value systems are to be unmasked; in his 

rationality, man becomes the creator not only of himself but also of a world constructed 

according to his own designs; he forms himself and reality anew in the unconditioned 

transparency of his own rationality.”38 This is a themes that Ratzinger will returned to frequently 

and with growing urgency as he examines the troubles of the modern world and offers solutions 

for ameliorating them. The “liberation” of man from that which he owes his own existence is 

most evident, Ratzinger claims: 

in the notion of the perfect dominion over life and death and in eliminating the 
distinction between man and woman: the goal of total emancipation seems to be 
reached when man can be propagated by technical means, when he is no longer 
dependent on the fortuitousness of bios but, bringing all hidden things to light, 
designs himself in a way of thinking that does not look backward but takes as its 
sole measure the needs and hopes of the future.”39  

In this regard, he argues, the Church has a vital role to play because it has only the saving 

tradition seen in the life of Christ who is the light of the world and consequently the Church is 

critical of all other traditions, “for it is from this perspective that the phenomenon known as 

‘original sin’—that is, the antihuman element in all traditions—makes itself known not just as a 

statistical but also as a fundamental fact.”40 In rather vivid portraiture, he declares: “Given this 

full-fledge space flight of the spirit, the Church must be, as it were, something of a ‘ground 

control,’ the seat of tradition, even though she is, properly and under other circumstances, the 

heavenly terminal that draws man from the closed world of his traditions and teaches him to be 
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self-critical.”41 In its role as a cultural educator, religion instills, strengthens, and at time reminds 

humanity of the significance of the mystery of transcendence and the need to use reason to 

approach it and faith to accept and acknowledge its unfathomable character; recalling the words 

of Aquinas’ knowledge of the seen and belief in the unseen. We will return to the concepts of 

tradition, authority, and prejudices along with notions of understanding and judgment as we 

explore ideas that enhance the genuine search for truth that must occur within dialogical, 

discursive communities.  

A related interest of the Council fathers when discussing and writing Dei Verbum was the 

notion of listening to God’s word as written in Sacred Scripture and not using it as a battering 

ram to score theological points against one’s opponent. This does not mean abandoning the 

search for truth in the words contained in the Bible, but as the Council fathers stress at the very 

outset of the document: “Hearing the word of God with reverence and proclaiming it with 

faith….”42 Hearing implies listening, a fundamental aspect of a dialogical community. As 

Ratzinger maintains with regard to Dei Verbum, “rather what was meant was positive care for the 

man of today who is not helped by condemnations and who has been told for too long what is 

false and what he may not do. Modern man really wishes to hear what is true. He has, indeed, not 

heard enough truth, enough of a positive message of faith for our own time, enough of what the 

faith has to say to our age.”43 This is central to Ratzinger’s notion of revelation, he holds that at 

its very foundation revelation is reasonable because Logos means both reason and word, which 

will be discussed in greater detail below. What is of important here is Ratzinger emphasizing that 

revelation requires a response, one of faith that is aided by reason, faith that must be proclaimed 
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and proposed to an increasingly unbelieving humanity. The evangelical aspect of this 

proclamation formed, as we will see, the foundation of the pontificates of John Paul II and 

Benedict XVI. Early in the pontificate of John Paul, shortly after assuming the role of the Prefect 

of the Congregation for the Doctrine of Faith, Ratzinger stresses: “a Church that is nothing but a 

manager is nothing at all; she is no longer tradition, and, in an intellect that knows no tradition, 

she becomes a pure nothingness, a monster of meaninglessness.”44 This requires the Church to be 

both pastoral and ecumenical and this too was a central theme for both men. Ratzinger asserts 

that pastoral should mean “speaking the language of scripture, of the early Church Fathers, and 

of contemporary man,” while ecumenical “must not mean concealing the truth so as not to 

displease other. What is true must be said openly and without concealment; full truth is part of 

full love.”45 Ultimately, what is true cannot be said or proclaimed in so far as it remains 

mysterious, paradoxical, and historical. So, what does the Church proclaim as true? Jesus Christ 

crucified, died, buried, and resurrected, and such truth as a word can only be inculturated, never 

simply said, and thus it can only be “taught” by the dialogical encounter of the person who 

speaks to one another by the way they live, participate in a community, and make choices which 

embody respect for authentic human dignity. 

Regarding the notion of ecumenical, Ratzinger stresses, it means giving full attention and 

respect to the truth another holds and a Christian concern when those truths come to light 

through dialogue as differing or being in error. As Tracy Rowland notes Ratzinger’s 

“understanding of Revelation gives priority to the dialogue which takes place between God and 

the human person and in turn which feeds into the Trinitarian anthropology of Gaudium et spes, 
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of which Ratzinger strongly approved.”46 More broadly, as George Weigel observes, in “Dei 

Verbum, Vatican II said to intellectual modernity, and to that ‘turn to the subject’ that began with 

Descartes, ‘Yes, we agree’—but we are going to propose a nobler, grander vision of human 

nature and human destiny than you have offered. That proclamation, which is based on God’s 

self-revelation in Christ, is what we, the Church, exist for.”47 It is to this Trinitarian anthropology 

witnessed most clearly in the Incarnation, Passion, Resurrection, and Ascension of Jesus Christ 

that the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World argues is the source of 

authentic human dignity. In one of the most quoted passages of the constitution, the Council 

fathers declare the “truth is that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of 

man take on light….Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father and 

His love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear.”48 It is to 

Gaudium et spes and its discussion of human dignity and dialogue that we now turn our 

attention.  

 
The Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World 
 

Gaudium et spes is an important document because it grounds human dignity more 

deeply than secular humanism by its claim that human dignity is ultimately grounded as a gift to 

humans because we are created in the likeness and image of God and it opens up paths for 

dialogue among Christians and between believers and non-believers. The constitution consists of 

three parts: an introduction that briefly examines the situation of men in the modern world at the 

time of the Council; Part I on the Church and man’s calling and here is where the Council fathers 

discuss the foundations of human dignity and the dialogical nature of both Christianity and the 
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human community; and lastly, Part II in which the Council specifically addresses problems they 

see in the modern world that requires an urgent response. Part I, then, is the most important as it 

sheds light on our discussion of faith and reason and the grounding of human dignity 

proximately in reason and more fundamentally in faith. Given the debate over the Council 

documents in general and the understanding of Gaudium et spes specifically, some introductory 

remarks on the constitution will help set the context for the discussion of human dignity and 

dialogue. 

Weigel contends that when one examines Gaudium et spes from the lens of the early 

twenty-first century it suffers “from what seems to have been an acute case of historical myopia 

and the Council fathers failed to anticipate, much less describe, the end of late modernity and the 

rise of postmodernity that followed the flashpoint of ‘1968.’” 49 He does note that the 

Constitution was on target and prescient on one fundamental point; namely, he very fittingly 

claims that “in both the late modern world of Vatican II and the postmodern world of today, the 

anthropological question—the question of the nature and destiny of the human person—was, and 

would be, fundamental to the human future.”50 Moreover, as J. Brain Benestad suggests, the 

Council fathers “did not show sufficient awareness of the tension between Catholic tradition and 

the modern philosophy, which exercises a strong influence in the contemporary era. For 

example, it had nothing to say about moral relativism, the invocation of rights for bad ends, or 

the growing influence of historicism.”51 Finally, as Benedict XVI notes in his Christmas address 

to the Roman Curia in 2005, the Council fathers had “underestimated the perilous frailty of 

human nature which has been a threat to human progress in all the periods of history and in every 
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historical constellation. These dangers, with the new possibilities and new power of man over 

matter and over himself, did not disappear but instead acquired new dimensions: a look at the 

present day shows this clearly.”52 In other words as Weigel concludes, all of this is to suggest 

that: “Gaudium et Spes gave the Church few hints that a new Gnosticism, teaching the radical 

plasticity of human nature, was about to hit the Western world like a cultural tsunami: a 

Gnosticism that, married to the biotechnical revolution produced by the new genetics, would 

propose remaking the human condition by manufacturing (or retrofitting) human beings.”53 

Weigel’s observation here echoes and highlights another consistent theme for Ratzinger who 

steadfastly and forcefully warns that modern society is on the precarious precipice of using 

technology to render human beings mere products which would utterly sunder the human 

community and destroy the essence of human dignity.  

Furthermore, as David Hollenbach posits in his chapter on Gaudium et spes in Modern 

Catholic Social Teaching, the Council fathers were of two minds when reading the signs of the 

times. He asserts: “This inner spiritual dynamic leads to a tension between transcendent drive to 

deeper meaning and the fragility and contingency of all social and cultural values.”54 He 

maintains that this tension had a major sway on the way the Council discussed the relation of 

Christian faith to social life. He correctly asserts that Council sought “to ground its vision of the 

social role of Christians firmly in central religious convictions of the Christian tradition, while 

keeping open a path to an understanding of the human condition that can be shared with those 

outside of the Church.”55 The path to be shared with those outside of the Church would be one 
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committed to dialogue opened to the truths that Christians and non-Christians alike could 

discern. This dialogue does not mean a relativistic dialogue which is of paramount concern to 

Ratzinger, because as Hollenbach pertinently emphasizes:  

Thus, the pursuit of an understanding of the Church’s role in modern society should 
seek both to be faithful to the gospel and to be engaged with those who are different 
through dialogue. This commitment to dialogue for showing genuine respect 
toward those outside the Christian community, but it does not imply relativism. In 
fact, the commitment to dialogue and mutual inquiry would be pointless if one were 
to adopt a relativist stance. Serious engagement in dialogue makes sense only if one 
is convinced that there is truth about human good that must be pursued and that 
makes claims on the minds and hearts of all persons.56 

This raises the question of what is required to show genuine respect for the human experience of 

those diverse human paradigms for living authentic human lives. What is the relationship 

between truth and freedom, is it unambiguously a question of both and thus leaving the answer 

open to further questioning? Yes, to the openness to questioning, but to prefigure Ratzinger’s 

discussion of truth and tolerance in the following chapter, there is very much a relatedness where 

truth is what grounds authentic freedom and thereby limits it. This returns us to St. Thomas 

discussion of revelation where reveal truth acts on the will and not the intellect; consequently, 

authentic freedom precedes truth in human existence because one must be absolutely free in their 

response to truth. Freedom must be limited either but the freedom of the alterity of the Other, the 

Levinas’ Face that provokes a response and even more so by the Truth that man does not make 

the distinction between good and evil and thereby his freedom is limited. Hence, the relationship 

of truth and freedom is mysterious and paradoxical. Freedom is limited and truth is not relative, 

but the aporia is how can the authority of truth as tradition be characterized and how can it be 

respected? Since this relationship is mysterious and paradoxical it can only be characterized and 

respected in dialogue and in the authority of the argument given in discourse. Accordingly, 
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Christians and other believers must follow both their faith in revelation as well as discern 

through reason where the ultimate source of human dignity is found. This keeps the individual 

roles of faith and reason distinct while simultaneously claiming human dignity is grounded 

proximately in human reason and yet ever more fundamentally is it based on the Christian notion 

manifested through revelation that points to the ultimate purpose for which man was created; 

namely, to share in the divinity of the Triune God.  

This is the point where Christians must make the proposal to the world and then 

demonstrate it by how they live and order their lives. It cannot be presumed that the authority of 

their reason that is informed by faith in revelation is more privileged in some way that is not 

germane to the experience of the other. There is a relatedness and correlation simply in the fact 

that we are all human beings working within the human community to discern the common good 

despite our human sinfulness and failings. Evangelization starts with a proposal, a proposition, 

offered in love and in the hope that it then moves the other to freely accept in their hearts that 

they were created to share in the divinity of the Triune God and that the second person of the 

Godhead who was the Word made flesh and died on the Cross to redeem sinful humanity. That is 

a message of hope, not offered to our fellow humans as a command, but rather as an authoritative 

defense of the hope that is within us as St. Peter writes. It is important to note that Christianity 

has no privilege claim on the language of dialogue, indeed there are no absolute privileged 

claims in the language of dialogue. As we discussed with Gadamer’s notion of authority of the 

argument itself, the privileged claim is based on the judgment rendered regarding the most 

reasoned and reasonable discourse concerning the question under discussion. This point stresses 

the need for proposals and propositions that Christians and others offer in charity. The language 

Christians use, as I argue, is more successful in formulating the reason of faith upon which these 
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proposals and propositions are based within Christian historical tradition. It is left to those being 

offered these proposals to judge for themselves and in this regard, as we will see momentarily, 

Christian missionaries have been remarkably successful down through the ages to the present age 

to whom Gaudium et spes was addressing it proposal. 

Again, as Gaudium et spes teaches, and the popes stress, “the truth is that only in the 

mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light….[and] fully reveals man 

to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear.”57 Mystery here may be viewed differently 

than the metaphor of the Trinity or Incarnation. Mystery exceeds that truth and is open to 

dialogue and deliberation of that truth with other authentic truths which are also provisional but 

not conflicting. The privileged truth which the Church absolutely possesses is the privilege of 

having been entrusted with the faith of those who beginning with the first followers and into our 

time chose to trust in the spirit of the resurrected Christ whom they believe is the Way, the Truth, 

and the Life. This was not an enclosed circle among believers. As Jesus Christ departed the 

eleven disciples, he gave them their great commission: “All authority in heaven and on earth has 

been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of 

the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you; and behold, I am with you always, to the close of the age.” (Mt 28: 18-20) As 

noted in our discussion of the rise of Christianity, the disciples and their followers used the 

reason of the Greeks to discern and explain their knowledge of the history and meaning of the 

event of Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, and ascension into heaven, and the faith in this historical 

event was seen in the witness of the early Christian martyrs. The way Christianity spread as the 

early Church grew and flourished was like no other religion in history, and that gives it its 
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privileged place as a cultural educator par excellence. Yet, one can reasonably argue that this 

language and manner of thinking is a useful way of self-understanding for the believer’s role in 

dialogue, but that it is not viable as a way of speaking to those who have faith but who 

reasonably formulate that faith apart from Christianity or even theism. This again points to the 

privileged place of Christianity as a cultural educator because much of its successful 

evangelization occurred within the pagan tribes of Europe and the from the conversion of these 

pagan tribes, admittedly oftentimes beginning with the chieftains, Christendom emerged. It was 

the strength of the authority of the life lived and the argument presented by such Christian 

missionaries as Augustine of Canterbury to the Anglo-Saxons, or St. Boniface to the Frankish 

Germanic tribes, or St. Corbinian to the Bavarians, and most famously St. Patrick to the Irish all 

of whom entered these pagan lands only armed with the historical gospel of Jesus Christ. This is 

what Gaudium et spes and all of the Council documents were attempting to argue at various 

points—there is a fundamental responsibility of Christians as Christians to go into the world 

armed only with the gospels of Jesus Christ and say resolutely in the public square, we too have 

a proposal for the grounding of human dignity, and it starts with the notion of creative love 

offered as an unmerited gift to humanity by a loving Creator God. 

 It is without doubt that Catholic social teaching grounds human dignity differently than 

modern liberal societies that establish it in the enumeration of specific rights and corresponding 

responsibilities to respect the rights of others. This is eminently reasonable and most Catholic 

theologians and political philosophers would readily agree that human dignity must be ordered 

and protected on the liberal basis of individual rights, on the person. However, Christian, and 

even more specifically Catholic, social teaching on human dignity goes deeper and consequently 

makes a strong case even stronger. Within the Catholic construct human dignity is founded upon 
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three principles: man is created in the image and likeness of God, has been redeemed by Jesus 

Christ, and whose ultimate end is sharing in the divinity of God. Drawing upon Gaudium et spes, 

John Paul II asserted in Christifideles Laici, his Apostolic Exhortation on the Vocation and the 

Mission of the Lay Faithful in the Church and the World, that human dignity “is manifested in all 

its radiance when the person's origin and destiny are considered: created by God in his image and 

likeness as well as redeemed by the most precious blood of Christ, the person is called to be a 

‘child in the Son’ and a living temple of the Spirit, destined for the eternal life of blessed 

communion with God.”58 Moreover, the Catechism of the Catholic Church states that “the 

dignity of the human person is rooted in his or her creation in the image and likeness of God. 

Endowed with a spiritual and immortal soul, intelligence and free will, the human person is 

ordered to God and called in soul and body to eternal beatitude.”59 Thus, the Council fathers 

maintain that the duty to respect human dignity is understood by believers and unbelievers alike, 

but given that man “often exalts himself as the absolute measure of all things or debases himself 

to the point of despair,” the Church can offer a solution “so that man’s true situation can be 

portrayed and his defects explained, while at the same time his dignity and destiny are justly 

acknowledged.”60 The defects of man are reveal in the history of the Church as an authoritative 

and as an authoritarian human institution as well as through the human historical dynamics of 

truth in the evolution of dialogue. The antidote to these defects is the Christ-like humility that 

assumes the form of a servant and this type of humility is fundamental to a functional discursive 

community. And yet, foundational to all Catholic social teaching is the fundamental 
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responsibility of humanity to protect the innate human dignity of all human beings from 

conception to natural death. Indeed, as humble servants to humanity, all Christians and all those 

who profess belief in a loving Creator God should genuinely contemplate the reason underlying 

their grave moral obligation to defend as an absolute value the innate human dignity of all human 

beings when in dialogue in the modern public square no matter the personal cost. 

The Council fathers make an additional important claim by stressing that God created 

man not as a solitary individual but rather as male and female and this “companionship produces 

the primary form of interpersonal communion. For by his inner most nature man is a social 

being, and unless he relates himself to others he can neither live nor develop his potential.”61 

This is the foundation of Trinitarian anthropology contained the Gaudium et spes, and as we will 

discuss below is a central tenet in John Paul II’s and in Ratzinger’s theological writings and 

teachings. Finally, the Council fathers acknowledge that from the very beginning “of his history 

man abused his liberty at the urging of the Evil One,” and as a consequence “man is split within 

himself. As a result, all of human life, whether individual or collective, shows itself to be a 

dramatic struggle between good and evil, between light and darkness.”62 This is true for all 

humans including the Church—yet this obviously does not obviate the authority of Church’s 

teaching, but it does effectively limit that authority—though in a different way than the authority 

of men. 

This brings into the equation the second factor of human dignity based on Catholic social 

teachings, redemption through the mystery of the Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. The Council fathers teach “but the Lord Himself came to free and strengthen man, 

renewing him inwardly and casting out that ‘prince of the world’ (John 12:31) who held him in 
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the bondage of sin.”63 Ratzinger in his commentary on the first chapter of Gaudium et spes, 

asserts that the notion of sin was hotly debated and the drafters of the text, primarily French 

theologians wanted to stress the fallen nature of man without an absolute emphasis on sin. 

Ratzinger suggests that their thoughts fell more along the lines of Thomistic theology and was 

also influenced by the Greek fathers. He stresses that “this position did not ignore sin but is 

influenced more by the thought of creation and the knowledge that redemption has already taken 

place. It is not at all prepared to make sin the center of the theological edifice. In view of Christ’s 

triumph, it is considered mistaken ‘to persist in this consciousness of guilt and resign oneself to 

it.’”64 Moreover, this position, while not ignoring sin it also focuses on redemption, and thereby 

points in the direction of viewing forgiveness somewhat differently than as the result an absolute 

sacrificial redemption. Mercy and forgiveness given as grace is a totally unmerited gift to 

humans on the part of a loving, creative God revealed fully to humans in Jesus Christ. 

Furthermore, acknowledging that man is one being possessing a body and a soul, but wounded 

by sin, the Council fathers contend that man experiences “rebellious stirrings in his body,” (as all 

metaphors, the body and soul metaphor is “traditional” and thus must be interpreted historically); 

however, based on his dignity as a created being man must “glorify God in his body and forbid it 

to serve the evil inclinations of his heart.”65 In a very Augustinian concept, the fathers claim it is 

only when man plunges deep within his own heart does he “discern his proper destiny beneath 

the eyes of God” and consequently does he “recognize in himself a spiritual and immortal soul, 

he is not being mocked by a fantasy born only of physical or social influences, but is rather 
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laying hold of the proper truth of the matter.”66 Ratzinger observes that the Council fathers 

wanted to stress “the fact that man only attains the real truth of being when he goes beyond the 

zone of what is merely verified to be correct. The soul cannot be found in the realm of purely 

observable facts.”67 The soul shows itself in its desire for transcendence as well as in the 

openness to the historical events of revelation both of which sustain the hope of transcendence as 

a gift offered to humanity. When one restricts man to being mere matter, he argues, “for then 

survival could only be regarded as a pure miracle, a resurrection which would be a completely 

new creation,” and that he suggests presents an “insoluble paradox” where if there is no 

continuity, the concept of the resurrection from the dead is meaningless.”68 When all knowledge 

is restricted to positivistic postulates, Ratzinger declares that it “does the most inhuman and 

destructive thing possible; it robs man in principle of the capacity to attain the truth.”69 Gaudium 

et spes, Ratzinger continues, “sees the affirmation of the soul (i.e., man’s spirituality) as an 

affirmation of metaphysics and therefore as the affirmation of man’s capacity for truth, man’s 

openness to truth. And contact with truth is not only possible to man, it is as necessary as love. 

Truth is the bread without which the mind cannot live.”70 As will be discussed in greater detail in 

the following chapter, there is a provisional aspect of truth in that the ultimate truth will only be 

known at the end of time, but man must always remain open to the uncovering of truth in a 

discursive dialogue of fundamental questions that can never be completely and definitively 

answered. 
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 As we have discussed in various forms throughout the thesis, the privileged truth of the 

Church’s teaching is that human dignity is impossible without transcendence. The doctrine of 

Incarnation, Passion, and Resurrection articulates that truth metaphorically in a way that gives 

the Church an authentically privileged teaching role for human culture, but the teaching privilege 

is limited by the metaphoric interpretation of the mysterious truth toward which it points—I am 

the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Jesus is the totality of the revelation of the Word that incarnates 

the truth of love as the gift of Forgiveness: the “free” gift that gives life freedom to life through 

death. Within this formulation on can work effectively as long as one takes very seriously that 

Jesus as the historical figure presented in the gospels and understood by tradition is the truth 

offered as a relationship. This truth is not an apprehension of the intellect unless it is understood 

as one part of the Trinitarian structure of speaking, listening, and loving. Faith is an act of 

absolute love that comes before every historical formulation based in reason Thus, respect for the 

transcendent dignity of the human person is at the center of Catholic social teaching and the 

Council fathers offered three fundamental aspects of human spirituality that fosters respect for 

one’s own and other’s human dignity: human intellect which enables man’s capacity for the 

truth; human conscience which is realized in man’s capacity for good; and human freedom in 

which man is able to direct himself toward good based on truth and conscience and to avoid evil. 

The constitution asserts that “man judges rightly that by his intellect he surpasses the material 

universe, for he shares in the light of the divine mind.”71 They give full credence and respect to 

human knowledge “scientia” and stress the unparalleled advances attained when investigating 

the material world and bringing it more and more under the control of the human mind. They 

warn, however, that we must have wisdom “sapiential,” a “gift of the Holy Spirit that man 
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comes by faith to the contemplation and appreciation of the divine plan” and they emphasize 

“our era needs such wisdom more than bygone ages if the discoveries made by man are to be 

further humanized. For the future of the world stands in peril unless wiser men are 

forthcoming.”72  

This is a theme repeatedly made by Ratzinger over the years. Much like the Augustinian 

notion of penetrating one’s heart to find God in the depths of one’s conscience, the Council 

fathers note that it is when man “detects a law which he does not impose upon himself, but 

which holds him to obedience” that man’s true human dignity is revealed.73 Moreover, a well-

formed conscience is the basis for authentic human freedom, where man seeks the Creator in 

authentic freedom, and so the Council fathers write: 

Hence man’s dignity demands that he act according to a knowing and free choice 
that is personally motivated and prompted from within, not under blind internal 
impulse nor by mere external pressure. Man achieves such dignity when, 
emancipating himself from all captivity to passion, he pursues his goal in a 
spontaneous choice of what is good, and procures for himself through effective and 
skillful action, apt helps to that end.74  

One of the primary contributions Christianity makes as a cultural educator par excellence is the 

concept of personal conscience. I will discuss that point in the following chapter, but to 

anticipate that exploration with respect to conscience’s relationship to dialogue, Ratzinger 

appropriately observes “fidelity to conscience unites Christians and non-Christians and permits 

them to work together to solve the moral tasks of mankind, just as it compels them both to 

humble and open inquiry into truth” and into freedom.75 This again points to the necessity for 

religion to teach and believers to practice true humility in light of a transcendent reality that can 

 
72 “Gaudium et Spes,” para. 15. 
73 “Gaudium et Spes,” para. 16. 
74 “Gaudium et Spes,” para. 17. 
75 Vorgrimler, Commentary on the Documents of Vatican II, V:136. 



 221 

only be apprehended in the spiritual, allegorical, moral, analogical sense, or by apophatic 

reasoning and yet we are able to uncover the truth without the truth ever being fully or finally 

disclosed.  

Lastly, regarding the third aspect of human spirituality, human freedom, the Council 

fathers anchor it squarely upon human dignity that originates from being created in the image 

and likeness of God but as Ratzinger observes they failed to adequately bring into the fold the 

Christology of the New Testament. Tracy Rowland argues that “instead of it being emphasized 

that the Incarnation is a radical irruption in human history, and event which changes everything, 

a literal reading of sections of Gaudium et spes can give the impression that believe in the 

Incarnation is a kind of Christian gloss on an otherwise perfect secular humanist canvas.”76 

Ratzinger concurs when he observes “the attempt to lead up to the Christian doctrine of man 

from outside, and thus to render what faith affirms about Christ gradually accessible, has led to 

the mistaken decision to leave aside for the present what essentially belongs to the Christian 

faith, as being supposedly less susceptible of dialogue”77 This prompted Ratzinger to declare that 

“the section on freedom, in which the Constitution deliberately takes up a theme of modern 

thought, is one of the least satisfactory in the whole document.”78 He contends that the doctrine 

of freedom advanced in Gaudium et spes cannot withstand both philosophical or theological 

criticism. Philosophically, he asserts, it does not take into consideration the discussion of 

modern-day freedom. “It simply takes no account of that overshadowing of freedom of which 

psychology and sociology at the present time inform us in such a disturbing way.”79 From a 

theological perspective the Council fathers gave “scarcely a hint of the discord which runs 
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through man and which is described so dramatically in Rom 7:13-25.”80 Ratzinger is referring to 

the problem of failing to distinguish adequately between freedom and liberty, a failure we have  

attributed to Enlightenment liberalism or, as we will see below, a pathology of reason. His 

conclusion is worth quoting in full:  

The actual ontological content of the idea of freedom, the capacity to accept one’s 
own nature and to become identified with it, is just as little realized as the dialogue 
character of human freedom, which is only brought to the full possibilities of its 
realization by that appeal of love which can never be forced upon it. But only on 
this basis would it have been possible to show that God’s summons, under which 
man stands, is not in opposition to his freedom but makes it truly possible; that 
human freedom does not consist of abstract selections between different 
possibilities of behavior, but by its very nature lives in the presence of God and can 
only be really understood in relation to this vis-à-vis. Only on this basis would it 
also be possible to explain the perfect fulfillment of Christian freedom in the 
“freedom of the children of God”, whereas the conciliar text is incapable of opening 
any access to its significance.81 

Ratzinger does note, however, some positive aspects of the text on freedom; namely that it 

“makes a positive affirmation of the value of freedom expressly on the basis of faith,” and 

freedom must be exercised by personal decisions not made under external duress or “the 

compulsion of instinct (which nowadays offers the real lever for the social manipulation of man); 

and, finally, the text is “concerned to state man’s moral responsibility in opposition to any kind 

of determinism,” and that no matter how much the New Testament “may speak of the decadence 

and impotence of man, it nevertheless always expressly affirms the moral responsibility of all 

men….”82 The ontological content of the idea of freedom, the moral responsibility of all men, 

and freedom exercised as personal decisions are central themes taken up by Ratzinger in his 

September addresses discussed below and which are wonderful examples of how dialogue and 
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discourse should be carried out by believers and non-believers alike, which is clearly of the 

utmost importance to the modern or post-modern world.  

The virtues called for in the exercise of authentic freedom can be seen analogously in the 

mystery of the Trinity, in which Ratzinger notes there is a reciprocal relation of being-for, being-

from, and being-with. “The real God is by his very nature entirely being-for (Father), being-from 

(Son), and being-with (Holy Spirit). Man, for his part, is God’s image precisely insofar as the 

‘from,’ ‘with,’ and ‘for’ constitute the fundamental anthropological pattern.”83 Trinitarian 

anthropology that reflects the social nature of man also infers another responsibility in which 

man must individually and collectively, as the Council fathers maintain, “cultivate in themselves 

the moral and social virtues, and promote them in society; thus, with the needed help of divine 

grace men who are truly new and artisans of a new humanity can be forthcoming.”84 This 

requires both education in the higher cultures and dialogue. When addressing atheism, the 

Church acknowledges that “all men, believers and unbelievers alike, ought to work for the 

rightful betterment of this world in which all alike live; such an ideal cannot be realized, 

however, apart from sincere and prudent dialogue.”85 They argue that dialogue cannot be 

perfected based on technical progress, but rather “on the deeper lever of interpersonal 

relationships” and this requires “a mutual respect for the full spiritual dignity of the person.”86 

Recognizing the spiritual dignity of the individual is accomplished when in a respectful and 

loving manner we enter into dialogue with those who think and act differently in social, political, 

and religious matters, and recalling Gadamer’s notion of the fusion of horizons discussed in 
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chapter two, the Council fathers stress “the more deeply we come to understand their ways of 

thinking through such courtesy and love, the more easily will we be able to enter into dialogue 

with them.”87 They continue by asserting: “Everything we have said about the dignity of the 

human person, and about the human community and the profound meaning of human activity, 

lays the foundation for the relationship between the Church and the world, and provides the basis 

for dialogue between them.”88  

Hollenbach notes that Gaudium et spes emphasizes that Christians can learn from the 

secular world while remarking it is important that the secular world listens to what the Church 

and Christians have to offer as well. He states in the pastoral constitution the Council fathers 

maintained that “the Church must listen to the many voices of the larger social and cultural 

domains while it also seeks to shape these domains in accordance with Christian and human 

values.”89 In an earlier work, Claims in Conflict: Retrieving and Renewing Catholic Human 

Rights Tradition, he asserted that the Council’s approach seen in Gaudium et spes could be 

characterized by “dialogical universalism” that “following the postmodern critique of the 

Western Enlightenment, this approach acknowledges that reason is embedded in history.”90 

Consequently, there is no pure reason and “rational inquiry is shaped by the tradition within 

which the inquirer has been educated,” this holds true for all domains of knowledge not just the 

theological and ethical domains.91 Thus, Hollenbach concludes: “A dialogically universalist 

orientation is fully committed to respect the dignity of those outside the communal tradition of 

the inquirer, in this case, those who are not Christian. This respect generates a commitment to 
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dialogue across boundaries of diverse communities as an essential expression of Christian 

commitment to the gospels.”92 And, I would add that the respect of the dignity of those outside 

the communal tradition of the inquirer begins with the fundamental and absolute respect for the 

dignity of their conscience to judge for themselves with the very same authentic freedom that 

those inside the communal tradition possess. Hollenbach’s position is very similar to the 

observation that Ratzinger has made over the years, noting in his dialogue with Jürgen Habermas 

in 2004 that: 

It is important that both great components of Western culture (Christian faith and 
Western secular rationality) learn to listen and to accept a genuine relatedness to 
these other cultures, too. It is important to include the other cultures in an attempt 
at a polyphonic relatedness, in which they themselves are receptive to the essential 
complementarity of reason and faith, so that a universal process of purification (in 
the plural!) can proceed. Ultimately, the essential values and norms that are in some 
way known or sensed by all men will take on a new brightness in such a process, 
so that which holds the world together can once again become and effective force 
in mankind.93 

Commitment to dialogue is what establishes a universal community, as Hollenbach concludes 

Gaudium et spes “thus saw commitment to dialogue as both a demand of Christian faith and a 

requirement of reasonableness” and that it “strongly emphasized the social nature of the person 

and stressed the implications of sociality for its understanding of justice, and thereby “challenges 

all individualistic interpretations of human dignity and justice for both empirical and normative 

reasons.”94 And, as Ratzinger perspicaciously determines: 

What is to be demonstrated, therefore, is that precisely by Christian faith in God, 
true humanism, i.e., man’s full development as man, is attained, and that 
consequently the idea of humanism which present-day atheism opposes to faith can 
serve as the hinge of the discussion and a means of dialogue. The problem of God 
is approached in the mirror of the idea of full human development, and 
consequently atheism too is examined from the standpoint of humanism. The whole 
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Pastoral Constitution might therefore be described in this light as a discussion 
between Christian and unbeliever on the question who and what man really is.95 

As discussed above, this dialogue between the believer and unbeliever, and, indeed, among 

Christians as well, if it is genuinely interested in the authentic search for the truth, does not and 

cannot lead to relativism. Relativism, as Pope St. John Paul II teaches in Fides et Ratio occurs 

when “a legitimate plurality of positions has yielded to an undifferentiated pluralism, based upon 

the assumption that all positions are equally valid, which is one of today’s most widespread 

symptoms of the lack of confidence in truth.”96 It is to the exposition of this important encyclical 

and how it too provides insight for protecting human dignity within a legitimate plurality of 

positions through dialogue and reasoned discourse that we now focus our attention. 

 
Fides et Ratio 
 

Pope John Paul II’s encyclical Fides et ratio, the penultimate of his historic pontificate, 

was published on September 14, 1998, and immediately received significant, substantial, and 

meaningful commentary so deserving of such a wide-ranging topic written by the “philosopher-

pope.” The general theme of the encyclical was evident in the blessing that started the letter. 

Faith and reason, the pope writes, “are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the 

contemplation of truth; and God has placed in the human heart a desire to know the truth—in a 

word, to know himself—so that, by knowing and loving God, men and women may also come to 

the fullness of truth about themselves.”97 The truth to which the pope refers is fully revealed in 

the historical person of Jesus Christ. Thus, the search for truth is essential because by having the 

freedom to ask those fundamental questions concerning the meaning and purpose of one’s life, 
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and the freedom and responsibility continually to seek and to live by those answers, individuals 

become increasingly aware of their own innate dignity and thus the dignity of other human 

beings. So, human freedom must be oriented to the truth of a personal relationship in accordance 

with what one is and what we as a community are. This is also why reason is subordinate to faith 

and it is an act of freedom which is reveal as a truth which is first personal and then it is 

formulated intellectually. Consequently, individual freedom as such is relational and must be 

seen in light of the freedom of others. Thus, freedom is always a shared freedom that must be 

mutually limited by reason, transcendence, and responsibility or it loses its foundation and 

becomes totalitarian and tyrannical, a theme that Ratzinger stresses throughout his writings and 

one that we will return to later in the thesis.98 In a speech given in 1999, Ratzinger asserted that 

the main goal of Fides et ratio is “to restore to humanity the courage to seek the truth, that is, to 

encourage reason once again in the adventure of searching for the truth.”99 Furthermore, as 

James Schall notes: “By any objective analysis, revelation appears to be much more conscious of 

reason than most philosophical reason is of revelation, though there are always Plato and his 

followers to caution us here.” He continues by stressing “philosophy has to be proper philosophy 

to hear revelation. Revelation, rather frequently, has to defend philosophy itself from itself.”100 

This as we will discuss is another primary theme in the encyclical. Finally, Alvin Plantinga, a 

Calvinist and a Christian philosopher, acknowledges that the encyclical from a Christian point of 

view, both Catholic and Protestant, “contains a great deal of solid good sense; and it also 

provides a wonderful occasion for rethinking its topic.”101 While acknowledging that some 
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Protestants will have issues with several of the themes and that it does not sufficiently take into 

consideration that humanity is utterly fallen and in need of conversion, Protestants, he maintains, 

should “regard the pope and Catholics generally as brothers and sisters in Christ—and as 

wonderful allies in precisely these areas responding to contemporary non-Christian philosophy, 

and working out Christian answers to the question philosophers ask.”102 Fides et ratio is 

addressed to both the philosopher and the theologian as it examines philosophical questions from 

a personalist, anthropological perspective regarding the nature and destiny of the human person 

as well as focusing on the theme frequently raised by Ratzinger. Namely, the need for reason to 

recognize its limits and to listen to the great religious traditions, while the religions need to be 

purified and structured by reason in order to overcome the pathologies of reason and the 

pathologies in religion.103  

The pope begins Fides et ratio from the perspective that mankind throughout history, 

both in the East and in the West, is on a quest to engage truth more profoundly. This occurs, he 

argues, “within the horizon of personal self-consciousness: the more human beings know reality 

and the world, the more they know themselves in their uniqueness,” and the more human beings 

explore the “fundamental questions” of who we are and for what purpose are we here, “the 

answers given to these questions decide the direction people seek to give their lives.”104 This 

binds human dignity to truth and freedom, and conscience, responsibility and obligation. The 

truth of faith in Jesus is the personal revelation of human dignity as an absolute and universal 

value offered under the appeal of love and of conscience. Thus, John Paul II’s focus for the 
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encyclical is a reflection “on the theme of truth itself and on its foundation in relation to faith,” 

and he maintains through “reaffirming the truth of faith, we can both restore to our 

contemporaries a genuine trust in their capacity to know and challenge philosophy to recover and 

develop its own full dignity.”105 The pope warns of “philosophical pride” in which one stream of 

philosophical thought is claimed to be the entirety of the philosophical system, yet he 

appropriately argues that the philosophical system must recognize “the primacy of philosophical 

enquiry, from which it stems and which it ought loyally to serve.”106 He stresses that “rather than 

make use of the human capacity to know the truth, modern philosophy has preferred to 

accentuate the ways in which this capacity is limited and conditioned,” and, as a consequence, 

this generates “widespread skepticism” and “undifferentiated pluralism, based on the assumption 

that all positions are equally valid, which is one of today’s most widespread symptoms of the 

lack of confidence in truth.”107 This hearkens back to Etienne Gilson’s observation regarding the 

Cartesian system in which everything is conclusively justified, except its foundational premise or 

principle. Unsurprisingly, this corresponds perfectly to Ratzinger’s notion that “the scope of 

reason must be enlarged once more,” because, he often asserts, “a self-limiting reason of that 

kind is an amputated reason,” which results in “a pathological form of religion and a pathological 

form of science.”108 To prefigure the discussion of truth and tolerance in the following chapter, 

the cojoining of “faith and reason” can profitably be thought of also in terms “freedom and 

truth,” where the genuine search for truth teaches us humility and freedom points to the path of 

love, and love then is realized as the truth of freedom. 
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The pope’s reflection on truth starts from the classical and medieval perspective that 

revelation is a unique kind of knowledge that the modern mind needs to relearn. Namely, the 

knowledge, he declares, that “the Church offers to man has its origins not in any speculation of 

her own, however sublime, but in the word of God which she has received in faith.”109 Calling 

upon the teachings of Trent, Vatican I, and Vatican II, John Paul II professes unequivocally “that 

there exists a knowledge which is peculiar to faith, surpassing the knowledge proper to human 

reason, which nevertheless by its nature can discover the Creator.”110 God’s revelation was fully 

and completely fulfilled in the mystery of the Incarnation of Jesus Christ when God, in the 

“fullness of time” (Gal 4:40), entered into time and history two thousand years ago. History, the 

pope stresses, “becomes the arena where we see what God does for humanity. God comes to us 

in the things we know best and can verify most easily, the things of our everyday life, apart from 

which we cannot understand ourselves.”111 In essence, God comes most completely to humanity 

in the humanity of Jesus Christ. This revelation surpasses human imagination: “the Eternal enters 

time,” and through this revelation “men and women are offered the ultimate truth about their 

own life and about the goal of history,” he avows, and from a passage in Gaudium et spes 

frequently quoted by John Paul II, he writes “‘only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the 

mystery of man take on light.’ Seen in any other terms, the mystery of personal existence 

remains an insoluble riddle.”112 He stresses that this knowledge proper to faith does not 

extinguish the mystery, rather it further illuminates man’s supreme calling to partake in the 

divine mystery of the Trinity, and the truth of Christian revelation situated in the Incarnation of 

Jesus Christ empowers humanity to accept the mystery of their own lives.  Moreover, he 
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emphases, that it should never be lost on us that “Revelation remains charged with mystery,” and 

while it is true that Jesus came to “teach the secret things of God” our vision is impeded by the 

Fall and that “faith alone makes it possible to penetrate the mystery in a way that allows us to 

understand it coherently.”113 Revelation seen as absolute truth, the pope declares, that “summons 

human beings to be open to the transcendent, whilst respecting both their autonomy as creatures 

and their freedom. At this point the relationship to freedom and truth is disclosed, and we 

understand the full meaning of the Lord’s words: ‘You will know the truth, and the truth will set 

you free’ (Jn 8:32).”114 This Truth is Love, the Logos, and through the act of love that is a 

response to this truth of faith, one arrives at authentic human freedom. Thus, what the Church 

offers to dialogical communities is an appeal to conscience to recognize and respect human 

dignity as universal and unconditional value. 

In the freedom to decide yes or no to the Truth, absolute truth is grounded in that act of 

obedience to faith in reason with respect to the Logos. “Revelation therefore introduces into our 

history a universal and ultimate truth which stirs the human mind to ceaseless effort; indeed, it 

impels reason continually to extend the range of its knowledge until it senses that it has done all 

in its power, leaving no stone unturned,” the pope asserts.115 Hence, fully attuned to Revelation 

man’s reason is unlocked and set off on the endless journey to seek the Truth in charity and 

hope. That is why St. Peter can claim “always be prepared to make a defense to anyone who calls 

you to account for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15) and that “no prophecy ever came by the 

impulse of man, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God” (2 Peter 1:21). From the 

discussion of Revelation, John Paul II draws his first conclusion in the encyclical; namely, that 
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Revelation is a gratuitous gift from God revealed in history in anticipation of the beatific vision 

reserved for those who believe in him, long for him in love, and seek him within the depths of 

their hearts. This echoes what we discussed previously about the Christian foundation of human 

dignity that is located in the created being whose ultimate end is to share in the divinity of the 

Trinitarian Godhead. Thus, he can say, “the ultimate purpose of personal existence, then, is the 

theme of philosophy and theology alike. For all their difference of method and content, both 

disciplines point to that ‘path of life’ which, as faith tells us, leads in the end to the full and 

lasting joy of the contemplation of the Triune God.”116 Consequently, there is no opposition 

between faith and reason as the human can discern the right path to take through reason, but one 

can only make the proper determination when “with a rightly tuned spirit they search for it 

within the horizon of faith” and so John Paul II emphasizes that “reason and faith cannot be 

separated without diminishing the capacity of men and women to know themselves, the world, 

and God in an appropriate way.”117 

John Paul II describes the relationship between theology and philosophy as circular in 

nature where theology’s starting point is the word of God ultimately and conclusively revealed in 

history in Jesus Christ, while philosophy adhering to its own rules and methodologies helps 

humans to comprehend these words. “It is not just a question of theological discourse using this 

or that concept or element of a philosophical construct,” the pope maintains, “what matters most 

is that the believer’s reason use its powers of reflection in the search for truth which moves from 

the word of God toward a better understanding of it.”118 Consequently, he asserts, that the 

circular nature between the two enriches philosophy, or more so defends philosophy, because 
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through the word of God reason ascertains and uncovers new and unsuspected horizons. It 

throws off its self-limiting aspect so often noted by both John Paul II and Ratzinger and sets off 

on the quest of authentic truth through philosophical and reasoned speculation of Divine 

mystery, for sure a dimly lit path of hazy analogy, allegory, and apophatic reasoning, but one 

accessible to man through the gratuitous gift of grace.   

The pope then suggests that one can distinguish three stances within philosophy 

concerning Christian faith. The first is where “philosophy is completely independent of the 

Gospel’s Revelation,” and this is seen especially in Greek philosophy before the birth of 

Christ.119 The second stance as discussed in chapter two is considered “Christian Philosophy” in 

which he makes the important distinction concerning the independence of philosophy in that 

there exists no “official philosophy of the Church, since faith as such is not philosophy, but 

rather Christian philosophy is a way to philosophize in which “a philosophical speculation 

conceived in dynamic union with faith.”120 He stresses that there are two aspects to Christian 

philosophy: the first is subjective in that “faith purifies reason,” it frees “reason from 

presumption;” and the second aspect is objective in “the sense that it concerns content. 

Revelation clearly proposes certain truths which might never have been discovered by reason 

unaided, although they are not of themselves inaccessible to reason,” and among these truths is 

the Creator God, the reality of sin, and the dignity of the human being created in the likeness and 

image of God.121 Finally, the third stance of philosophy is “when theology calls upon it” and 

theology needs the “work of critical reason in the light of faith, theology presupposes and 

requires in all its research a reason formed and educated to concept and argument.”122  
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Most important, John Paul II asserts that theology and philosophy must form a 

partnership, while maintaining their respective uniqueness, “in a dialogue in order to confirm the 

intelligibility and universal truth of its claims.”123 From these considerations, the pope steadfastly 

declares, and quoting him at length: 

I am well aware that these requirements which the word of God imposes on 
philosophy may seem daunting to many people involved in philosophical research 
today. Yet this is why, taking up what has been taught repeatedly by the Popes for 
several generations and reaffirmed by the Second Vatican Council itself, I wish to 
reaffirm strongly the conviction that the human being can come to a unified and 
organic vision of knowledge. This is one of the tasks which Christian thought will 
have to take up through the next millennium of the Christian era. The segmentation 
of knowledge, with its splintered approach to truth and consequent fragmentation 
of meaning, keeps people today from coming to an interior unity. How could the 
Church not be concerned by this? It is the Gospel which imposes this sapiential task 
directly on her Pastors, and they cannot shrink from their duty to undertake it.124 

Nor should Christians eschew their duty to give authentic witness to a unified and organic vision 

of knowledge by how we live our lives as Christians and how we respect the innate human 

dignity of our fellow citizens and of all human beings. When Christians act in this manner, 

religion as a cultural educator par excellence is advanced. Moreover, since the word of God is 

not limited to one people and to one epoch in history in the same manner, the pope emphasizes, 

“dogmatic statements, while reflecting at times the culture of the period in which they were 

defined, formulate an unchanging and ultimate truth.” This generates the question of how to 

square the “absoluteness and the universality of truth with the unavoidable historical and cultural 

conditioning of the formulas which express that truth.” The claims of historicism that he noted 

earlier in the encyclical, John Paul II contends, “are untenable; but the use of a hermeneutic open 

to the appeal of metaphysics can show how it is possible to move from the historical and 

contingent circumstances in which the texts developed to the truth which they express, a truth 
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transcending those circumstances.”125 This metaphorically returns us to Gadamer’s hermeneutic 

circle in which we move between the particulars of historical events and contingent 

circumstances that are interpreted and understood in light of the universal desire in the heart to 

go beyond the physical world into the metaphysical world, a metaphysics understood in classical 

and medieval terms, of transcendence. In essence, this returns us to the notion of an ontological 

hermeneutic and an ontological metaphysics that when thought of together offer one possible 

way to interpret and to engage in speculative reason and theology necessary to contemplate, but 

never to fully apprehend, the Triune Godhead. 

The pope concludes the encyclical by returning to one of the major themes of his 

pontificate. Specifically, that a personalist anthropology must be the foundational grounding at 

the center of Christian philosophy that is seen in the theology illuminating the Triune God and 

the human dignity emanating from the purely gratuitous act of creating us in the image and 

likeness of the loving Creator. This is the truth of transcendence—one must believe beyond 

reason, but not contrary to reason, that the Logos is a person, and this yes to the Word is a choice 

of faith. It is the choice of love as the truth of mystery, the mystery of the Incarnation. The pope 

concludes by proclaiming:  

I ask everyone to look more deeply at man whom Christ has saved in the mystery 
of his love, and at the human being’s unceasing search for truth and meaning. 
Different philosophical systems have lured people into believing that they are their 
absolute master, able to decide their own destiny and future in complete autonomy, 
trusting only in themselves and their own powers. But this can never be the 
grandeur for the human being, who can find fulfillment only in choosing to enter 
the truth, to make a home under the shade of Wisdom and dwell there. Only within 
this horizon of truth will people understand their freedom in its fullness and their 
call to know and love God as the supreme realization of their true self.”126  
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Benedict will reprise many of the themes contained in this important encyclical during 

the course of his September addresses. Human reason must always be open to and 

predisposed for the truth of revealed wisdom and, thereby, enable reason to reach out to 

the furthest horizon, to overcome its self-limiting horizon, and to contemplate its 

encounter the Trinitarian God. As Avery Cardinal Dulles observes in his exposition of the 

encyclical, “although reason cannot prove the existence or even the possibility of strict  

mysteries such as the Trinity and the Incarnation, it can expose the errors of those who 

attempt to demonstrate the impossibility,” and therein lies its paradoxical nature.127 

Dulles concludes his reflections by stressing that the entire letter “is an inspiring 

summons to the pursuit of a wisdom in which theology and philosophy are harmoniously 

integrated to the advantage of both and the detriment of neither.”128 Those are precisely 

the thoughts and sentiments taken up first by Wolfhart Pannenberg below and later by 

Pope Benedict XVI in his September addresses. 

 

Pannenberg on Faith and Reason 
 
 In a lecture delivered first to the theological faculty in Marburg in 1965, and a year later 

in Hamburg, Pannenberg discussed the interaction between faith and reason and asserted that this 

has always proven difficult for Christianity because reason “can scarcely have the last word in 

theology without violating the exaltedness of the reality of God,” and the Christian faith 

“manifestly cannot withdraw from every kind of cooperation with rational thought.”129 In this 

comment, he is squarely in line with the thinking of St. Thomas. As discussed in chapter four 
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with respect to the perfect unity of truth only being achieved at Eschaton, this is also how 

Pannenberg views the perfect harmony of faith and reason. He acknowledges that in the ancient 

and early medieval Church there existed a “hard opposition between faith and reason.”130 He 

points to Tertullian who famously asked what does Athens have to do with Jerusalem, to Peter 

Damian who declared philosophy to be the invention of the Devil, and to Luther who “termed 

reason a ‘monster’, the source of all evil, and the blind whore of the Devil.”131 Pannenberg states 

that “all three of them made use of reason despite their sharp judgment upon reason and 

philosophy.”132 During this period, faith was privileged over reason, as Pannenberg notes in 

Luther who stressed the Augustinian concept “that faith, in contrast to reason, is a certitude about 

that which man does not see.” Pannenberg, returning to the theme of theology of the future, 

claims Luther gives the phrase ‘what man does not see’ the sense of ‘that which is future.’”133 In 

the modern era, however, reason was dominant, as Pannenberg observes, “the initiative has gone 

over to the side of reason,” but then it raises the question “whether reason, after it has shown that 

belief on the basis of authority is irrational, can still allow any room at all for Christian faith?”134 

In the course of his lecture, Pannenberg provides an interesting historical discussion concerning 

the interplay between authority and reason, during which he asserts that “the appeal to the 

authority of Scripture and to a proclamation grounded in this is no longer sufficient to establish 

the legitimacy of faith.”135 Rather, he based his reflection on the historical nature of reason and 

his conclusion is that ultimately the “totality of reality” is only achieved at Eschaton, and, thus, 
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we arrive at the “horizon of eschatology.” Here it is worthwhile quoting from his lecture at some 

length:  

Faith is not the only thing that has a relationship to the future in that as trust it 
anticipates something future and unseen. Rather, a fore-conception of the future is 
constitutive for reason, too, conceived in its historic openness, because it is only an 
eschatologically (because temporally) constituted whole that yields the definitive 
meaning of everything individual, which we ascribe to things and events as a matter 
of course by saying what this is or that is. The creative character of the productive 
imagination seems to draw its vitality from this fore-conception. Conversely, the 
eschatological structure of reason opens up room for faith’s talk about an 
eschatological future of the individual, the human race, and the world as a whole. 
Such talk cannot any longer be cast side as contrary to reason.136  

Again, here it is worthwhile quoting his thoughts at length as he makes a corresponding point 

in his work Faith and Reality: 

We see that Christian faith builds its hope on the truth of an event which occurred 
in the far-distant past. Therefore everything naturally depends on our having a 
knowledge, an exact and reliable knowledge, of these events. Faith cannot replace 
that knowledge. It would have to be a reckless and desperate faith which attempted 
to guarantee the reality of its ground from its own resources. To appeal solely to the 
decision of faith in answer to the question of the truth of the Christian message is to 
reduce faith to nonsense. Faith presupposes a basis: something which continually 
proves to be true against all doubt. That is the news of the events which together 
make up Jesus’ life’s destiny.137 

In these two extended quotations Pannenberg’s clear emphasis, or use of, history emerges within 

his theological project. It is extremely important to stress that it is the whole of history upon 

which his theology is grounded, and that unity only happens at the Eschaton. As we will see in 

detail below, Pannenberg argues that one can reasonably hold that the events of Jesus’ life, death, 

and resurrection really happened despite our limited knowledge of them. That said, as Neuhaus 

maintains: “Here it is important to underscore that one has not understood Pannenberg’s project 

until it is understood that, in his view, Christianity could turn out to be wrong. To put it bluntly, 

 
136 Pannenberg, 1:62–63. 
137 Wolfhart Pannenberg, Faith and Reality (Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1977), 69. 



 239 

it is conceivable that Jesus is not raised from the dead and the kingdom of God is not coming 

after all.”138 And, it is for that reason that Christians live in faith and hope, which, as Neuhaus 

states, “is not the product of private inspiration but are premised upon public evidence and 

reason and will be vindicated or falsified in public.”139 

In his article “God of the Philosophers,” Pannenberg asserts that the “Trinitarian 

understanding of God is crucial to what Christians claim about the unity of faith and reason.”140 

He argues that this allows Christians to “affirm the presence of the one God in his creation and in 

the history of his creation,” which permits, or actually demands “a historical interpretation of the 

biblical texts.” Very similar to what Ratzinger would later write in his three volume work, Jesus 

of Nazareth, Pannenberg contends that there is no textual evidence that would suggest the reports 

of the resurrection of Jesus is legendary, and even though it is unusual that fact does not make it 

legendary. “If the belief in God as creator and lord of history is not excluded, there is no reason 

for the exegete not to understand the biblical accounts of the Resurrection to be reporting an 

actual event in human history. Here again, faith and reason are not in conflict.”141 Returning to 

what was discussed in chapter four regarding the concept of secularization, he argues that the 

real issue is over the nature of reason, and in the secular world the notion of reality precludes the 

possibility of the resurrection as an historical event, “just as it precludes the reality of a creator 

God and his presence and actions in the world of his creation.”142 The disagreement about the 

nature of reason does not arise in a conflict between faith and reason, but rather “Christian faith 

is in conflict with a truncated concept of reason that is itself not warranted by reason.”143 This is 

 
138 Pannenberg, Braaten, and Clayton, The Theology of Wolfhart Pannenberg, 234–35. 
139 Pannenberg, Braaten, and Clayton, 235. 
140 Wolfhart Pannenberg, “God of the Philosophers,” First Things, June 2007, 7, 
https://www.firstthings.com/article/2007/06/002-god-of-the-philosophers. 
141 Pannenberg, 7. 
142 Pannenberg, 8. 
143 Pannenberg, 9. 



 240 

precisely what Ratzinger refers to as the ill-advised self-limiting of reason which is a pathology 

of reason. Thus, Pannenberg fittingly concludes: “Christian intellectuals need to more accurately 

locate the point of conflict with contemporary deformations of rationality, and more effectively 

contend for preserving and advancing a history of thought marked by greater confidence in the 

capacities and imperatives of reason itself.”144 This is precisely what Ratzinger would undertake 

to do throughout his theological career, and most directly seen in his September addresses 

discussed below. The importance of faith and reason flow naturally into one of the most 

significant concerns that occupied Pannenberg’s mind and life, Christian unity and the 

ecumenical movement. As we saw in the discussion on secularism, Christian unity is an 

indispensable requirement if secular culture is to be confronted by the message of Christianity.  

Pannenberg declares that deformity of thought cannot be overcome until there is a unity of truth 

in Christianity, and this too is very much on the mind of Benedict in his September address in 

which he demonstrates the traits necessary for any public intellectual, the ability to engage in 

dialogue in the genuine search for truth. The topic to which we now focus our attention. 

 
Pope Benedict XVI—A Public Intellectual Par Excellence 
 

Over the course of his pontificate, Benedict XVI gave a series of addresses in the month 

of September to governing institutions at Westminster and the Bundestag, among others, and at 

universities, most famously at Regensburg University on September 12, 2006, that addressed 

political questions but always from the perspective of a theologian. The Regensburg lecture in 

particular is noteworthy because it provides an excellent example of making a discursive 

argument that stands on its own merit. In concluding his work on the social and political thought 
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of Pope Benedict, Thomas Rourke makes the following observation: “In truth, although most of 

his writings are not classifiable as political philosophy proper, he exhibits far more depth on the 

topics he treats than one usually finds in the writings of political scientists and other social 

writers.”145 When reflecting on the Regensburg lecture, the first of the four most notable 

September addresses, James Schall writes: Benedict “is not a pedant or a Gnostic whose 

understanding, even if it requires considerable effort and genius to learn and expound it, is meant 

for only a few. He understands both revelation and philosophy, in their essential truths, are 

intended for everyone, both as norms in what to know and guides about how to live a reasonable 

life on the basis of what we know.”146 It is discussing these norms and their foundations upon 

which Benedict focused his September addresses, his true excellence as a public intellectual is 

abundantly displayed to the benefit of all who would engage his thoughts.  

We have seen how both Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI repeatedly called for a 

broadening of reasons and a purification of religion in order to avoid absolute skepticism or pure 

religious fundamentalism. This dialogue between faith and reason is similar to the dialogue that 

must take place between progressive and conservative thought in the third decade of this century. 

There must be a relatedness even when they remain unique in and of themselves. This 

convergence is what discursive, dialogical communities must work toward if they are going to 

successfully address the complex problems that threaten human dignity as an absolute value. In 

the September addresses, Pope Benedict offers insight on how that dialogue should take place 

and on some of the topics that must be addressed. In essence, the addresses are excellent 

demonstrations of how religion is a cultural educator par excellence and how a given society and 

its citizens should think about and act upon religious concepts regardless of their particular 
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religious beliefs. In other words, the addresses have a universality accessible to all with respect 

to the ordering of human dignity, freedom and truth, and the corresponding need for 

responsibility and obligation. Benedict discusses cultural dialogue and the danger posed by 

unrestricted freedom in Regensburg, the tension between obligation and freedom in Paris, the 

foundation of moral authority in London, and grounding of justice in Berlin. In Values in a Time 

of Upheaval, Benedict writes: “Politics is the realm of reason—not merely technological, 

calculating reason, but moral reason, since the goal of the state, and hence the ultimate goal of all 

politics, has a moral nature, namely peace and justice.”147 Later he asserts that “reason—that is 

moral reason—is above the majority” because while the majority decisions in many cases is the 

most rational, “the majority cannot be an ultimate principle, since there are values that no 

majority is entitled to annul.”148 Consequently, he argues, faith makes a meaningful contribution 

to politics in that it “does not make reason superfluous, but it can contribute evidence of essential 

values. Through the experiment of a life in faith, these values acquire a credibility that also 

illuminates and heals reason.”149  

In his first September address given as a lecture at Regensburg University where he had 

once taught, Benedict discusses how right reason, or to not act unreasonably, contributes to and 

highlights evidence for these essential values and points to unrestricted freedom as being 

absolutely threatening to them. Schall asserted that when he read the lecture shortly after 

Benedict delivered it he was “immediately struck both by its brevity and by its brilliance,” and 

that he “knew something momentous had happened in the human mind” because the lecture “is 

almost the first one that really understands the fuller dimensions of what our time is intellectually 
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about.”150  The central thrust of Benedict’s argument is that to act unreasonably, against reason, 

is both contrary to the nature of man as well as being contrary to the nature of God. The pope 

begins by discussing a fourteenth century dialogue between the Byzantine emperor Manuel II 

Paleologus and an educated Persian visitor to his court during which the emperor asks about the 

relationship between violence and religion. With a “startling brusqueness, a brusqueness that we 

find unacceptable,” Benedict observes, the emperor asks: “Show me just what Mohammed 

brought that was new, and there you will find things only evil and inhuman, such as his 

command to spread by the sword the faith that he preached.”151 Benedict notes that having 

conveyed the question so forcefully, the emperor immediately explained the reason behind the 

question: “Violence is incompatible with the nature of God and the nature of the soul. ‘God, he 

says, is not pleased by blood—and not acting reasonably is contrary to God’s nature. Faith is 

born of the soul, not the body. Whoever would lead someone to faith needs the ability to speak 

well and reason properly, without violence or threats.”152 Benedict argues that the decisive 

statement in the discourse is precisely this: “not to act in accordance with reason is contrary to 

God’s nature.”153 “At this point, as far as understanding of God and thus the concrete practice of 

religion is concerned,” Benedict asserts, “we are faced with an unavoidable dilemma. Is the 

conviction that acting unreasonably contradicts God’s nature merely a Greek idea, or is it always 

and intrinsically true?”154 He contends that the intermingling of Biblical faith and Greek 

philosophical inquiry was of monumental importance not only in the history of religious thought, 

but in world history because it ultimately, once Roman law as mixed in as well, “created Europe 
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and remains the foundation of what can rightly be called Europe.”155 Benedict then returns to a 

foundational theme of his briefly mentioned above and requiring a more detailed discussion here. 

It concerns the meaning of Logos in the Prologue in the Gospel according to John where 

Benedict asserts “this is the very word used by the emperor: God acts with logos. Logos means 

both reason and word—a reason, which is creative and capable of self-communication, precisely 

as reason.”156 In the biblical Logos of the Word, of Jesus, and in the logos of reason in Greek 

philosophy, Benedict situates Christian faith and philosophical reason and declares that each 

must be receptive and listen to the other. Earlier, Benedict writes in The Crisis of Cultures what 

he is alluding to in his lecture at Regensburg: 

Christianity must always remember that it is the religion of the Logos. Christianity 
is faith in the Creator Spiritus, from whom comes everything real. Precisely this 
ought to give Christianity its philosophical power today, since the problem is 
whether the world comes from an irrational source, so that reason would be nothing 
but a “by-product” (perhaps even a harmful by-product) of the development of the 
world, or whether the world comes from reason, so that its criterion and its goal is 
reason.157 

He argues that the Greek philosophical heritage that has been purified by biblical faith, 

and this faith which has learned to understand what was divinely revealed using 

philosophical methods has been “countered by calls for a dehellenization of 

Christianity—a call which has more and more dominated theological discussions since 

the beginning of the modern age.”158 He argues there has been three stages in this process 

of dehellenization. First, during the Reformation where the Reformer believed that faith 

had become far too reliant on philosophy. “When Kant stated that he needed to set 
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thinking aside in order to make room for faith,” the pope notes, “he carried this program 

forward with a radicalism that the Reformers could never have foreseen. He thus 

anchored faith exclusively in practical reason, denying it access to reality as a whole.”159 

The second phase occurred the nineteenth and twentieth centuries in the liberal theology 

particularly seen in the writings of Adolf von Harnack, but Benedict claims it was also 

very influential in Catholic theology during his time in the seminary. By returning to the 

historical Jesus, simply to the man Jesus, this “restored to theology its place within the 

university: theology, for Harnack, is something essentially historical and therefore strictly 

scientific,” the pope asserts.160 Thus, Benedict declares that in this one sees the modern 

self-limitation of reason, and it therefore also had a negative influence on theological 

inquiry. This stage of dehellenization presents two principles for self-limited reason: that 

all knowledge is only verifiable through empirical methodology in which the human 

sciences of philosophy, history, sociology, and psychology try to conform themselves and 

secondly, he argues, “that by its very nature this method excludes the question of God, 

making it appear unscientific or pre-scientific question.”161 The third phase, which is 

ongoing today, addresses our understanding of cultural pluralism; namely, the synthesis 

of Greek philosophical thought with biblical revelation seen in the early Church is to be 

considered only a European cultural experience and therefore not binding on other 

cultures. These non-European cultures have the right to return to the simple message of 

the gospel before it was conjoined with Greek philosophical methodology and vocabulary 

it is argued, but the pope rather forcefully states that “this thesis is not simply false, but it 
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is coarse and lacking in precision.” He continues: “True, there are elements in the 

evolution of the early Church which do not have to be integrated into all cultures. 

Nonetheless, the fundamental decisions made about the relationship between faith and the 

use of human reason are part of faith itself; they are developments within the nature of 

faith itself.”162 He stresses that in order for a genuine dialogue of cultures and religions to 

be fruitful and foster human dignity, reason and faith must “come together in a new way” 

and we must “overcome the self-imposed limitations of reason to the empirically 

falsifiable;” thereby, rediscovering reason’s true grandeur.163 Benedict urgently warns 

that “the West has long been endangered by this aversion to the questions which underlie 

its rationality, and can only suffer great harm,” consequently, he concludes, “the courage 

to engage the whole breadth of reason, and not the denial of its grandeur—this is the 

program with which a theology grounded in Biblical faith enters into the debates of our 

time…It is to this great logos, to this breadth of reason, that we invite our partners in the 

dialogue of cultures.”164 Acknowledging, or perhaps relearning, the breadth of reason and 

its grandeur, in doing so reason can help structure religion and warn it when it moves 

towards fundamentalism or arbitrariness, and once religion helps purify reason in order to 

enable it to recognize and accept its grandeur, reason itself can overcome its self-limiting 

principles. This was the central thesis of Benedict at the Collège des Bernardins and it 

will be of fundamental importance when we return to the topic of how to properly form 

and work within dialogical, discursive communities. 
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 Two years later, on September 12, 2008, Pope Benedict returns to the theme of 

the Logos as both reason and the Word in his address to representatives from the World 

of Culture meeting at the Collège des Bernardins in Paris during which he intends to 

focus on “the origins of Western theology and the roots of European culture.”165 In this 

address he raises further questions about the tension between obligation and freedom, and 

asserts that religious fundamentalism is impossible if one has a proper hermeneutic 

approach to the Logos. He begins by noting that where they are gathering has its ties to 

monastic culture because the monks came to the college to “live here in order to learn to 

understand their vocation more deeply and to be more faithful to their mission” and he 

raises the question of whether this has any relevance to the modern world of today.166 

Monasteries, he contends, were places where cultural treasures of the past were preserved 

while simultaneously giving rise to new cultural traditions. They were places where 

religion as a cultural educator par excellence was continually on display, and yet it was 

not the monks’ intention to create a new culture, he suggests, but rather they were 

searching for God amid the confusion of the times. Benedict observes that “the search for 

God demands a culture of the word,” and this is so he maintains “because in the biblical 

word God comes toward us and we towards him, we must learn to penetrate the secret of 

language, to understand it in its construction and in the manner of its expression.”167 For 

this reason a monastery must have a library because it “serves erudition, the formation 

and education of man—a formation whose ultimate aim is that man should learn how to 
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serve God. But it also includes the formation of reason—education—through which man 

learns to perceive, in the midst of the words, the Word itself.”168 The pope emphasizes 

that through the study of the words, the process makes us alert to one another, “the word 

does not lead to a purely individual path of mystical immersion, but to the pilgrim 

fellowship of faith;” and thereby echoing Gaudium et spes communal nature of man.169 

God’s revelation to humanity only comes through human words and consequently, he 

contends, “there are dimensions of meaning in the word and words which only come to 

light within the living community of this history-generating word, and thus, “the Word of 

God and his action in the world are revealed only in the word and history of human 

beings.”170 Put in slightly different terms, the pope argues, “through the growing 

realization of the different layers of meaning, the word is not devalued, but in fact 

appears in its full grandeur and dignity….It excludes by its nature everything that today is 

known as fundamentalism. In effect, the word can never simply be equated with the letter 

of the text.”171  

The second important point contained in his address raised the related issue of the 

tension between obligation and freedom as a bulwark against both fundamentalism and 

arbitrariness. He locates this firmly in theology and in particular the writings of St. Paul 

who unequivocally states: “Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord 

is, there is freedom” (2 Cor 3:17). Relating this to his discussion of the Logos, Benedict 

asserts that “one can only understand the greatness and breadth of this vision of the 

biblical word if one listens closely to Paul and then discovers that this liberating Spirit 
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has a name, and hence that freedom has an inner criterion: the Lord is the Spirit.”172 The 

Spirit is Christ, and this liberating Spirit is not a personal idea or vision of the exegete, 

Benedict suggests, rather “the word of Spirit and of freedom” uncovers a new horizon 

that not only sets limits on “arbitrariness and subjectivity,” which is explicitly binding on 

the individual and on the community as it opens up the new horizon in which there is “a 

higher obligation than that of the letter: namely, the obligation of insight and love. From 

this, Benedict declares: “This tension presents itself anew as a challenge for our own 

generation as we face two poles: on the one hand, subjective arbitrariness, and on the 

other, fundamental fanaticism. It would be a disaster if today’s European culture could 

only conceive freedom as absence of obligation, which would inevitably play into the 

hands of fanaticism and arbitrariness.”173 As a remedy, Benedict once again calls for 

reason to expand its self-limited horizon as he concludes: 

We set out from the premise that the basic attitude of monks in the face of the 
collapse of the old order and its certainties was quaerere Deum—setting out in 
search for God. We could describe this as the truly philosophical attitude: looking 
beyond the penultimate, and setting out in search of the ultimate and the 
true….Quaerere Deum—to seek God and to let oneself be found by him, that is 
today no less necessary than in former times. A purely positivistic culture which 
tried to drive the question concerning God into the subjective realm, as being 
unscientific, would be a capitulation of reason, the renunciation of its highest 
possibilities, and hence a disaster for humanity, with very grave consequences. 
What gave Europe’s culture its foundation—the search for God and the readiness 
to listen to him—remains today the basis of any genuine culture.”174 

Finally, in his September addresses to the more politically minded institutions in London 

and Berlin, Benedict continued his call for reason to restore its full grandeur by discussing the 

foundation of moral authority and law that goes beyond majority consensus in order to more 
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concretely ground and protect authentic human dignity. In London, he asks the questions: “By 

appeal to what authority can moral dilemmas be resolved? These questions take us directly to the 

ethical foundations of civil discourse. If moral principles underpinning the democratic process 

are themselves determined by nothing more solid than social consensus, then the fragility of the 

process becomes all too evident—herein lies the real challenge for democracy.”175 Once again 

the pope perceptively touches on the problem in modern society; namely, that human dignity is 

threatened when ethical and moral decisions are grounded purely in subjective, political 

decisions of the majority. Decisions of the majority are oftentimes perfectly reasonable, and yet 

he notes in cases like slavery, for example, the majority option can be ruinous to human dignity 

and authentic freedom. There are norms that cannot be annulled by majority opinion because 

they are universal, accessible to all through reason, such as Socrates’ principle that it is never 

right to do wrong, or never act as if you know something that you cannot or do not know. 

Benedict reminds the parliamentarians that within Catholic tradition “that the objective norms 

governing right action are accessible to reason, prescinding from the content of revelation.” 176 

He acknowledges that it would be improper for religion to be the source of those norms as if they 

were beyond the knowledge of unbelievers. But he unwaveringly maintains that these norms are 

accessible to all human beings, however, religion can help enlighten us all as we collectively 

contemplate where the firmest grounding of genuine human dignity truly resides. Religion, the 

pope fittingly asserts, helps “purify and shed light upon the application of reason to the discovery 

of objective moral principles, while simultaneously appropriately observing that the “‘corrective’ 
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role of religion vis-à-vis reason is not always welcomed, though, partly because distorted forms 

of religion, such as sectarianism and fundamentalism, can be seen to create serious social 

problems themselves.”177 This points directly to his view that there are pathologies in religion 

that must be ameliorated by the help of reason that is itself not hindered by its own self-imposed 

limits. “This is why I would suggest that the world of reason and the world of faith—the world 

of secular rationality and the world of belief—need one another and should not be afraid to enter 

into a profound and ongoing dialogue, for the good of our civilization,” Benedict declares.178 

Religion as a cultural educator par excellence must be brought back in to the public square where 

dialogue between faith and reason is fostered and where authentic justice and freedom can serve 

as the foundation the protection of human dignity. A theme that Benedict returns to when he 

visited his homeland a year later in September 2011. 

When he addressed the Bundestag in Berlin, Benedict returned to the theme that he and 

his countryman, Jürgen Habermas, debated at the Catholic Academy of Bavaria in 2004 

regarding the pre-political foundations of a state, which is the topic that will initiate the 

discussion in the following penultimate chapter. Again, he expressed his concern that 

fundamental moral and ethical questions must be ground in concepts beyond the majority. He 

acknowledges that in most cases majority rule “can serve as a sufficient criterion,” but he warns, 

“it is evident that for the fundamental issues of law, in which the dignity of man and of humanity 

is at stake, the majority principle is not enough: everyone is in a position of responsibility must 

personally seek out the criteria to be followed when framing laws.”179 He points to his own 
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country’s history to emphasize his assertion that freedom and justice are imperiled when the 

majority enacts and enforces laws that are in contravention to divine law that is accessible to all 

through human reason. He suggests that the conviction held by some of his countrymen that 

certain laws transcend the majority and cannot be violated gave rise to the resistance movement 

in Germany against National Socialism as well as to resistance movements in the Soviet Union, 

Eastern Europe, and other countries suffering at the hands of totalitarian or authoritarian states. 

These resistance movements offer tremendous examples of courage and fortitude in the service 

of justice and human dignity, and their members oftentimes uphold these convictions by paying 

the ultimate price. Benedict grants that determining what is truly right in serving justice is 

extremely difficult, especially today, but he suggests that unlike other great religions, 

Christianity does not propose revealed law, rather it “has pointed to nature and reason as the true 

source of law – and to the harmony of objective and subjective reason, which naturally 

presupposes that both spheres are rooted in the creative reason of God.”180 He asserts that this 

view has been the underpinning of law from the Enlightenment, through the Declaration of 

Human Rights after World War II, to the time the Basic Law in Germany, but he says that over 

the last fifty years this stance has eroded. This is the result of the notion that “an unbridgeable 

gulf exists between ‘is’ and ‘ought,’” he contends. And, the reason he offers for this state of 

affairs should come as no surprise, the self-limiting aspect of reason: 

The positivistic approach to nature and reason, the positivist world view in general, 
is a most important dimension of human knowledge and capacity that we may in 
no way dispense with. But in and of itself it is not a sufficient culture corresponding 
to the full breadth of the human condition….In its self-proclaimed exclusivity, the 
positivist reason which recognizes nothing beyond mere functionality resembles a 
concrete bunker with no windows, in which we ourselves provide lighting and 
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atmospheric conditions, being no longer willing to obtain either from God’s wide 
world.181 

In order to resolve this, Benedict calls for robust public debate where again religion is returned to 

the public square in order to provide a corrective to a self-limited reason. This is of vital 

importance the pope tells his compatriots because “where positive reason dominates the field to 

the exclusion of all else—and that is broadly the case in our public mindset—then the classical 

sources of knowledge for ethics and law are exclude.”182 The pope then strongly defends man’s 

innate nature that must be respected and not manipulated at will. He asserts further that “man is 

not merely self-creating freedom. Man does not create himself. He is intellect and will, but he is 

also nature, and his will is rightly ordered if he respects his nature, listens to it and accepts 

himself for who he is, as one who did not create himself. In this way, and in no other, is true 

human freedom fulfilled.”183 He concludes with a robust defense of human dignity because 

humans are created in the image and likeness of our creator. He returns to a question posed 

earlier, and he reflects in the following manner in which we must listen to him and attentively 

consider his words in full: 

I find myself asking, is it really pointless to wonder whether the objective reason 
that manifests itself in nature does not presuppose a creative reason, a Creator 
Spiritus? At this point Europe’s cultural heritage ought to come to our assistance. 
The conviction that there is a creator God is what gave rise to the ideas of human 
rights, the idea of equality of all people before the law, the recognition of the 
inviolability of human dignity in every single person and the awareness of peoples’ 
responsibility for their actions. Our cultural memory is shaped by these rational 
insights. To ignore it or to dismiss it as a thing of the past would be to dismember 
our culture totally and to rob it of its completeness. The culture of Europe arose 
from the encounter between Jerusalem, Athens and Rome—from the encounter 
between Israel’s monotheism, the philosophical reason of the Greeks and Roman 
law. This three-way encounter has shaped the inner identity of Europe. In the 
awareness of man’s responsibility before God and in the acknowledgement of the 
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inviolable dignity of every single human person, it has established criteria of law: 
it is these criteria that we are called to defend at this moment in our history.184 

The conviction that the notion of a creator God is what gave rise to the idea of human rights, of 

equality, and the inviolability of human dignity, in my view, is historically demonstratable. It can 

be seen in the early Church’s inclusion of slaves within their community and later in many 

Christians efforts to abolish slavery globally. Moreover, the declaration of universal human 

rights argued in San Francisco persuasively and to great effect by Jacques Martian was based 

fundamentally on the Judeo-Christian belief in the absolute dignity of human being precisely 

located in the notion of a Creator God who out of unmerited love on the part of the Triune God 

created life, human life. And in the late medieval times, Francisco de Vitoria’s treatise on the 

rights of the American Indians in Spanish territory in the New World opened the discussion over 

the next several centuries concerning the rights of natives in those territories and around the 

world. This debate was grounded firmly in the revival of Thomas thought as demonstrated in 

what came to be known as the School of Salamanca founded by the Dominican theologian 

Vitoria. This is not to argue that there were no other sources underpinning these concepts as they 

evolved in culture, just that as Christendom spread outward from its roots in Europe, yes often 

through colonialization in both its positive as well as it negative forms, so too did these Christian 

concepts go along with the explorers, sailors, soldiers, pilgrims, and missionaries, all of whom 

very much shaped the culture that we globally live and operate in today. 
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Conclusion 
 

In the reflection just quoted, Benedict succinctly summarizes the themes that have been 

put forward in this and the previous two chapters. Our cultural memory is rapidly fading, and we 

are losing sight of the granite that upholds and provides the strongest defense of human dignity. 

Christianity and the Jewish culture from which it sprung has situated this dignity in the notion 

that all humans are created in the image and likeness of the Triune God and their ultimate 

purpose is to share in this divinity. In this teaching Christianity as a cultural educator par 

excellence has ennobled the humanity of believers and non-believers alike, moved the world in 

the direction of the City of God while stressing that that eternal city transcends this world and so 

we have a universal moral responsibility to the citizens of the earthly city. This universal moral 

obligation to recognize the inviolability of human dignity is accessible to all through human 

reason and conscience, and when purified by faith in the Creator Spiritus the foundation 

becomes ever more secure. J. Brian Benestad notes that as the Council fathers introduced 

Gaudium et spes “what is not so readily understood is the conciliar teaching in part 1 that the 

education of the mind, the purification of the heart, and greater unity among human beings, 

based on truth, are important ways to elevate and perfect human dignity.”185 Perfect dignity, 

Benestad maintains, is achieved by unceasingly seeking the truth, struggling against sin, striving 

to be virtuous, and repenting and resolving to amend one’s way when falling short or failing to 

adhere to the perfection of one’s own dignity. Human dignity is fundamentally related to living a 

moral life as Dei Verbum and Gaudium et spes both stress in different ways, but each are 

concerned with how societies and individuals are formed and make value judgments using the 

phronēsis of practical wisdom. As Ratzinger contends, “even today, we must admit that 
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education in the faith is unthinkable without a believing community that—however 

fragmentarily—confirms the faith.”186 Recognizing one’s innate dignity compels one to 

recognize the innate dignity of the other, and thereby the human community is formed. In one of 

his lesser-known September addresses while on an Apostolic Journey to Lebanon, Benedict 

affirms:  

A pluralistic society can only exist on the basis of mutual respect, the desire to 
know the other, and continuous dialogue. Such a dialogue is only possible when 
the parties are conscious of the existence of values which are common to all great 
cultures because they are rooted in the nature of the human person.187 

As we transition to the penultimate topic on aletheia of truth the notion of the need for a 

continuous dialogue conducted on the basis of mutual respect and the recognition of the 

existence of values common to all is of paramount importance. And, as we move away from the 

topic of the historical relationship between faith and reason and how each contribute to dynamic 

of transcendence in creating and sustaining culture, Josef Pieper reminds us why this relationship 

is always just below the surface of discursive, dialogical discourse: 

The thinkers of the Middle Ages perceived that a ‘Christian Philosophy’ depended 
upon the conjunction of fides and ratio. This was the task they set themselves, and 
into this task they poured their full intellectual resources. This task is continuous 
and never-ending. Anyone who addresses himself today to this same task cannot 
afford to ignore the demanding and multiform paradigm of medieval philosophy. 
But in answer to the questions posed he cannot take the medieval view; he will have 
to find his own answer.188  
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CHAPTER 6: ALETHEIA OF TRUTH—THE REDISCOVERY OF HUMAN DIGNITY? 
 
 
Introduction 
 
 Chapter five ended with a quotation from Josef Pieper in which he asserted that the 

conjunction of faith and reason is continuous, yet the answers to the questions raised today 

cannot be founded upon the historical view of medieval times despite the insight that medieval 

philosophical and theological thought conveys; rather we, and future generations, are responsible 

for finding our own answers because such “answers” are in fact responses to perceived questions 

which present themselves in cultural and historical context that are significantly different than 

the context in which the scholastics formulated their responses. This is a powerful insight that 

suggests that one be open to being surprised by just how new that insight may be and just how 

unexpected the next question may turn out to be. At the conclusion of chapter one, I made the 

assertion that Joseph Ratzinger was a public intellectual par excellence owing to his keen insight 

and because much of his forewarning analysis of modern culture has come to pass. Throughout 

the thesis, I have brought him into the discussion to support the central argument of the thesis 

that Christianity is fundamentally influential as a cultural educator par excellence, whether it is 

when a culture is forming, or evolving as its members work toward establishing its proper moral 

ordering as discussed in chapter three, or when its members are determining the appropriate 

relationship between faith and reason as we have been considering in the previous two chapters. 

The preceding chapter ended with the discussion of Benedict’s September addresses; in this 

chapter I intend to continue the focus on Ratzinger’s cultural reflection as he performs the role of 

a teacher—the role of a public intellectual par excellence. Since discourse is most beneficial as a 

communal activity, however, I will bring in some additional partners, such as Jürgen Habermas, 

Wolfhart Pannenberg, and John Paul II. As a public intellectual there is nothing more important 
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than unceasingly striving to seek the truth. In this regard, Ratzinger is on par with the likes of a 

St. Augustine, Boethius, St. Aquinas, and Pope St. John Paul II of the world, all of whom sought 

to get to the heart of the truth of the matter. Despite his keen intellect sharpened over decades of 

reflection about the most pressing problems confronting humanity, Ratzinger has maintained an 

impressive sense of intellectual humility notwithstanding the fact that his work exhibits a 

penetrating understanding of the human dynamic. Humility, as we have discussed, is an 

indispensable virtue needed for authentic dialogue within discursive, dialogical communities.  

In the following quotation, Pieper addresses one of the fundamental tasks of such 

communities, which is to discover anew the two realms of reality we touch upon when we 

believe or know, something of which Ratzinger is acutely aware. Pieper writes: 

Truth is the self-manifestation and state of evidence of real things. Consequently, 
truth is something secondary, following from something else. Truth does not exist 
for itself alone. Primary and precedent to it are existing things, the real. Knowledge 
of truth, therefore, aims ultimately not at ‘truth’ but strictly speaking, at gaining 
sight of reality. Furthermore, when we distinguish ‘truth of faith’ from ‘truth of 
reason,’ we are saying on one hand there exists things which we can see only by 
faith and divine revelation, and on the other hand things which we can apprehended 
by natural cognition. Even when we speak of ‘faith’ and ‘knowledge,’ despite the 
literal meaning of these words we are not speaking of two different acts or 
approaches of the human mind, but of the two realms of reality which we touch 
upon when we believe or know.1 

This quotation gets to the heart of what oftentimes causes such difficulty for the participants in a 

discursive, dialogical community; namely, how to either make or balance the distinction between 

the truth of faith and the truth of reason. In essence, it speaks to the need to correlate the two and 

not to discard faith as irrational or to hold reason on the same plane as faith. Here we need to 

recall St. Thomas again, and his clear differentiation between what is seen, which can only be 

known, and that which cannot be seen and therefore believed. In this penultimate chapter, I will 
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call upon Ratzinger to help clarify some of the characteristics necessary for a dialogical 

community to cooperatively engaged in an authentic reflection upon truth. Throughout the thesis 

I have alluded to Ratzinger’s notion of pathologies of reason and pathologies in religion. His 

first full explication of this notion occurred in his dialogue with Jürgen Habermas at the Catholic 

Academy of Bavaria on January 19, 2004. The first part of this chapter will provide an overview 

and analysis of their debate on the pre-political foundations of a free state. This is both an 

excellent example of the proper manner in which a discursive, dialogical community should 

function and the lessons drawn out in the debate by both men point to the virtues necessary for 

individuals engaged in such activities. In the second part of the argument, I turn our attention to 

truth and tolerance. I have mentioned on a number of occasions Pannenberg’s concept of the 

provisionality of truth and this will form the beginning of the discussion of truth and tolerance. It 

too helps in illuminating how a discursive community should reflect upon truth and constantly 

drive their questions further into the realm of speculation without losing its grounding in reason. 

Truth, after all, is precisely what a discursive community is seeking. The provisionality of truth 

does not mean that truth is relative, it does mean that truth is conjoined with mystery. In other 

words, as Pieper notes in the quotation above, truth operates in the realm of faith and reason. 

After discussing Pannenberg’s notion of the provisionality of truth, I will briefly turn to John 

Paul II’s encyclical on Veritatis Splendor to examine how he views truth and the uncovering of 

truth in these two realms. This will then set up the last section of the chapter where I will return 

to Ratzinger to explore his ideas regarding truth, tolerance, freedom, and conscience.  

As discussed in earlier chapters, an authentic search for truth cannot be conducted in a 

manner of the Latin Averroists who held that their theological truth could conflict with their 

philosophical truth, yet each remained true. That notion was proven to be absolutely false, as we 
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saw, by Thomas Aquinas. Nor can truth be held in relativistic relation to the multitude of 

opinions held by human beings as truth because when “my truth” and “your truth” contradict one 

another, either one or both are false, and, therefore, not truth. Again, the relativist notion that 

there is no truth is too a contradiction because that claim is stated as truth itself. The difficulty of 

truth lies in the mystery of life, it lies in those fundamental questions all humans reflect upon: 

Why am I alive; for what reason am I here; what is the ultimate purpose of my life; and what 

good should I seek and what evil must I avoid? These are fundamentally religious questions in 

nature because they transcend both the individual and any historical society or culture. 

Ultimately, these questions resolve into the most basic question that must be answered first 

before any of the other fundamental questions are addressed, and yet the answer to that mystery 

only reveals itself fully in death and thus can never be absolutely known. It can only be answered 

within the realm of faith and reason, and in this respect faith is supreme. The primary mystery of 

life is the notion of whether we are created beings or simply the product of an irrational, 

evolutionary process. God, yes or no? The answer cannot altogether be avoided, one has to 

choose to live their lives as either God exists, or God does not exist, one cannot really remain 

neutral. Therefore, it can only be addressed through faith and reason, no matter on which side of 

the answer one stakes their particular claim. As Robert Sokolowski notes, “because of the 

contrastive nature of reason we cannot think theologically about faith and God without raising 

the issue of unbelief and the nonexistence of God.”2 Hence, there can never be absolute truth 

through reason alone as Pieper maintains in the quotation above, it can only emerge when we 

understand that “when we distinguish ‘truth of faith’ from ‘truth of reason,’ we are saying on one 

hand there exists things which we can see only by faith and divine revelation, and on the other 
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hand things which we can apprehended by natural cognition.” In this regard, however, Alasdair 

MacIntyre offers a strong caveat when he writes: “What is true of physical enquiry holds also for 

theological and moral enquiry. What are taken to be the relevant data and how they are 

identified, characterized, and classified will depend upon who is performing those tasks and what 

his or her theological and moral standpoint and perspective is.”3 Here again is the need for the 

correlation within the Gadamarian hermeneutic circle with a slightly different reflection and 

meaning. The “universal” of faith must engage in the “particular” of reason moving back and 

forth in dialogue that seeks further questions and responses. This gets to the heart of Gadamer’s 

assertion that authority is recognized in the discourse, in the strength of the argument being put 

forward. It also points to his notion of historical consciousness as well as the significant 

emphasis that Pannenberg places on the role of history in general. As we will see below in his 

discussion of truth, truth can only be provisionally known, which is why it is the most difficult of 

all the fundamental questions raised by discursive, dialogical communities. And yet the aletheia 

of truth, its uncovering or un-concealment, is of ultimate importance to deliberate in light of the 

need to authentically protect and foster human dignity as an absolute value. In discussing the 

genuine search for truth, I will return to the theme of religion being a cultural educator par 

excellence because of the religious overtones of truth itself—it touches on the two realms of 

reality when we speak of believing or knowing. Religion instills a sense of transcendence as a 

characteristic of mystery and of revelation, and consequently freedom is in the origin of both 

faith and revelation where the act of faith is realized first in freedom and then in its truth. Thus, 

freedom in human existence is more basic, but it is not a substitute for apprehending 

transcendent mystery and revealed truth. Moreover, religion also helps the society develop the 
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virtues necessary for its members to engage in constructive dialogue based on the truths of faith 

and the truths of reason, but religion is not alone in this relationship since it aids other cultural 

educators in providing firm ground for virtue to flourish. Here, truths of faith are “revealed” 

within the relationship of faith, and, therefore, faith depends on freedom because faith is not a 

matter of knowledge and presumptions it is a relationship of trust in the mystery of other human 

beings that is most clearly demonstrated in the mystery of Jesus Christ as a person. 

Consequently, the truths of faith are truths about the dynamic of freedom at work in the 

relationship between persons, for example in the relationship between God and Abraham, or God 

and Moses, and most acutely expressed in the Trinitarian relationship between God the Father, 

God the Son in the person of Jesus Christ, and God the Holy Spirit. 

The practice of virtue, discerning good and avoiding evil, is what enables individuals 

both to lead a life of virtue and to be exemplary members of the community capable of 

participating in discursive dialogue about matters of good and evil for the individual and for the 

society. Ultimately, that is precisely what the genuine search for truth is all about. Evil is always 

and every time a personal decision, it could always be otherwise. In this regard, truth and 

freedom are very much linked in a manner similar to faith and reason as we will see below 

because the act of ascending to truth is first and foremost an act of freedom that then grounds 

one’s truth. Consequently, authentic freedom must be limited by a transcendent truth which is 

grounded in faith, not knowledge, and therefore authentic freedom must limit all use of reason. 

Finally, recalling our discussion of Aristotle and friendship, an individual must rely on other 

individuals when developing and securing knowledge of reality and discerning good from evil 

and thereby rendering moral judgment. To reiterate, discourse is very much a communal project. 

This returns us to religion as a cultural educator par excellence because as Genesis teaches us, 
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God, not man, has the power to make the distinction between good and evil. Our responsibility 

as rational beings is to take on the task of apprehending the distinction and to live our lives in 

accordance with it. In this regard, the well-founded polis helps the individual develop this 

wisdom, but as seen in the deaths of Socrates and Jesus Christ, as James Schall persuasively 

claims: “Nowhere do reason and revelation appear more vividly before each other and before the 

city. Here are graphically illustrated the themes of virtue, friendship, evil, hell, death, happiness, 

and salvation.”4 He continues by suggesting that in their respective deaths, “they reveal 

something not merely about abstract human nature, or about the characters of ancient Greeks, 

Jews, and Romans, but also about our own hearts.”5 The autonomous reason of man, not limited 

by what is, by the order of reason found in nature, ultimately ends in the imprisonment of man in 

totalitarian systems and the utter destruction of human dignity and personhood. This leads Pieper 

to observe: “In other words: it becomes evident in this context how important the presence of 

truth in public discourse is or, negatively, how important the public manipulation of reality is 

(for instance, through the deceptive use of language and communication), not only for society at 

large but also for every decision-making individual.”6  Or, as Aristotle suggests in Nicomachean 

Ethics: “Since we should state not only the truth, but also the cause of error—for this contributes 

towards producing conviction, since when a reasonable explanation is given of why the false 

view appears true, this tends to produce a belief in the true view” (1154a22-25).7 Finally, this is 

related to the Aristotelian notion of phronēsis and praxis that, as discussed in chapter two, is an 

important concept for Gadamer. Aristotle observes that the intellect that aims at an end is a 
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practical intellect or practical wisdom—phronēsis. Scientific knowledge, he stresses, is 

demonstrable because it is of necessity and cannot be otherwise, and, therefore, it is capable of 

being taught. Consequently, phronēsis cannot be scientific knowledge or art as they aim at 

different kinds of things. The only alternative, Aristotle suggests, is determining to act in a 

manner that is either good or bad, and it is directed toward an end, “for good action itself is its 

end” (1140b6-7).8 Therefore, Aristotle concludes: “Practical wisdom, then, must be a reasoned 

and true state of capacity to act with regard to human good,” and phronēsis is clearly a virtue 

because it is the habit of rendering good judgments (1140b20-25).9 Phronēsis, practical wisdom, 

is the foundation upon which praxis must be executed whether it be a religious, social, or 

political praxis, and the working out of praxis happens dialogically among individuals. With 

these opening remarks in mind, I now direct our attention to an example of how meaningful 

dialogue can unfold in practice. 

 

Habermas – Ratzinger Dialogue 
 

Jürgen Habermas has written extensively on secular and post-secular society and on 

modern and post-modern philosophical issues, noting often that if religion has a role to play in 

society it is largely due to its historical legacy and it is today not aligned to the main lines of 

progress in contemporary society. As Florian Schuller notes in the introduction of the dialogue, 

this view was modestly altered beginning in the 1990s, and three weeks after September 11th, 

while accepting the Peace Prize of the German Booksellers, Habermas declared further that 

secular society must “acquire a new understanding of religious convictions which are something 
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more and something other than mere relics of a past with which we are finished.”10 Both 

Habermas and Ratzinger acknowledge the need for discursive dialogue and engagement between 

those holding secular or religious views, or, as Habermas characterizes it, there are times when 

the secular are “unmusical” with respect to listening to the religious view. Unmusical ears can 

also be applied to those holding religious views as well, what is essential for both parties is to be 

open to a complementary listening and learning process through discourse. 

The question Habermas explores in his lecture is whether or not a democratically 

constituted state provides its own normative presuppositions, or must they come from another, 

outside source? In order to address this, he outlines five themes that he needs to consider: 

whether laws in a secular society can be justified non-religiously or post-metaphysically; if that 

is possible, can a society with a plurality of conviction communities maintain the stability of its 

normative values, which he holds is doubtful; if this doubt is overcome, the structure of society 

requires that all of its citizens maintain solidarity, but if secularization “goes off the rails” the 

source of solidarity may evaporate; to prevent this, cultural and societal secularization requires 

“a double learning process that compels both the tradition of the Enlightenment and religious 

doctrines to reflect on their own limitations;” and finally, what must the state require cognitively 

in the normative behavior of both believers and unbelievers that they must put into practice when 

dealing with one another?”11 I will outline the major contours of each question below, and as we 

will ultimately see the secular view of Habermas will converge with the religious view of 

Ratzinger and each will arrive at a very similar point—the fundamental need for discursive 

dialogue. 

 
10 Habermas and Ratzinger, The Dialectics of Secularization, 11–12. 
11 Habermas and Ratzinger, 22–23. 



 266 

Habermas begins with the question that Ernst Wolfgang Böckenförde asked in the mid-

1960s: “Does the free, secularized state exist on the basis of normative presuppositions that it 

itself cannot guarantee?”12 Habermas referring to Böchenforde’s question highlights his 

underlying prejudice that the state is the primary cultural institution. A state, however. is a form 

of culture, one among many units in the structure of culture. Moreover, a civil society is based on 

certain types of relationship among persons; agreement about proposition underlying the state is 

only one element of those relationships, and certainly not the most important. Habermas starts to 

address Böchenforde’s question by observing that “political liberalism understands itself as a 

nonreligious and postmetaphysical justification of the normative bases of the democratic 

constitutional state.”13 He asserts that this order is not based on cosmological or salvation history 

that is found in classical and religious natural law theories, but rather that it rests upon rational 

law theory. There are appropriations of religious and natural law concepts in rational law he 

suggests, and later he will provide the example of human rights originating in the religious 

notion of man being created in the image of God. He notes, however, that “ultimately the bases 

of the legitimation of a state authority with a neutral worldview are derived from the profane 

sources of the philosophy of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,” in other words it rose out 

of Enlightenment thinking.14 He argues that the Catholic Church only later addressed the 

implication of the intellectual challenges posed by a constitutional state, but within the Catholic 

tradition that accepts the natural light of reason, “it has no problem in principle with an 

autonomous justification of morality and law (that is, a justification independent of 

revelation).”15 He claims that in the democratic process, which is essentially understood as a 
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process of “legitimate legislation,” and, therefore, he must explain why in the process of 

developing constitutions, democracy and human rights are interconnected from inception. He 

offers two explanations. First, the process will be accepted as rational based on how well the 

democratic process satisfies the “discursive and inclusive formation of opinion and will;” and 

secondly, this process absolutely requires that basic liberal and political rights be granted 

simultaneously. This is true because citizens must have these rights in order to establish a 

constitution. There is no ruling state authority antecedent to the rule of law, or, in other words, 

there is no prince that establishes the constitution, and then confers it upon the people. Returning 

to Böckenförde, Habermas maintains that the question meant “that a completely positivistic 

constitutional system requires religion, or some other ‘sustaining force’, as the cognitive 

guarantee of the foundations of its validity.”16 Habermas is using “religion” here in a vague 

manner. What is required is for the authority of the state to originate from a “faith” that is 

capable of recognizing the reality of transcendence in which all must participate. A state is 

possible only when its citizens are true human beings, i.e., when they recognized themselves and 

others as originating in transcendence that is mystery which is absolute and universal. Religion 

or some sustaining force, in essence, is based upon mystery—either in the self-limitation of the 

mystery of finitude or in the self-limiting sacred mystery. He declares, however, that this 

sustaining force is only required if the systems of law do not have a self-referential manner 

established “on the basis of legal procedures born of democratic procedures.”17 He concludes: 

“The proceduralist understanding of the constitutional state, inspired by Kant, insists (against the 

Hegelian view of the law) that the basic principles of the constitution have an autonomous 
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justification and that all the citizens can rationally accept the claim this justification makes.”18 

Thus, proposition one is answered affirmatively. Yet, the question here is whether or not the 

autonomy of reason is sufficient ground for his affirmative answer, or, as we will see with 

Ratzinger, does the justification require additional grounding? 

 The second area of exploration Habermas undertakes is to question, despite the 

autonomous justification of the presuppositions underlying the constitution of a liberal state, 

whether the society can sustain the stability of the normative values of its citizens? He makes the 

distinction between those who are the authors of the law and those whom the law addresses, and 

in a democratic constitutional state a higher demand is place upon the former, he insists. He 

states that the latter are only expected to obey the law when they “exercise their subjective 

freedoms (and claims).”19  “Democratic co-legislators,” and here he means all of the citizens in 

the state, must discursively discuss not only what is in their self-interest, but more fundamentally 

determine what is the common good. This demands, he notes, “a more costly commitment and 

motivation, and these cannot simply be imposed by law.”20  In a democracy, one cannot make a 

legal obligation to vote any more than one can make a legal obligation to come to the aid of an 

anonymous fellow citizen. Habermas contends that it is for this reason “political virtues, even if 

they are only ‘levied’ in small coins, so to speak, are essential if a democracy is to exist.”21 A 

state can produce its own motivational presuppositions based on the particular elements of its 

ethics, culture, and political processes that generate political virtue, public opinion, and common 

will. Habermas reasons that only in an undemocratic state will one find a negative answer to 

Böckenförde’s question. In a democratic constitutional state, the “unitary bond that is antecedent 
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to this freedom” is the democratic process itself; and, thus, he maintains, it is “a communicative 

praxis that can be exercised only in common and that has as its ultimate theme the correct 

understanding of the constitution.”22 If the unifying bond is the democratic process itself, he 

again is grounding this in the autonomy of reason and in that case, religion becomes either 

useless or incoherent if it does not perform its function of helping to instill a sense virtue in the 

members of the society through an increased appreciation of transcendence attainable through 

reason. 

He observes it is undoubtedly true if one glances back at history that it was “a common 

religious background, a common language, and national consciousness that helped create a 

highly abstract solidarity on the part of citizens.”23 Now, however, this is no longer the case 

because “this pre-political anchoring” has been detached from republican attitudes, but he 

stresses that even if we are not “willing to die ‘for the Treaty of Nice’ it is no longer an objection 

to a common European constitution.”24 He suggests that the historical, political, ethical 

discussions of Germany’s war crimes and the Holocaust, all committed in the name of the 

German government, “have made the citizens of the Federal Republic of Germany conscious of 

the fact that their constitution was a positive gain.”25 He states that this is an instance of a self-

critical “politics of memory” that many other countries also have, and it fosters how a “shared 

patriotism linked to the constitution can be formed and can renew itself even in the political 

sphere.”26 This patriotism, he argues, means that citizens not only accept the constitution in the 

abstract, but in a very real and specifically historical context. This on its own, however, does not 
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generate the necessary moral attitude for a democratic constitutional state—a profound sense of 

justice is required as well. “An abstract solidarity,” he concludes, “mediated by the law, arises 

among citizens only when the principles of justice have penetrated more deeply into the complex 

of ethical orientations in a given culture.” 27 Habermas claims that a secular society can establish 

a constitutional order based on the presuppositions internal to the society, and it can apply the 

necessary motivation to its citizens that cultivates solidarity through shared patriotism and the 

principles of justice that is not grounded on any other principle but reason, a point Ratzinger will 

contest. I would argue, although I do not think Habermas would, but Ratzinger most certainly 

will, that principles of justice are most secure when those principles are taught by religion as 

cultural educator par excellence and this is only possible when religions are freed of the 

pathologies of fundamentalism and extremism and are thus open to both faith and reason. 

Turning to his third concern, he contends this bond of solidarity can breakdown if the 

society is threatened externally. “If the modernization of society as a whole went off the rails, it 

could well slacken the democratic bond and exhaust the kind of solidarity that the democratic 

state needs but cannot impose by law,” he declares.28 In this instance, what Böckenförde 

envisioned would transpire. Society would breakdown into “isolated monads acting on the basis 

of their own self-interest, persons who use their subjective rights only as weapons against each 

other.”29 This can be most clearly seen in market forces, he argues, which cannot be tamed by 

democratization in the same manner that state can be restrained within a given society, which is 

an interesting assertion given what the history of the twentieth century tells us about the fragility 

of democratic forces. This leads to markets taking on more and more regulatory functions of the 
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individual that, heretofore, were normatively put in place by political structures. The result of 

this phenomenon is the shrinking of public legitimation. “The reduction of the citizen’s field of 

action to the private realm,” he appropriately maintains, “is intensified by the discouraging 

process whereby the democratic formation of a common opinion and will loses its functional 

relevance.”30 This is especially true at the “supranational” level and it thus reduces any hope for 

the global community being a creative force for the common good. Habermas asserts that 

“postmodern theories understand these crises in a manner critical of reason, that is, not as the 

consequence of a selective exhaustion of the rational potential that was born in the West in the 

modern period, but as the logical outcome of the program of self-destructive intellectual and 

societal rationalization.”31 He further observes that this form of radical skepticism was foreign to 

Catholic thinking, but until the 1960s and beyond, he correctly notes, “Catholicism had great 

difficulties in understanding the secular thinking of humanism, the Enlightenment, and political 

liberalism.”32Therefore, he claims, that it is not surprising given this situation that there are cries 

that “the remorseful modern age can find its way out of the blind alley only by means of the 

religious orientation to a transcendent point of reference.”33 It remains an open question, he 

submits, if secularism can provide the corrective on its own merit.  

Leaving that question aside for a moment, he observes, that due to the “tendency to 

radicalize the critique of reason, philosophy, too, has been led to a self-reflection with regard to 

its own religious-metaphysical origins, and it has occasionally entered into a conversation with a 

theology that on its side has seen a point of contact in the philosophers’ attempts at a post-
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Hegelian self-reflection of reason.”34 He argues that in a philosophical investigation of reason 

and revelation the recurrent idea always arises: “that when reason reflects on its deepest 

foundations, it discovers that it owes its origin to something else.”35 He suggests further that not 

originally having a theological intention, “the reason that becomes aware of its limitations thus 

transcends itself in the direction of something else.”36 Importantly, he declares: 

But a philosophy that is aware of its fallibility and of its fragile position within the 
differentiated structures of modern society will insist on the generic distinction 
between the secular discourse that claims to be accessible to all men and the 
religious discourse that is dependent upon the truths of revelation.37 

Gadamer’s view of historical consciousness makes the generic distinction between secular 

discourse and religious discourse problematic because both are situated historically in culture. In 

this respect, Habermas emphasizes, to refuse to issue a judgment “is based on the respect due to 

a person and ways of life that obviously derive their integrity and authenticity from religious 

convictions.”38 And, this points to the discursive community and to the fundamental role that 

ambiguity, mystery, transcendence, and freedom play. Additionally, his view of reason owing its 

origins to something else demonstrates, as will be discussed below, the interwoven nature of 

philosophy and theology. 

Important to our purpose, the notion of respect for a person and their way of life 

establishes his fundamental argument for a complementary learning environment and its 

corollary thought that philosophy has very good reasons to learn from religious traditions as 

religion has for learning from philosophy. “The asymmetry of the epistemological claims allows 

us to affirm that philosophy must be ready to learn from theology, not only for functional 
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reasons, but also (when we recall philosophy’s successful “Hegelian” learning processes) for 

substantial reasons,” he avows.39 This is necessary, he maintains, because the “mutual co-

penetration of Christianity and Greek metaphysics not only produced the intellectual form of 

theological dogmatics and a Hellenization of Christianity (which was not in every sense a 

blessing). It also promoted the assimilation by philosophy of genuinely Christian ideas.”40 As we 

will see below, this is a theme that Ratzinger will underscore as well in his response to 

Habermas, and it is a theme that he has consistently stressed throughout his intellectual life. 

Habermas returns to his point about the regulatory forces of the market and bureaucracy 

that are weakening democratic impulses by “expelling social solidarity (that is, a coordination of 

action based on values, norms, and a vocabulary intended to promote mutual understanding) 

from more and more spheres of life.”41 This understanding is difficult because oftentimes there 

exists an asymmetrical dynamic where the secular convictions are privileged over those holding 

religious convictions. Tolerance in pluralistic societies must rest upon each side understanding 

that disagreements will continue to exist and that they must be mitigated through discourse. 

Habermas explains:  

For the citizen who is ‘unmusical’ in religious matters, this entails a demand—
which is not in the least trivial—that he identify self-critically the relationship 
between faith and knowledge, on the basis of what all the world knows. This is 
because the expectation that there will be continuing disagreement between faith 
and knowledge deserves to be called ‘rational’ only when secular knowledge, too, 
grants that religious convictions have an epistemological status that is not purely 
and simply irrational.42  

Furthermore, he asserts, “if both sides agree to understand the secularization of society as a 

complementary learning process, then they will also have cognitive reasons to take seriously 
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each other’s contributions to controversial subjects in the public debate.”43 This complementary 

learning proves and the need to listen authentically to both religious and secular views is the 

point of convergence between Habermas and Ratzinger. 

Turning to Ratzinger’s lecture, he begins by asking a commensurate question to the one 

posed by Habermas: “How does law come into being, and what must be the characteristics of 

law if it is to be the vehicle of justice rather than the privilege of those who have the power to 

make the law?”44 In the essay he explores four issues: the relationship of power to the law; new 

forms of power and how it is to be mastered or controlled; the presuppositions of law seen in 

interconnection between law, nature, and reason; and finally, the intercultural dimensions and its 

consequences. In his remarks he makes the key observation that there are pathologies in 

religions and pathologies of reason that will be critical to his conclusion which as noted above is 

very similar to Habermas. As we have seen throughout the thesis, it has a significant bearing on 

how to examine the role of religion in contemporary society. In his conclusion, Ratzinger calls 

for a new horizon of faith and reason where both understand their inherent limitations, and the 

need for a discursive communal learning process to work out those limitations. 

Ratzinger begins his argument with a preliminary discussion of science and philosophy 

that establishes the parameters for the essay. He notes that human development is advancing very 

rapidly due to the global communication revolution and owing to the tremendous increase in 

human possibilities that are both very positive and very negative. Therefore, he declares, “this 

lends great urgency to the question of how cultures that encounter one another can find ethical 

bases to guide their relationship along the right path, thus permitting them to build up a common 
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structure that tames power and imposes a legally responsible order on the exercise of power.”45  

Ratzinger asserts that the question of the good and why one must have the ethos to do good is 

generally neither asked, nor answered. This is even more so since science cannot answer this 

question, and while scientific knowledge has undeniably contributed to the understanding of the 

world and of man, he claims that “it has played a major role in the collapse of the old moral 

certainties.46” Similar to what Dupré observed earlier in our discussion of secularization, 

Ratzinger avows that philosophy must separate the non-scientific aspects out of science where 

they are quite often ensnared, and thus keep “open our awareness of the totality and of the 

broader dimensions of the reality of human existence—for science can never show us more than 

partial aspects of this existence.”47 This distinction will be important to Ratzinger’s final 

observations about the need for faith and reason to be self-limiting. It also separates him from the 

argument Habermas made above. Ratzinger is arguing for the full range of human reason 

metaphysically, while Habermas argued for reason that was devoid of all sense of metaphysics. 

Much as Habermas made the point about the solidarity of citizens in a society, Ratzinger 

made the similar point on the need to overcome suspicion of the law in order to foster solidarity 

and legitimacy, because he avers power is both what structures the law and what makes the law. 

Suspicion must be overcome, he stresses, since that is the only way “arbitrariness can be 

excluded and freedom can be experienced as a freedom shared in common with others.”48 He 

maintains: “Freedom without law is anarchy and, hence, the destruction of freedom. Suspicion of 

the law, revolt against the law, will always arise when law itself appears to be, no longer the 

expression of a justice that is at the service of all, but rather the product of arbitrariness and 
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legislative arrogance on the part of those who have the power for it.”49 Analogous to Habermas, 

he contends that law established through the legislative process seems to be responsive to, and 

accepted by, all the citizens, but a question remains.  “Total consensus among men is very hard 

to achieve,” he emphasizes, since there are times when a majority can establish an unjust law; 

thus, he claims that “the majority principle always leaves open the question of the ethical 

foundation of the law,” a topic as we discussed in the previous chapter that he returned to in his 

September addresses in London and Berlin.50 He concludes that there are “self-subsistent values 

that flow from the essence of what it is to be a man, and are therefore inviolable: no other man 

can infringe on them.”51 For Ratzinger, unsurprisingly, the essence of being a man is found in the 

claim that man is a creature who has a creator and, thus, signals his personal conviction very 

clearly. But, as we will see below, he also acknowledges that his view is not universally held, 

and, therefore, must be sorted out in a common learning environment, or in a discursive 

community. Thus, I contend that a key element of a discursive community is the need for a 

hermeneutic horizon that is itself neutral with respect to the convictions of its participants. In this 

respect, mystery, either of finitude or of the sacred, is the primary ground for freedom and 

discourse. And, as has been repeatedly stressed, the authority of the argument is based not on the 

strength of conviction of the one making the augment, but on the strength of the argument itself 

as it works toward a more thorough apprehension of the truth of the matter. 

Before addressing what these self-subsistent values are, Ratzinger examined the 

phenomenon of power more directly, especially its “new forms” as seen in the atomic bomb and 

terrorism. The atomic bomb serves as the basis for asserting that there are pathologies of reason, 
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while terrorism works similarly for demonstrating the pathologies in religion. The rational 

application of scientific knowledge has been immensely important to the betterment of human 

life, he notes, but it has also created nuclear weapons, along with environmental degradation, and 

the related possibility of destroying life on the planet. Moreover, Ratzinger declares, in 

biological sciences man has become capable of making human life, and, thus, “man becomes a 

product and this entails a total alteration of man’s relation to his own self.”52 Thus, he maintains 

that one must “doubt the reliability of reason.” On the other hand, if one source of terrorism is 

“religious fanaticism,” he asks, “if this is the case is then religion a healing and saving force? Or 

is it not rather an archaic and dangerous force that builds up false universalisms, thereby 

leading to intolerance and acts of terrorism?” Fundamental to his ultimate conclusion, he 

observes, if this is the situation religion and reason find themselves, then “religion and reason 

[should] restrict each other and remind each other where their limits are, thereby encouraging a 

positive path.”53 This returns to the question of how in a global community, with these types of 

uncontrolled forces and a variety of ethical, moral, and legal worldviews, can “an effective 

ethical conviction be found with sufficient motivation and vigor to answer these challenges I 

have outlined here?”54  

To answer this question, Ratzinger suggests first to take a brief glance at ancient Greece 

which, he argues, also experienced its own “Enlightenment in which a divinely based law lost its 

obviousness, and it became necessary to look at a deeper justification of the law.”55 This deeper 

justification is a law that is derived from nature, he avows. Secondly, he asserts that closer to the 

modern period there was “the double rupture of the European consciousness,” that resulted from 
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the discovery of America where Europeans encounter a native population not familiar with the 

“Christian structures of faith and law,” and gave rise to Francisco de Vitoria’s formulation of a 

“law of the nations” where law is “binding on all men qua men in their mutual relationships and 

that tells them what to do.”56 Similar to Pannenberg’s argument above, the other rupture was the 

division of Christianity whence it “became necessary to elaborate a law, or at least a legal 

minimum, antecedent to dogma; the source of this law then had to lie, no longer in faith, but in 

nature and human reason.”57 Ratzinger notes that natural law theory has endured as the 

foundational concept for dialogue with secular society and with other faith communities “in 

order to appeal to the reason we share in common and to seek the basis for a consensus about the 

ethical principles of law in a secular, pluralistic society.”58  

Ratzinger argues there are problems in the modern thought of nature and reason that 

threatens ethical principles in a secular society. He maintains that with the “victory of evolution” 

the presupposition of natural law resting upon the concept that nature and reason overlap because 

nature itself is rational “has capsized: nowadays, we think that nature as such is not rational, even 

if there is rational behavior in nature.”59 Using the opposite reasoning employed by Habermas 

when he made his point that human rights were in part established as a religious concept of man 

being created in the image of God, Ratzinger argues that today only human rights are founded 

upon natural law, which essentially are ultimately a rational law. Human rights, he declares, “are 

incomprehensible without the presupposition that man qua man, thanks simply to his 

membership in the species “man”, is the subject of rights and that his being bears within itself 
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values and norms that must be discovered—but not invented.”60  He suggests that combined with 

human rights should be the twin doctrines of human obligation and human limitation, which 

would help expand upon the question of whether there “exists a rationality of nature and, hence, 

a rational law for man and for his existence in the world.”61 Thus discursive dialogue, he 

stresses, would have to be intercultural where Christians speak in terms of a Creator; in the 

Indian world, in terms of the “concept of ‘dharma’, the inner law that regulates all Being”; and in 

the Chinese tradition, “it would correspond to the idea of the structures ordained by heaven.”62 

This intercultural dimension is critically important, Ratzinger claims, because it 

absolutely implies that this dialogue cannot proceed “exclusively within the Christian realm or 

within the Western rational tradition.”63 While both traditions consider themselves as universal, 

they must concede they are not accepted by all of mankind, and that the views offered by this 

tradition are only comprehensible to a portion of mankind. He asserts that the most salient point 

here “is that there no longer exists any uniformity within the individual cultural spheres, since 

they are all marked by profound tensions within their own cultural traditions.”64 This is 

especially true in the West, he notes, where there is a tension between the strict rationality of 

secularism on one hand, and the Christian understanding of reality on the other. Islam too has 

this tension, he suggests, as seen in the “broad spectrum between the fanatical absolutism of Bin 

Laden and attitudes that are open to tolerant rationality.”65 Further, in the Hindu and Buddhist 

cultures tensions arise from the presence of Western rationality and Christian faith which have 

been assimilated to varying degrees, while at the same time these cultures are attempting to 
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maintain their own cultural identity. Finally, he submits that the tribal cultures of Latin America 

and Africa have incorporated Christian theology in their own unique manner. Thus, Ratzinger 

observes, these phenomena “seem to call Western rationality into question; and this means that 

they also call into question the universal claim of Christian revelation.”66 

The question is how are they to limit and to listen to one another? He argues that it must 

begin within the two great cultures of the West—Christian faith and secular rationality—because 

of their extensive influence throughout the world; but, it is hubris to propose, Ratzinger stresses, 

that they are universal.  Understanding the pathologies in religion and the pathologies of reason 

clears the path for the “necessity of relatedness between reason and faith and between reason and 

religion, which are called to purify and help one another. They need each other and they must 

acknowledge this mutual need.”67 This is not to dismiss other cultures since a universal “world 

ethos” does not exist. Rather, he concludes, that “both great components of Western culture learn 

to listen and to accept genuine relatedness to these other cultures,” and in this “polyphonic 

relatedness” is where a “universal process of purifications (in the plural!) can proceed.”68 

The first, and perhaps the most understandably evident, point is to observe just how 

concretely, profoundly, and inextricably interwoven both Habermas’ and Ratzinger’s concepts 

and explanations are with the question of faith and reason. This comes to the fore in their 

understanding of reason and their view of the entanglement of philosophy and Christian 

theology. Regarding reason, both appear to disagree on exactly what it means, or maybe more 

pointedly what constitutes reason. Habermas seems to hold a more practical and scientific view 

of philosophy and reason, while Ratzinger as we saw above maintains that philosophy needs to 

 
66 Habermas and Ratzinger, 75. 
67 Habermas and Ratzinger, 78. 
68 Habermas and Ratzinger, 79. 



 281 

separate or, more definitively stated, rise above the scientifically provable assertions so as to 

reflect on the totality of reality and thus on the broader dimensions of human existence that 

science on its own can never completely comprehend. This points back to the distinction Pieper 

made at the beginning of the chapter on the truth of reason and the truth of faith and both their 

interconnection and their correlation. In this regard, Habermas’s writings may initially be more 

easily interpreted and incorporated into a discursive framework understandable to all. This 

apparent ease, however, may also be attributed to his move toward a more permissible and 

visible role for religious views in the public square. Furthermore, his insights seem more focused 

on praxis, which is fundamental to a hermeneutic, discursive, and dialogical community. 

Ratzinger, on the other hand, is concentrating much more on the theoretical aspect of philosophy 

and theology, and thus there seems much more need to focus on phronēsis, practical wisdom, 

which is fundamental to a discursive community and which I think he does, especially witnessed 

in his September addresses. Furthermore, both acknowledged the entwined nature of philosophy 

and Christian theology. The final two points I want to conclude with is firstly both men fully 

realize that these differences will in all likelihood never be resolved and, thus, the need a 

“complementary learning process,” or to use our lexicon, a discursive, dialogical community 

applying a hermeneutic framework to foster understanding among its participants. A dialogical 

community of deliberate judgment is a community that together decides wisely how the dialogue 

can best continue to unfold. Thus, such community must allow for all views to be fully and 

faithfully expressed in such a manner that they mutually contribute to maintaining the balance 

between individual freedom of conscience with that of the broader societal conscience that seeks 

the common good. In essence, to borrow from Habermas, all of us need to be more musical—to 

be more attuned to mystery and to acknowledge that we do not know absolutely and thus must 
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continue seeking the truth. The second point deals with Ratzinger’s concept of the pathologies in 

religion and the pathologies of reason. Exploring these pathologies and comprehensively 

reflecting upon them clears the path, as he noted, for the polyphonic relatedness between reason 

and faith and between reason and religion, which must be minimally a central focus if we are to 

understand the role of religion as a cultural educator par excellent for contemporary society. In 

this there is an important distinction to make between theoretical and practical judgment. The 

goal of a dialogical community comprised of many interests and parties, “sub-communities” as 

one means to characterize this phenomenon, is not to arrive at theoretical agreement, but to 

produce ways of living, supported by institutions and laws, that function in solidarity to promote 

respect for human dignity as the highest goal of human living. In this respect the Church does not 

need to agree about the various formulations of faith—those are formulated within particular 

communities in the society—rather it must work with the broader community and those who 

share in the like-minded conviction of the absolute and universal value of human dignity no 

matter on what theoretical grounds they arrived at the practical judgment of the truth of that 

conviction. 

 

Truth and Tolerance 
 
 Truth and Tolerance is the title of a book that Ratzinger wrote following the 

Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith publication of declaration, Dominus Iesus, On the 

Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church in 2000. To say the least, the 

document raised a firestorm across the globe, and Ratzinger provided a response drawing upon 

his contemporary writings primarily from the 1990s that were focused on questions regarding 

faith, religion, culture, truth, and tolerance. He maintains that one cannot start from “an 
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undifferentiated mass of ‘religion’ in general,” and therefore asserts that ‘we first have to try to 

understand them as they are, in their historical dynamic, in their essential structures and types, as 

also in their possible relations with one another or as possible threats to each other before we try 

to arrive at any judgments.”69 Ratzinger states that a Catholic Christian, in all humility, could 

only raise the “question that Martin Buber once formulated to an atheist: But what if it is true?”70 

He then raises questions that we have been considering throughout this thesis: “Can truth be 

recognized? Or, is the question about truth simply inappropriate in the realm of religion and 

belief? But what meaning does belief have, what positive meaning does religion have if it cannot 

be connected with truth.”71 This question returns us to the distinction and the ambivalence 

between the truths of faith and the truths of reason. The notion of truths of faith and of reason 

gives rise for the need of tolerance because of the judgments that both invoke, and this 

consideration seems to be an appropriate manner to begin to draw these reflections to a close. In 

so doing, as I briefly alluded to in the introduction, I will first focus on Pannenberg’s idea of the 

provisionality of truth where he concentrates on the importance of history as he did with his 

discussion of secularization, and faith and reason, as well as expounding upon the notion of the 

unity of truth, all of which points to the eschaton when truth of faith becomes fully revealed. The 

truth of faith will be fully and finally revealed in the complete revelation of Jesus as the 

Incarnate Word of Love—in the event of the human person entering into the divinity of the 

Trinitarian Godhead. In the second portion of this section, I turn to John Paul II’s encyclical 

Veritatis Splendor, which much like Dominus Iesus, received significant commentary. Regarding 

the encyclical, L. Gregory Jones writes “despite the fears of some that the Pope is simply 
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asserting traditionalist morality, hierarchical authoritarianism, or repressive dogmatism, the 

encyclical as a whole is structured as a form of theological inquiry. This is true from the rich 

young man’s opening question to the concluding doxology to Mary.”72 In a critical review, but 

not unduly so as he points to positive aspects of the encyclical such as the strong indictment 

against relativism and individualism and its discussion of the order of salvation, conscience, 

truth, faith, and morality, Richard McCormick, S.J., asserts that for him Veritatis Splendor is a 

“symbol of the Church—of the Church as a pyramid where truth and authority flow uniquely 

from the pinnacle. Vatican II adopted the concentric model wherein the reflection of all must 

flow from the periphery to the center if the wisdom resident in the Church is to be reflected 

persuasively and prophetically to the world. That this was not the case with Veritatis Splendor 

seems clear.”73 That it is was written within the intellectual circle of John Paul II and Ratzinger 

is largely true, and while an expanded circle of theologians may have made the discussion of the 

teleological ethical theories of proportionalism and consequentialism less subject to the criticism 

McCormick raised, it would also, in all likelihood, significantly reduced the central thrust of the 

encyclical which is a reflection of the whole of the Church’s moral teachings that is founded 

upon transcendence. Any such endeavor is always bound to raise dissent, and in this case, it was 

expressed in a positive manner in which all parties freely debated and considered the encyclical. 

In several instances, journals, such as Communio, devoted an entire edition to the discussion. 

Finally, I end the chapter by returning to Ratzinger as an example of a public intellectual par 

excellence and deliberate upon his critical reflections on the questions he raised in the 

introduction of Truth and Tolerance, more specifically the two-fold threat to human dignity, 
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establishing moral and ethical values within a pluralistic society and the formation and threat to 

human conscience.  

The inquiry into truth is unequivocally tied to the concept of secularization discussed 

earlier as Pannenberg posits, “today the question is whether it is even meaningful to claim that 

Christian teaching is true.”74 We will return to this question in the conclusion, but it was highly 

relevant when he raised it in 1996 and remains so today. Truth is obviously central to any 

theological problem or investigation, and it is for this reason that Pannenberg places so much 

importance on history in his theological project. He considers that truth of the Christian faith is 

seen in the historical events of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. The essential point 

here, however, is that Pannenberg believes that truth is only provisionally understood, and he 

makes a compelling argument to support his claim. He rightly proclaims that “the idea of truth is 

absolutely vital for Christian faith,” and he emphasizes further that “the destruction of that idea is 

key to legitimating a secular culture, since the idea of truth touches on secularism’s greatest 

vulnerability,” which is its inability to confer true meaning to human life, and thus invites not 

only despair, but the outbreak of social and political violence.75 Pannenberg claims that if 

meaning is to be efficacious, it “must be perceived as given; not given to our lives by ourselves 

but by some authority beyond our contrivance,” and as we have been discussing throughout, the 

authority beyond our contrivance is the transcendent authority of mystery that ultimately was 

revealed in the person of Jesus Christ.76  

In his Basic Questions in Theology, Pannenberg notes that the Greeks, and Christian 

thinkers through Augustine to Ockham, understood truth of knowledge as being grounded in the 
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“self-certainty of thought” and that the entire cognitive process was set in motion by the senses. 

In the subsequent history of Western thought, he observes: 

A fundamental change took place at this point, with the result that the experience of 
truth was no longer understood as a passively received duplication of this in the soul, 
but rather as a creative act of man. With this step, however, the acceptance of truth 
existing independently of man and as observable only in such a reference became 
problematical.77 

As discussed in chapter three, Nicholas of Cusa, Pannenberg argues, “was perhaps the first to 

understand thought as the creative productivity of the human spirit independent of sense 

impression”, which generated the obstacle where “agreement with extrahuman reality necessarily 

becomes a problem for this creative subjectivity of man.”78 Pannenberg asserts that for Cusa, 

since man is created in God’s image, man’s ideas must be similar to other things created by God. 

Therefore, he declares, “God is the presupposition from which alone the agreement of human 

thought with extrahuman reality can be explained and guaranteed. Since then, the truth of human 

thought in the sense of its agreement with extrahuman reality has been guaranteed only on a 

presupposition of God.”79 In fundamental agreement with the importance Ratzinger places on the 

Logos, Pannenberg maintains that this is most fully made manifest in the truth of Jesus, the 

Logos, which is the Incarnation: true God and true man. This truth functions dialogically as the 

Word. 

 This idea begins to establish why Pannenberg places such importance upon history. He 

argues that Descartes followed Cusa’s reasoning as did Kant, who held that at least regarding 

ethical reasoning, it could only be defended by a presupposition of God. Kant wanted to 

demonstrate “theoretical truth as independent of the presupposition of God,” and thus he 
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established, as Pannenberg quotes him, “‘the objective validity of the judgment of experience 

signifies nothing else than its necessary universal validity.’”80 Pannenberg argues that Kant, who 

remained firmly in the grip of the Enlightenment, makes the mistake of assuming “reason is the 

same in all men because its basic structures are supposed to be established a priori and to 

precede all experience,” rather than “recognizing the real root of the spontaneity of reason, which 

is its historicism.”81 Since the seventeenth century, it has been understood that “truth has another 

form for different people and different ages,” and he notes since the Romantic era “it has become 

impossible rationalistically to separate the truth from its historically diverse forms, since it has 

been learned that precisely the rationalistic view of the Enlightenment has to be evaluated as 

itself that of a limited epoch.”82 Thus, the question of whether or not truth can be determined 

comes to the fore and Pannenberg asserts: 

Every absolutization of contemporary truth would at once misunderstand the 
historical multiplicity of pictures of truth. In this situation, unity of truth can now 
only be thought of as the history of truth, meaning in effect that truth itself has a 
history and that its essence is the process of this history. Historical change itself 
must be thought of as the essence of truth if its unity is still to be maintained without 
narrow-mindedly substituting a particular perspective for the whole truth.83 

Thus, if historical change is the essence of truth, Pannenberg argues that unity of history, and 

thus the unity of truth, “comes into view only from its end,” and it is possible only if it includes 

the contingency of events and the openness of the future. In essence, this is the basic reasoning 

behind his theology of the future and the grounding of his concept of the provisionality of truth.  

 Pannenberg declares that the unity of truth is constituted in “proleptic character of the 

Christ event.”84  Namely, the event of his death and resurrection anticipates our own future death 
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and the resurrection at the end of history, or that which culminates history, and thus the future 

has a claim to its own truth. Pannenberg writes: 

For the rest of us, the resurrection of the dead, which already happened to Jesus, is 
still outstanding. To that extent, it has in the meantime been anticipatorily realized 
in him alone. Precisely in this way, however, the possibility is opened up to all other 
men, through fellowship with Jesus, with the pre-Easter way of his preaching and 
his destiny of the cross, of the grounded hope of attaining a share in his resurrection 
in the future. In this connection, it is decisive for the openness of the future that we 
are still unable to know what the expression ‘resurrection of the dead’ really 
means.85 

This reality is the basis for the openness of the future for all of us, and he emphasizes 

apprehending the destiny of Jesus was the “basis of primitive Christianity’s, and especially for 

Paul’s, overwhelming certainty of truth.”86 Pannenberg questions whether we, too, can still make 

this truth our own; he suggests the answer rests upon two presuppositions. The first is whether 

the “apocalyptic hope in the resurrection contains truth for us,” can we comprehend it in our 

world view today? The second presupposition is that it is imperative to understand Jesus’ life, 

death, and resurrection as a historical event, “as a reality, and not as a mere hallucination, even 

though we can designate it only by means of images.”87 Again, this is very close to Ratzinger’s 

view. He writes: “This truth consists, first and foremost, in the indestructible relation which it 

posits between human life and history. The incarnation of God brings this truth onto a deeper 

plane where it becomes the theological assertion that in the man Jesus God has bound himself 

permanently to human history.”88 In this sense, Christianity is making a privileged claim over 

that of all other religious traditions with respect to the theology of the Incarnation. As Dupré 

noted above, if the historical events of Jesus Christ were untrue or never happened there would 
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be no Christian religion and this historical aspect of Christianity gives it an absolute uniqueness. 

Regarding the first presupposition of apocalyptic hope, Pannenberg suggests that we can hope 

because “it belongs to the openness of man’s being to question beyond death,” and that the 

“structure of the proleptic as such is characteristic of all human disposition toward the future.”89 

With respect to the second historical presupposition, he submits, “the resurrection of Jesus is to 

be viewed as a historical event in this sense, namely, that the disciples of Jesus were 

overwhelmed by a reality which confronted them, and for which not only they, but we, too, have 

no other explanation and therefore no other designation than the symbolic talk about a 

‘resurrection from the dead.’”90 Pannenberg states that this meets the objection against Hegel’s 

concept of truth.91 He concludes: “It protects the openness of the future and the contingency of 

events, and still holds fast to the ultimacy of what appeared in Jesus, which makes possible the 

unity of truth. That it alone founds the unity of truth means, however, the demonstration of the 

truth of the Christian message itself. This is the sole possible proof of its truth.”92 This particular 

notion has been at the center of the claim of Christianity’s primacy as the religious cultural 

educator par excellence.  

 There is one final aspect to Pannenberg’s concept of truth that is essential to discuss 

because it relates to his earlier argument on the secularization of culture and to Christian unity as 

well as to my notion of needing to bring religion back into the public square as a cultural 

educator. It also addresses what Neuhaus mentioned in Pannenberg’s theological thoughts, the 

concept of provisionality. Neuhaus avows that “we must have the maturity to recognize the 

 
89 Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology, 1:25. 
90 Pannenberg, 1:26. 
91 Pannenberg greatly admired Hegel but in order for Hegel to protect the unity of truth, Pannenberg argues, Hegel 
conceded that the future had no claim to truth on its own. Pannenberg claims the future has its own claims to truth. 
92 Pannenberg, Basic Questions in Theology, 1:26. 



 290 

tentative character of existence on the one hand and the urgency of embracing it as the only 

existence we have on the other.”93 Neuhaus suggests further that theologians who object to 

Pannenberg’s “radical provisional view of existence” and argue that “if we cannot know for sure, 

we cannot act with religious seriousness,” do not understand the nature of Pannenberg’s 

theological project. He notes that Pannenberg counters these criticisms by claiming “that 

religious faith is connected not so much to certitude as it is to venturing risk on the basis of 

reasonable probabilities.”94 Importantly, Neuhaus observes it is by being totally engaged in the 

provisionally perceived process “that explains both the seriousness and the modesty with which 

Pannenberg views his own thought.” Thus, Neuhaus asserts, “provisionality is a key term in 

understanding the personal style and work of Wolfhart Pannenberg.”95  

In an article written in 1994 entitled “Christianity and the West”, Pannenberg outlines his 

argument for the provisional nature of truth. He begins by suggesting that “intolerant dogmatism 

was probably the most disastrous sin of traditional Christianity from the early centuries up to the 

beginning of modern times.” He asserts that if dogmatic intolerance corresponds to the “essence 

of religious passion for truth” then the exclusion of “religion from the arena of public culture was 

justified then [following the confessional wars] and is justified now.” While intolerance is 

“rooted in Christian eschatological consciousness, it is not an “inevitable consequence of 

Christian eschatology.” As discussed above, Christian faith is based on the conviction that the 

ultimate future and truth of God is present in the reality of Jesus Christ. This, Pannenberg 

maintains, “easily leads to the conclusion that the teaching of the Church also has the status of 

ultimate truth, to the exclusion of alternative understandings of reality.” This thought, 
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Pannenberg argues, ignores the critical point first expressed by Saint Paul; namely, “while the 

truth of God’s revelation is indeed ultimate, our understanding of that truth is always provisional 

and will remain so until the end of history” (1 Corinthians 13:9-12). Thus, Pannenberg 

concludes: “While God’s revelation is absolute truth, our understanding of it, also reflected in 

ecclesiastical teaching, remains provisional and partial.”96 Pannenberg, however, does not 

believe provisional understanding is relativistic or that there is no need for a teaching authority to 

maintain the unity of Christianity and the unity of Christian faith. Furthermore, as will be 

discussed below in the explication of John Paul II’s Veritatis Splendor and in Ratzinger’s 

discussion of truth, both men hold very similar views to Pannenberg’s. Thus, the “provisionality 

of truth” is very promising as one element of a dialogical community because there is no need to 

insist on agreement about the formulations of the truths of faith, only on the human capacity for 

transcendence and respect for its freedom. However, when the transcendence is disclosed in the 

revelation of Jesus Christ in a historical event in culture, the authority of the argument regarding 

the human capacity for transcendence is elevated and the human mind now has a transcendent 

dialogical partner in the person of Jesus Christ—God and Man. This is a privileged claim of 

Christianity that it offers to mankind in charity and thereby making Christianity the religious 

cultural educator par excellence. This proposition is offered to mankind in charity, with humility, 

and in dialogue; it is left to each human being to freely choose and judge for themselves the truth 

of the proposal. That proposition is offered to Christians and to all of mankind in all of John Paul 

II’s encyclicals and in a unique manner in Veritatis Splendor because acceptance of the offer 

confers a responsibility to conversion. 
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John Paul II’s purpose for writing the encyclical was to expound upon the totality of the 

moral teachings of the Church. This was necessary the pope maintains, because “a new situation 

has come about within the Christian community itself, which has experienced the spread of 

numerous doubts and objections of a human and psychological, social and cultural, religious and 

even properly theological nature, with regard to the Church’s moral teaching.”97 He notes the 

widespread dissent and systemic questioning of the moral traditions held by the Church, and he 

declares that “at root of these presuppositions is the more or less obvious influence of currents of 

thought which end by detaching human freedom from its essential and constitutive relationship 

with truth.”98 In essence, moral distinctions are increasingly hard for modern man to make 

because “I have my values and you have your values,” and there the discussion ends or withers 

away. He, like Ratzinger in his debate with Habermas, asserts that the rejection of natural law 

seen as truths of reason influenced by truths of faith, and the “universality and the permanent 

validity of its precepts” leads to individuals making their own independent moral decisions and 

life choices.99 The pope’s assertion is not the rejection of individual freedom and free will, but an 

acknowledgement that religion, and Christianity in particular, has failed to keep pace with 

secular forces as a cultural educator par excellence. The notion of conscience, freedom, and truth 

are very much on his mind in the encyclical. Is it possible, John Paul II asks, “to obey God and 

thus love God and neighbor, without respecting [God’s] commandments in all 

circumstances?”100 The commandments, as St. Paul stresses, that are written on the heart and in 

the consciences of all human beings. 
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In the first chapter of the encyclical, he draws on the dialogue between the rich young 

man and Jesus conveyed in the gospel of Matthew. The young man asks, “Teacher, what good 

must I do to have eternal life” (Mt 19:16).  The pope writes that “the young man senses that there 

is a connection between the moral good and the fulfillment of his own destiny.”101 He then 

asserts that the answer to such a question can only be found when one turns their entire mind and 

heart to the one who is good, as Jesus declares when he states: “No one is good but God alone” 

(Mk 10:18). Thus, John Paul II posits: “To ask about the good, in fact, ultimately means to turn 

to God, the fullness of goodness. Jesus shows that the young man’s question is a religious 

question, and that the goodness that attracts and at the same time obliges man has its source in 

God, and indeed it is God himself.”102 The moral life, therefore, is a response to God, to Jesus as 

a person, and this response is done in freedom and love. The good, the pope avows, “is 

belonging to God, obeying him, walking humbly with him in doing justice and in loving 

kindness.”103 The way to demonstrate this love is to obey his commandments, and doing so Jesus 

tells the young man will give him eternal life. Here there is the deep connection between 

obedience to God and the path one must follow in life. When Jesus is asked by a scribe which of 

the commandments are first, he responds: “The first is, ‘Hear O Israel: The Lord our God, the 

Lord is one, and you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and 

with all your mind, and with all of your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You shall love your 

neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.” (Mk 12 29:32) In the 

command to love your neighbor as yourself, John Paul II proclaims, “we find the precise 

expression of the singular dignity of the human person, ‘the only creature that God wanted for 
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his own sake.’”104 This commandment, along with the Decalogue and the Beatitudes, “teach us 

man’s true humanity. They shed light on the essential duties, and so indirectly on the 

fundamental rights, inherent in the nature of the human person,” the pope states.105 “If you wish 

to enter into life, keep the commandments,” Jesus tells the rich young man. (Mt 19:17). This is 

an invitation proffered by Jesus, it is not a command. In these words, “if you wish,” the pope 

maintains, we find that Jesus’ words “bear witness to the fundamental relationship between 

freedom and divine law. Human freedom and God’s law are not in opposition; on the contrary, 

they appeal to one another. The follower of Christ knows that his vocation is to freedom.”106 

Consequently, John Paul II stresses, “following Christ is thus the essential and primordial 

foundation of Christian morality.”107 In this sense, natural law is historical and cultural, and thus 

a provisional attempt on the part of reason to formulate some aspect of truth. As such, its status is 

not insignificant by any means, but it is also dwarfed in comparison to the law of the love of God 

and the love of human beings. 

Moral issues that are debated in modern times are largely considered in terms of how 

they relate to human freedom. John Paul recalls Dignitatis Humanae, the Vatican II declaration 

on religious freedom, that acknowledged the positive development in the increased awareness 

and discussion of the dignity of the human person who use their own judgment and freedom to 

decide how to act responsibly in light of their own conscience. The pope warns, however, that 

“certain currents of modern thought have gone so far as to exalt freedom to such an extent that it 

becomes an absolute, which would then be the source of values. This is the direction taken by 
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doctrines which have lost the sense of the transcendent or which are explicitly atheist.”108 He 

links this phenomenon with “the crisis of truth” in which its universal aspect about the good that 

is knowable via human reason has been lost, and this has an enormous influence on conscience. 

In essence, both the truths of faith and the truths of reason are required because without the good 

of faith the good of reason is merely historical and thus it is a provisional attempt by reason to 

formulate some aspect of truth. It is appropriate to reflect at length on John Paul’s words as they 

are fundamental to what we will discuss with respect to Ratzinger’s examination of human 

conscience. John Paul writes:  

Conscience is no longer considered in its primordial reality as an act of a person’s 
intelligence, the function of which is to apply the universal knowledge of the good 
in a specific situation and thus to express judgment about the right conduct to be 
chosen here and now. Instead, there is a tendency to grant to the individual 
conscience the prerogative of independently determining the criteria of good and 
evil and then act accordingly. Such an outlook is quite congenial to an 
individualistic ethic, wherein each individual is faced with his own truth, different 
from the truths of others. Taken to its extreme consequence, this individualism 
leads to the denial of the very idea of human nature. These different notions are at 
the origin of currents of thought which posit a radical opposition between moral 
law and conscience, and between nature and freedom.109 

The unrestrained individualistic freedom put forth in some modern thought results in the denial 

of universal values and ends in a relativistic conception of morality. Individualism is a problem 

bequeathed by the Enlightenment, but the problem as we have noted is to mistake individual 

liberty for freedom. The pope stresses that questions of morality cannot be separated from 

freedom, they are inextricably linked because genuine freedom cannot ever be considered to be 

the license to do evil. “Although each individual has a right to be respected in his own journey in 

search of the truth, there exists a prior moral obligation, and a grave one at that, to seek the truth 
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and to adhere to it once it is known,” John Paul declares.110 This truth is about the personal 

relationship seen in the Incarnation of Christ as the Logos, hence it is hermeneutic truth in dialog 

and in understanding.  

The pope calls upon Cardinal St. John Henry Newman’s assertion that: “Conscience has 

rights because it has duties.” Thus, freedom always and everywhere has limits, and it is the 

challenge for a discursive community to discern the boundaries of those limits which begin with 

the universal respect for authentic human dignity that has no limit. Human dignity is not a 

universal value if it is applied differently, or not at all, to different classes of humans. Hence, the 

autonomy of reason does not mean it creates universal values and moral norms; it discerns them 

in seeking the truth. “Human freedom and God’s law meet and are called to intersect, in the 

sense of man’s free obedience to God and of God’s completely gratuitous benevolence toward 

man,” the pope avows.111 Man is able to apprehend the distinction between good and evil 

through the light of natural reason and even more so when it is enlightened by faith in divine 

revelation. The pope concludes: “Love of neighbor would mean above all and even exclusively 

respect for his freedom to make his own decisions. The working of typically human behavior, as 

well as the so-called ‘natural inclinations’, would establish at most—so they say—a general 

orientation towards correct behavior, but they cannot determine the moral assessment of 

individual acts, so complex from the point of view of situations.”112 

  Thus, as discussed in the introduction regarding applying universal moral precepts to 

particular acts, the practical wisdom used to determine what one ought to do involves a judgment 

of conscience, and when it is choosing between good and evil acts, it is a judgment of moral 
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conscience. “It is always possible that man, as a result of coercion or other circumstances, can be 

hindered from doing certain good acts,” the pope asserts, “but he can never be hindered from not 

doing certain actions, especially if he is prepared to die rather than to do evil.’113 Calling into 

question the immutability of the prohibition against certain acts that are intrinsically evil due to 

historicity or because of man living in a particular culture is not legitimate the pope argues 

because “the very progress of culture demonstrates that there is something in man which 

transcends those cultures. This ‘something’ is precisely human nature: this nature is itself the 

measure of culture and the condition ensuring that man does not become the prisoner of any of 

his cultures but asserts his personal dignity by living in accordance with the profound truth of his 

being.”114 This nature is a philosophical construct of natural law, but human dignity as an 

absolute value is not available to reason, it can only be made available through transcendent 

mystery given as truths of faith in a Creator God.  

In his letter to the Romans, St. Paul asserts that even though the Gentiles were not of the 

law, they had the law written on their hearts and “their conscience also bears witness, and their 

conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them.” (Rom 2:15) Thus, the pope maintains that 

conscience becomes a witness for man regarding his adherence to the law or lack thereof. In fact, 

he argues, “conscience is the only witness, since what takes place in the heart of the person is 

hidden from the eyes of everyone outside. Conscience makes its witness known to the person 

himself. And, in turn, only the person himself knows what his own response is to the voice of 

conscience.”115 Here man enters into authentic dialogue with God through contemplation and 

thereby opens up an interior dialogue necessary to render proper judgments. “Moral conscience 
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does not close man within an insurmountable and impregnable solitude, but opens him to the 

call, to the voice of God. In this, and not in anything else, lies the entire mystery and the dignity 

of the moral conscience: in being the place, the sacred place where God speaks to man,” John 

Paul declares.116 The judgment of conscience is a practical judgment of what one ought to do in a 

particular situation, and it is a “moral judgment about man and his actions, a judgment either of 

acquittal or of condemnation, accordingly as human acts are in conformity or not with the law of 

God written on the heart.”117 Thus the pope writes:  

Consequently, in the practical judgment of conscience, which imposes on the 
person the obligation to perform a given act, the link between freedom and truth is 
made manifest. Precisely for this reason conscience expresses itself in acts of 
‘judgment’ which reflects the truth about the good, and not in arbitrary ‘decision’. 
The maturity and responsibility of these judgments—and, when all is said and done, 
of the individual who is their subject—are not measured by the liberation of the 
conscience from objective truth, in favor of an alleged autonomy in personal 
decisions, but, on the contrary, by an insistent search for truth and by allowing 
oneself to be guided by that truth in one’s actions.118 

Hence, freedom of conscience is never a pure freedom, it is limited by the truth and a decision 

about who and what one is by either conforming one’s life for the Good, for Truth, and 

ultimately for God, or not. Moreover, it is always a relational freedom offered as a free gift of 

love to the person who judges. “Judgment about morality cannot be made without taking into 

consideration whether or not the deliberate choice of a specific kind of behavior is in conformity 

with the dignity and integral vocation of the human person,” he maintains.119 Following St. 

Thomas, the pope stresses, the principal and pivotal element of moral judgment is the object of 

the human act, which establishes whether the act is capable of being ordered to the good and thus 

to the ultimate end, the Beatific Vision. He concludes: “The Supreme Good and the moral good 
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meet in truth: the truth of God, the Creator and Redeemer, and the truth of man, created and 

redeemed by him. Only upon this truth is it possible to construct a renewed society and to solve 

the complex and weighty problems affecting it, above all the problem of overcoming the various 

forms of totalitarianism, so as to make way for the authentic freedom of the person.”120 

Obedience to this truth is a hard teaching and a difficult decision by the individual, it 

demands much. If we are striving for a renewal of human dignity and authentic freedom, we 

would do well to bear in mind this conclusion, even if one does not believe in a Creator, one 

should act as if they did as Pascal asserted. Ratzinger frequently made both points regarding 

renewal and Pascal’s wager, so I turn to him as I begin to draw these reflections to a close by 

concentrating on the threat to human dignity, on establishing moral and ethical values within a 

pluralistic society, and on the formation of human conscience, all of which shine a light on the 

need for a rediscovery and then a renewal of human dignity. 

 

Returning to Benedict XVI as a Public Intellectual Par Excellence 
 
 As we saw Benedict XVI articulate in his September addresses, he consistently expressed 

the need for the broadening of reason and the purification of religion that happens in a 

complementary learning process involving dialogue and the give and take of ideas. And, even as 

he is warning us about the modern threat to human dignity and the need of its rejuvenation that 

we have been considering over the last two chapters, he always remains optimistic about the 

future. “We are living in a period of great danger and of great opportunities both for man and for 

the world, a period that imposes a great responsibility on us all,” he writes as he begins his 

reflection on Christianity and the Crisis of Cultures.”121 A central theme of his is the twofold 
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threat to human dignity due to the loss of faith in creation which “means that man enters the 

world, no longer a gift of the Creator, but as a product of our activity—a product that can be 

selected according to requirements that we ourselves stipulate. In this way, the splendor of the 

fact that he is made in the image of God—the source of his dignity and inviolability—no longer 

shines upon this man; his only splendor is the power of human capabilities.”122 The second 

aspect of this threat is when faith in transcendent mystery is lost and thereby wisdom is reduced 

to positivist assertions, the empirically verifiable, which results in the modern dynamic that “man 

no longer accepts any moral authority apart from his own calculation.”123 He acknowledges that 

important elements of truth are not lost in positivist philosophies, but he argues they “are based 

on a self-limitation of reason that is typical of one determined cultural situation, that of the 

modern West, and, as such, certainly cannot be considered the last work of reason.”124 Religion 

of the Logos is a consistent theme that he frequently returns to and stresses—religious beliefs are 

in conformity with reason and therefore the elements of Christian faith are provisionally 

knowable via reason. This circles back to creation, if humans are simply the biproduct of a 

biological process then reason’s origin is indeed irrational and offers no ground for responding to 

the problems confronting man today. “Only that creative reason which has manifested itself as 

love in the crucified God can truly show us what life is,” he contends.125 This has very 

significant political ramifications, as Benedict concludes: “True human reason involves morality, 

which lives on God’s commandments. This morality is not a private matter; it has public 

significance. Without the good of being good and of good action, there can be no good 
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politics.”126 This claim must be consistently offered in charity by all Christians engaging in a 

discursive, dialogical communities and it must be witnessed to by how we comport our lives in 

light of what we know via reason and hold to be true via faith. And in terms very similar to St. 

Augustine in the City of God, Benedict concludes as a statement of general principle: “Although 

politics does not bring about the kingdom of God, it must be concerned with the right kingdom 

of human beings, that is, it must create the precondition for peace at home and abroad and for a 

rule of law that will permit everyone to ‘lead a quiet life and peaceable life, godly and respectful 

in every way’ (1 Tim. 2:2).”127 Here, reason is called upon to recognize the fundamental moral 

foundations of human existence and dignity and to implement these principles within the Polis. 

 Benedict provides keen political philosophical insight for a theologian when he addresses 

how to recognize and implement moral and ethical values within the pluralistic societies. He 

draws upon the relationship between freedom and truth. As John Paul II argued in Veritatis 

Splendor freedom cannot rest solely upon the notion of unlimited personal freedom, if that is the 

case, Benedict maintains, it lacks content. Individual freedom, he stresses, “needs measure, for 

otherwise it turns into violence directed against others.”128 Thus, a well-ordered freedom 

provides safeguards not only for human rights but to guarantee that things will go well for the 

individual and society, the governed and the ruled. When we think about freedom, we must also 

take into consideration that which is true, the good for the society, but here Benedict notes “the 

concept of truth has in fact moved into the zone of antidemocratic intolerance. It is not now a 

public good, but something private,” it no longer is focused on the society at large but only on 
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the good of specific groups.129 When the truth rests simply upon what the majority of citizens 

hold to be true, in essence, he argues, the questioning stops, there is no need to investigate and 

question to get behind or to get to the heart of truth. When the core of society is focused on 

personal freedoms as expressed by the majority, it puts both democracy and freedom at risk. 

And, indeed, it absolutely threatens human dignity. One cannot deny that the majority is capable 

of making enormous mistakes as seen in the history of the twentieth century. These errors, he 

emphasizes, “can call fundamental goods into questions so that human dignity and human rights 

are no longer guaranteed, and freedom loses its very raison d’etre. It is certainly not always clear 

to the majority what human rights are or what human dignity really implies.130 As the Christian 

consensus diminished and essentially foundered in society, Benedict underscores, “all that 

remained was a naked reason that refused to learn from any historical reality but was willing to 

listen only to its own self,” and thereby it cut off “its roots in the faith of a historical and 

religious culture and wishing now to be nothing more than empirical reason, became blind.”131 

From these observations, Benedict draws seven conclusions that are worth considering when 

thinking both in terms of the true foundation for human dignity and authentic freedom and the 

role that Christianity has as a cultural educator par excellence in defending that very foundation. 

He writes: 

First, the state is not itself source of truth and morality. Second, the goal of the state 
cannot consist in a freedom without defined contents. Third, accordingly, the state 
must receive from outside itself the essential measure of knowledge and truth with 
regard to that which is good. Fourth, this outside might, in the best possible 
scenario, be the pure insight of reason; [however], in fact all states have recognized 
and applied moral reason on the basis of antecedent religious traditions, which also 
provide moral education. Fifth, Christian faith has proved to be the most universal 
and rational religious culture. Even today, it offers reason the basic structure of 
moral insight which, if it does not actually lead to some kind of evidential quality, 
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at least furnishes the basis of a rational moral faith without which no society can 
endure. Sixth, accordingly, as I have already observed, the state receives its basic 
support from outside: not from mere reason that is inadequate in the moral realm, 
but from a reason that has come to maturity in the historical form of faith. Finally, 
the Church remains something “outside” of the state, for only thus can both Church 
and state be what they are meant to be.132 

Within this quotation, we see why we need Christianity to perform the role of a religious cultural 

educator and first-rate evidence of Benedict being a public intellectual par excellence. If the state 

is not the source of truth and morality, and it is assuredly not, pure reason cannot by itself 

underpin freedom, truth, and morality. This was the central point Benedict made in his dialogue 

with Habermas. But when it is aided by transcendent mystery fully revealed in the person of 

Jesus Christ, in that Christian faith, which is outside of the state, one finds an independent voice 

reminding the state of its fundamental responsibility to safeguard and promote the human dignity 

of all its citizens regardless of class, status, or state of being. When the state is deaf to that 

reminder, all Christians have a moral responsibility to peacefully advocate for a fundamental 

change in governance. In Benedict’s explication of faith and reason needing to purify one 

another that is expressed in terms that a secularly attuned citizen open to dialogue can reasonably 

understand, one finds the characteristic of a public intellectual par excellence offering his views 

humbly, which is the very nature and essence of charity in dialogue. In my view, aided by his 

acute intellect and penetrating analyses that are far more often proven to be accurate than 

inaccurate, Benedict XVI has few peers as a public intellectual. This is further demonstrated in 

the final topic that I want to discuss with respect to Benedict, that of conscience and its formation 

both personally and in society in general. Members of a given society must not assume the state 

is the moral foundation of its order, an assumption that is fairly widespread today. Conscience is 

fundamentally about limitations, personal and societal. As noted above, any erroneous 
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interpretation of morality or conscience will ultimately lead to the exercise of raw power and the 

sundering of human dignity and authentic freedom. It is to the final topic of conscience that I 

now focus our attention. 

In the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, Gaudium et Spes, the 

Council fathers state that in the depth of his being man perceives a law which man himself does 

not impose upon himself, but “which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love 

good and avoid evil, the voice of conscience when necessary speaks to his heart: do this, shun 

that.”133 Conscience, the council maintains, “is the most secret core and sanctuary of man. There 

he is alone with God, Whose voice echoes in his depths.”134 In the Catechism of the Catholic 

Church, it is noted that “Conscience is a judgment of reason whereby the human person 

recognizes the moral quality of the concrete act that he is going to perform, is performing, or 

already has completed,” in the terms that we have been discussing this judgment is a practical 

judgment, a practical wisdom seen as phronēsis. 135 In Veritatis Splendor, we saw John Paul II 

claim that “moral conscience does not close man within an insurmountable and impregnable 

solitude, but opens him to the call, to the voice of God. In this, and not in anything else, lies the 

entire mystery and the dignity of the moral conscience: in being the place, the sacred place where 

God speaks to man.”136 In On Conscience, Benedict asserts: “It is, of course, undisputed that one 

must follow a certain conscience, or at least not act against it. But whether the judgment of 

conscience, or what one takes to be such, is always right—indeed, whether it is infallible—is 

another question. For if this were the case, it would mean that there is no truth—at least not in 
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moral and religious matters, which is to say, in the areas that constitute the very pillars of our 

existence.”137 

As alluded to above, the proper formation of conscience is the barricade upon which one 

defends against the encroachment of raw power and authority, it is above all else a moral 

question. Étienne Gilson observes that “the moral rules whose light shines in us make up the 

‘natural law,’ whose awareness in us is called ‘conscience.’ But moral conscience and the 

knowledge of virtues are not enough to achieve a moral life. Man in not an intellect only, he is 

also a will, and so long as his will does not conform to the prescriptions of moral truth, there is 

no morality.”138 The question is how does one conform one’s will to the prescriptions of moral 

truth? Benedict begins his reflection by telling a story about a senior university colleague who 

said that it was better that God let so many unbelievers have good consciences and thus be saved, 

because if he did not and their eyes were awakened to the demands of faith and moral obligation, 

it would be too great a burden to carry. This statement, Benedict said, unsettled him because if it 

was true, faith would not be a source of hope, but rather of despair, and thus salvation would be 

harder. “The erroneous conscience, which makes life easier and marks the more human course, 

would then be the real grace, the normal way of salvation. Untruth, keeping truth at bay, would 

be better for man than truth,” Benedict states.139 What was transpiring in the discussion, Benedict 

claims, was a presupposition toward liberalism’s idea of conscience which dispenses with truth 

and privileges subjectivity, which becomes the foundation for social conformity. “As mediating 

value between the different subjectivities, social conformity is intended to make living together 

possible,” the pope stresses, and therefore “the obligation to seek the truth terminates, as do any 
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doubts about the general inclination of society and what it has become accustomed to.”140 

Following this line of reasoning and the justifying power of the erroneous conscience means that 

Nazis who committed horrendous atrocities in light of their fanatic convictions could not have 

acted differently, and, therefore, notwithstanding their horrible deeds, they subjectively acted 

morally. “Since that conversation,” Benedict notes, “I knew with complete certainty that 

something was wrong with the theory of the justifying power of subjective conscience—that, in 

other words, a concept of conscience that leads to such results must be false.”141 

Thirty years on, Benedict asserts that he stumbled upon the perception that he was trying 

to summarize earlier in a statement by the psychologist, Albert Görres, who wrote: “Monsters, 

among other brutes, are the ones without guilt feelings. Perhaps Hitler did not have any, or 

Himmler, or Stalin. Maybe Mafia bosses do not have any guilt feelings either, or maybe their 

remains are just as hidden in the cellar. Even aborted guilt feelings….All men need guilt 

feelings.”142 Benedict says that a quick glance at Sacred Scripture should have prevented the 

need for such a diagnosis for the theory of justification by the errant conscience. “In Psalm 

19:12-13, we find the ever-worth-pondering passage: ‘But who can discern his errors? Clear thou 

me from my unknown faults.’ That is not Old Testament objectivism, but the profoundest human 

wisdom.”143 No longer being able to recognizes one’s guilt, the silence of conscience, is more 

dangerous to the soul because the one not aware that killing is a sin has descended further into 

evil than the one who recognizes it as such and yet performs the act. The former is much farther 

removed from truth, conversion, and thus redemption. From this reflection, Benedict concludes: 

“Certainly, one must follow an erroneous conscience. But the departure from truth that took 
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place beforehand and now takes its revenge is the actual guilt, which firsts lulls man into false 

security and then abandons him in the trackless waste.”144 So how does one escape this trackless 

wasteland? Benedict notes it occurs through two levels of conscience. The first is Anamnesis, in 

the Platonic tradition of remembrance of things past, and here he argues for the more exact 

meaning as expressed in Paul’s Letter to the Romans:  

When the Gentiles who have not the law do by nature what the law requires, they 
are a law to themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that what 
the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears witness 
and their conflicting thoughts accuse them or perhaps excuse them on that day 
when, according to my gospel, God judges the secrets of men by Christ Jesus. (Rom 
2:14-16). 

The pope provides a quotation from St. Basil’s monastic rules that he suggests is an even more 

arresting amplification: “The love of God is not founded on a discipline imposed on us from 

outside, but is constitutively established in us as the capacity and necessity of our rational 

nature.”145 This is the first, and what he asserts as being the essentially ontological level of the 

phenomenon of conscience that is a memory, an anamnesis, of what is good and true and this 

memory is innate as it has been embedded in our souls by the Creator who created us in His 

likeness and imagine and thereby oriented our hearts toward the divine. The second level, he 

contends, is conscientia that has to do with judgment and decision. This is the Thomistic actus 

that is “an event in execution,” whereas the saint describes anamnesis as an inner repugnance to 

evil and the attraction to good,” and thereby “the act of conscience applies this basic knowledge 

to the particular situation.”146 On the lower act of conscience, Benedict stresses, even the 

erroneous conscience binds the individual. The conclusion he offers should prompt all of us to 

pause and reflect on our individual obligation to defend human dignity and authentic freedom, 
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and then to contemplate just how attuned we are individually and collectively as a society to 

carrying out this most fundamental of responsibilities we have to our fellow man. Benedict 

declares: 

The guilt lies then in a different place, much deeper—not in the present act, not in 
the present judgment of conscience, but in the neglect of my being that made me 
deaf to the internal prompting of truth. For this reason, criminals of conviction like 
Hitler and Stalin are guilty. These crass examples should not serve to put us at ease 
but should rouse us to take seriously the earnestness of the plea, “Free me from my 
unknown guilt” (Psalm 19:13).147 
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CHAPTER 7: CHARITY IN DIALOGUE—THE RENEWAL OF HUMAN DIGNITY? 
 
 

It is time now to return to the central argument of the thesis regarding the fundamental 

role that religion, and in particular the Christian religion, has to play in the first half of the 

twenty-first century as a cultural educator par excellence that offers proposals for the rediscovery 

and renewal of human dignity as an absolute value. In broad terms we have been considering 

what Christian and more specifically Catholic communities need to foster historically and 

culturally in order for discursive, dialogical communities to function in the contemporary public 

square and thereby advance and safeguard human dignity and authentic freedom. Furthermore, 

we have been investigating how well Christianity addresses and responds to incommensurable 

views expressed by “conviction communities” in a manner that enables deliberative judgment 

and cooperative action necessary for resolving the myriad complex problems that threaten human 

dignity and authentic freedom. In this concluding chapter, I will first briefly recapitulate the 

central argument of the thesis and from that discussion I will offer my strategy for how Christian 

communities can bring into the public square proposals that will foster discursive, dialogical 

communities as well as renew in these communities the commitment to human dignity and 

authentic freedom as absolute universal values. 

 In the prologue of the thesis, I used the events of the Second World War and the 

Holocaust to illustrate the phenomenon that modern society has failed to uphold human dignity 

as an absolute value when ordering the political, economic, and moral life of the human 

community. Human dignity has always been under threat, but in modern society this threat has 

reached a heretofore historical apogee owing to an inordinate reliance on technology separated 

from any sense of moral grounding. Recall Louis Dupré’s assertion that culturally our moral 

growth has not maintained pace with our technological growth and thus we have committed the 
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crimes witnessed by the events enumerated in the prologue and humanity has continued apace to 

commit offenses against human dignity as an absolute value. As Dupré suggested, we have very 

few moral principles left that we as a community can agree upon. We have discussed at length 

the role Ratzinger has played as a public intellectual par excellence as he consistently and 

persuasively warns that we are perilously close to turning human beings into mere products of 

our own hands, and if that happens, any authentic notion of human dignity simply ends, and we 

are left to return to the Leviathan world of Thomas Hobbes. We considered Eric Voegelin’s 

discussion of the emergent ordering of human society in an increasingly transcendent manner, 

and throughout the thesis we have discussed how historically and culturally religion plays such a 

fundamental role of instilling in humanity a sense of transcendence that is fundamental to 

realizing and protecting authentic human dignity. Man enters the world knowing that he neither 

created it, nor is he the first nor last participant in the long drama of being, but out of absolute 

necessity man is compelled to make judgments without the absolute knowledge of the 

ramifications of those judgments, which then brings into play some form of faith to help reason 

direct his life. Individuals and the society in which we live are formed by the culture that we are 

dropped into and one that was passed on to us by our forefathers through tradition. We have a 

moral responsibility to the future generations of humans that that culture when passed on enables 

them to live and flourish. This is wholly impossible if human dignity is not recognized as an 

absolute value.  

If one surveys the economic and political structures of modern society it is abundantly 

evident that even in the most advanced societies morality has not kept pace with human 

technological progress. In this respect, it is useful to recollect Boethius’ admonishment to a 

culture much like ours today, that there is an observer from on high who has fore-knowledge of 
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all things and if we wish not to deceive ourselves, we must do good and avoid evil when we act 

before the judge who sees all things. How we are taught to do good and avoid evil returns us 

precisely and inevitably to Pannenberg’s very accurate and telling assessment that many modern 

Christians really do not personally understand the worldview underlying the precepts of 

Christian teaching. In essence, it is fundamentally impossible for Christianity to regain its place 

as a religious cultural educator par excellence—the central thrust of this thesis was to explicate 

how Christianity played such a role throughout history and into our modern era—if, as 

Christians, we do not first relearn the basic premises upon which Christianity is founded. In 

reinserting the Judeo-Christian religious tradition more decisively into the public square, we 

have the opportunity to re-inculcate respect for authentic human dignity and freedom more 

definitively and resolutely into modern or post-modern society. While this will not prevent a 

repetition of the horrors of the twentieth century, it will certainly enhance the human 

community’s ability to recognize emerging existential threats to humanity and to take 

cooperative action to mitigate such threats when they do arise. Moreover, authentic respect for 

human dignity will posture us to consider means to ameliorate the problems within society that 

caused the threat to form in the first place. Accordingly, despite its failings at times throughout 

history, I believe strongly that Christianity has played a vital role as a cultural educator par 

excellence that instills a sense of transcendence which then culminates in promoting and 

preserving the genuine human dignity intrinsic to all members of society upon which the culture 

is founded. There is an urgent need, however, to faithfully relearn those tenets, regardless of 

Christian denomination, that will in turn lead to a renewal of human dignity as an absolute value. 

So, let us first reflect on a discursive, dialogical community and what the Christian 

religion needs to foster in order to begin a dialogue that contributes to this renewal. A 
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community is generally seen as a group of human beings who live in close proximity to one 

another, hold similar views whether they be religious, professional, ethical or moral, and share a 

common language, culture, and manner of rational thinking. Moreover, there is some sort of 

binding interest shared by the members that hold them in communion. Owing to our fallen 

human nature, communities are more often than not noted for conflict rather than harmony. 

Medieval monasteries, though, provide a good example of a harmonious human community. 

And, as we discussed in chapters three and four with the rise of Christendom, community 

cohesion and thus cultural cohesion are extremely fragile. Fostering charity in dialogue is one 

way to mitigate fragile human institutions and to seek renewal in dialogical communities. This is 

especially true if the dialogue proceeds in the manner of a hermeneutic, and not a sophistic, 

discourse. Here, as we have discussed, authority is important when identifying enabling and 

blinding prejudices that hinder understanding. The authority does not rest upon the person, but 

rather on the argument put forward. Moreover, this authority is shaped by the traditions held by 

the community, and they are handed down to future generations because they are considered to 

be of fundamental value to the community and to its culture. Hence, claims of human dignity and 

authentic freedom are historically embedded in a tradition that ultimately needs to be affirmed, 

embraced, cultivated or changed by the gaining generation. This is part of the phenomenon of 

cultural evolution, but as we noted, when a society becomes unmoored from its history and 

traditions, it rapidly loses its grounding and thus human dignity and authentic freedom are put at 

risk, sometimes quite unwittingly by the society at large.  

In my view, this is what transpired over the course of several centuries that has 

fundamentally influenced our notion of the human person. Human dignity is no longer grounded 

in the concept that our dignity is a gift from God who created us in his likeness and image and 
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that our ultimate end is to share in that divine life. Even when this view is shrouded in mystery, 

which it is, it is of vital importance in safeguarding human dignity. When a society confers 

dignity on the human subject, it can just as easily revoke it, which societies have repeatedly 

done. The Holocaust discussed in the prologue demonstrates the truth of this statement. So, what 

Christianity fosters in a discursive, dialogical community is the fundamental belief in the innate 

dignity of all human beings and to violate that dignity is intrinsically evil. This notion of innate 

dignity will continue to be lost on many members of society, as it clearly is today, if it is not 

steadfastly communicated via charity in dialogue with the absolute acknowledgment that that 

view is not universally held by all members of the community. But, by persevering in genuine 

discourse, one can hope that it may facilitate the renewal of human dignity as more members of 

society recognize the reasonableness and thus the authority of the argument. Hence, what this 

thesis has been focused on demonstrating is the fundamental need for Christianity, in humility 

and charity, to reclaim its vital role as the primary cultural educator par excellence and for 

Christians to re-enter the public square as Christians who, following the example of the early 

Christian martyrs, do not make a distinction between private and public faith, it is simply their 

faith. We need to say with authority in the public square that we are proposing truths of faith for 

your consideration in mutual respect and love. Then, charity in dialogue opens room for 

considering truths of faith which have been banished from the public square for too long and to 

such detriment to our culture. For example, a truth of faith that we are created beings whose 

ultimate destiny is to share in the divine life of the Creator profoundly opens the aperture for 

grounding human dignity more firmly than if it is purely based on the truth of reason alone. In 

essence, the truth of faith complements and strengthens the authority of the argument beyond the 

authority of reason alone. As Benedict XVI observes, “a society that turns what is specifically 
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human into something purely private and defines itself in terms of complete secularity (which 

moreover inevitably becomes a pseudo-religion and a new all-embracing system that enslaves 

people)—this kind of society will of its nature be sorrowful, a place of despair: it rests on the 

diminution of human dignity.”1 

Consequently, I posit the path forward for returning Christianity to the public square 

occurs within a series of discursive, dialogical communities that work concentrically outwards 

metaphorically as if the first circle results from the rock that landed in the middle of a tranquil 

lake and the resulting rings continue to grow and expand outwards as questions de novo as the 

dialogue takes its own particular course. There are a number of traits that the individual and 

dialogical communities must possess if there is to be authentic hermeneutic dialogue that leads to 

understanding and further questioning and response. The first, and without equivocation in my 

view the most fundamentally imperative one, is the need for listening, attentively and 

authentically listening, to the other, which is first and foremost a sign of respect and an 

acknowledgment of the innate human dignity of the other. The second essential element, which 

is derived from the first and in a sense a reflection back upon the individual, is for each partner to 

have the mindfulness of humility. I have often pointed to the discourse conducted by Benedict in 

which he provides an excellent example of listening with genuine humility and then responding 

in charity. Without the ability to listen in humility, authentic discourse is impossible as the two 

partners are really in dialogue with themselves, and, thus, are speaking past the other. 

Furthermore, a dialogical community must have an objective; there must be a point or focus to 

the dialogue. As we have considered at length, especially in our discussion of St. Thomas, the 

partners are attempting to get at the heart of the matter—the truth of faith and the truth of reason. 
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Truth, even provisionally understood as truth, cannot be in contradiction. This partnership, if it is 

to be a partnership at all, must be conducted with charity in dialogue in which genuine listening 

with a sense of humility exists and there is an absolute acknowledgement of the innate dignity of 

the dialogical partner no matter the level of disagreement. Moreover, the objective of the 

dialogue is to land upon the most authoritative argument regarding the heart of the matter, and 

yet remain open to the further questions upon which that provisional truth will inevitably give 

rise, and this objective cannot be realized if there is no respect for the views of the other. Hence, 

charity in dialogue inculcates a partnership, as opposed to an adversarial relationship, that 

establishes the desire to listen to the other as well as a genuine community of individuals who 

have a rapport among themselves that recognizes the positive intentions of the other, despite 

what may be perceived as disagreement, and this is generated through humility. Throughout the 

thesis we have had numerous illustrations of these characteristics within a dialogical community: 

in Plato’s Republic, in the writings of Boethius and St. Augustine, in the question and response 

of St. Thomas and the medieval scholastic disputatio, and into the modern period seen in the 

discourse of the Council fathers at the Second Vatican Council and most notably in the dialogical 

manner of Benedict seen most vividly in his September addresses. 

The metaphor of the thrown rock breaking the surface of the tranquil lake is an important 

one for dialogical communities because as soon as the rings start moving outward one begins to 

move from the theoretical concepts of an enclosed community to the practical considerations and 

judgments rendered through a dialogical encounter with those who increasingly hold views 

fundamentally different from an enclosed community. This returns us to the Habermas and 

Ratzinger dialogue and the need for a complementary learning process. Christianity offers a clear 

example of this phenomenon. There are central tenets of the Christian religion that are generally 
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held by all Christians regardless of denomination. I will acknowledge that these tenets are 

increasingly tenuous as I will briefly illustrate below, but they nevertheless are held as more or 

less valid by all Christians. These beliefs are most revealed in the Incarnation of Jesus Christ and 

in his Passion, Death, Resurrection, and Ascension into Heaven and expressed most universally 

in the Apostles’ Creed and in the golden rule or the two greatest commandments: “You shall love 

the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind. This is the 

greatest commandment. And the second is like it, you shall love your neighbor as yourself” 

(Matthew 22:37-39). As we have seen, agreement beyond that, however, breaks down very 

quickly due to the historical and cultural circumstances within which Christian discursive, 

dialogical communities operate. This is why Pannenberg placed such emphasis on history and on 

the need to reestablish Christian unity in order to present to the world one coherent proposal 

about the revelatory message contained in the Incarnation, which is the foundation and privileged 

teaching of Christianity as a religious cultural educator par excellence.  

I argue that the mystery of the Incarnation is what separates Christianity from all other 

transcendence mysteries, because it is the active response of faith to the particular mystery of the 

Incarnation in the personhood of Jesus Christ that then culminates first in hope and then in love. 

Faith, hope, and love have been implanted in the human heart as natural inclinations that are 

cojoined through supernatural grace which is the source of supernatural life. It is for this reason 

that the Council fathers and Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI consistently held “the truth is 

that only in the mystery of the incarnate Word does the mystery of man take on light.”2 It is in 

and through the mystery of the Incarnate Word, the Logos, that we enter into dialogue with Jesus 

Christ as a person which generates, as mentioned on a number of occasions, St. Peter’s 

 
2 “Gaudium et Spes,” para. 22. 



 317 

admonition to “always be prepared to make a defense of the hope that is in you, yet to it with 

gentleness and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15). It is imperative for the renewal of human dignity that 

Christians enter into a dialogical encounter with one another and ultimately with the world to 

make a defense of the hope that is within us, and in making such a defense we will rediscover the 

wonders and mystery of Christianity being the primary religious cultural educator par 

excellence. And with that we, as Christians, will fulfill the great commission of Jesus to his 

disciples, then, now, and into the future, “go therefore and make disciples of all nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 

observe all that I have commanded you, and behold, I am with you always, to the close of the 

age” (Matthew 28:19-20). This is the proposition that Christians must propose to the outward 

concentric circles of non-Christians and atheists, but it must be in a dialogue situated in a 

complementary learning process proffered in love. We must work to reverse the tragically astute 

observation that Cardinal Ratzinger made at the convent of Saint Scholastica in Subiaco, Italy, 

the day before the death of John Paul II, where he asserted: “Thus, the splendor of being an 

image of God no longer shines over man, which is what confers on him his dignity and 

inviolability, and he is left only to the power of his own human capacities. He is no more than 

the image of man of what man? [sic].”3 

Regarding my views for ameliorating the aporias raised in the answer to the second 

question, how well does Christianity address and respond to the incommensurable views 

expressed by conviction communities, the answer, in my view, sadly, is not very well at all. This 

is true, in part, due to what I discussed above: Christianity has not facilitated mediation because 

 
3 Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, “Cardinal Ratzinger On Europe’s Crisis of Culture,” 1, accessed March 31, 2020, 
https://www.catholiceducation.org/en/culture/catholic-contributions/cardinal-ratzinger-on-europe-s-crisis-of-
culture.html. 
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Christians have largely abandoned, or have been forced to abandon, the public square and have 

lost some of the most essential teachings of Christianity that underpin human dignity. 

Furthermore, Christianity—because it has too few public intellectuals of the stature of a John 

Paul II, or a Benedict XVI, or a Wolfhart Pannenberg, or a George Weigel, or the six individuals 

that I introduced in the first chapter and have relied on to support the argument in the thesis—

does not have sufficient teachers in the public square to return Christianity to its vital role as a 

cultural educator par excellence. Christians must take with the utmost seriousness the teachings 

of the faith. Undeniably, Christianity is a hard teaching, and it asks much from its adherents. 

Christ himself recognized this in the Sermon on the Mount and in the Beatitudes, and even more 

forcefully when he acknowledged “enter by the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is 

easy, that leads to destruction, and those who enter it are many. For the gate is narrow and the 

way is hard, that leads to life, and those who find it are few” (Matthew 7:13-14). And yet Jesus 

offers hope, so long as we accept it, when a short time later he says: “Come to me, all who labor 

and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I 

am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my 

burden is light” (Matthew 11: 28-30). More so does Jesus offer hope through his miracles 

witnessed most spectacularly in his transfiguration and through the supernatural grace offered 

through his Church and the sacraments that he established. Christian hope is one of the great 

strengths of the Christian message to the world.  

There are many committed Christians of all denominations offering proposals for 

cooperative action in the public square, but one would expect that with approximately 2.5 billion 

Christians around the world, one would see more resonance of Christian proposals offered to the 

modern world. In my view, the problem starts with Pannenberg’s very accurate and telling 
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assessment that many modern Christians really do not know the fundamental reasons underlying 

the precepts of Christian teaching. As Christians, we have to know what these teachings mean 

experientially in order to better align both our private and our public lives to them, and, thereby, 

live in conformity to, and as example of, these teachings. Only as lived examples can these 

teachings influence the public square. That holds true for Catholics, Protestants, Orthodox, and 

Evangelicals. Take for example the concept of the bodily resurrection of the dead at the end of 

time that is put forward in the Apostles’ Creed, which is the most basic and fundamental 

expression of Christian belief. Granted the resurrection of the body is one of the tenets of 

Christian faith that is very hard to comprehend, especially for modern man, but it is one that has 

been held absolutely by Christians since Christ’s own bodily resurrection. In a 2014 survey, 

Mark Regnerus found that “overall, 37 percent of Americans believe there will be a bodily 

resurrection of the dead, compared to 72 percent who expressed a positive belief that there is life 

after death.”4 This demonstrates that many Christians are poorly taught and there is a profound 

need for a broad renewal of basic Christian teaching that goes well beyond individual doctrines 

of Catholics, Protestants, Orthodox, and Evangelical Christians. It profoundly gets to the heart of 

why the renewal of human dignity is such a challenging and pressing issue for humanity in the 

third millennium.   

This returns us again to the Habermas and Ratzinger notion of a complementary learning 

process, and the need to address and purify the pathologies of reason and the pathologies in 

religion. We noted Benedict frequently stressing that in order for a genuine dialogue of cultures 

and religions to be fruitful and foster human dignity, reason and faith must “come together in a 

 
4 Mark Regnerus, “Resurrecting the Dead in America,” First Things, no. September (2014), 
https://www.firstthings.com/web-exclusives/2014/09/resurrecting-the-dead-in-america. 
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new way” and we must “overcome the self-imposed limitations of reason to the empirically 

falsifiable;” thereby, rediscovering reason’s true grandeur.5 Benedict contends: 

The real antagonism typical of today’s world is not that between diverse religious 
cultures; rather, it is the antagonism between the radical emancipation of man from 
God, from the roots of life, on the one hand, and the great religious cultures, on the 
other. If we come to experience a clash of cultures, this will not be due to a conflict 
between great religions which of course have always been at odds with one another, 
but nevertheless, have ultimately always understood how to coexist with one 
another. The coming clash will be between this radical emancipation of man and 
the great historical cultures.6 

Thus, as we have seen, he urgently warns that “the West has long been endangered by this 

aversion to the questions which underlie its rationality, and can only suffer great harm,” and as a 

result he concludes, “the courage to engage the whole breadth of reason, and not the denial of its 

grandeur—this is the program with which a theology grounded in Biblical faith enters into the 

debates of our time…It is to this great logos, to this breadth of reason, that we invite our partners 

in the dialogue of cultures.”7 Hence, as we saw Dupré observing earlier, “the immediate question 

is not whether we confess a religious faith, or whether we live in conformity with certain 

religious norms, but whether we are of a disposition to accept any kind of theoretical or practical 

direction coming from a source other than the mind itself,” and therefore what is most needed “is 

an attitude in which transcendence can be recognized again.”8 Consistently and in charity 

making an authoritative argument that innate human dignity is grounded in the mystery of a 

Creator God fully revealed in the mystery of the Incarnate Word is one very important means to 

restore to humanity the ability to recognize transcendence historically situated in culture. In this 

 
5 Benedict XVI, “Apostolic Journey to München, Altötting and Regensburg: Meeting with the Representatives of 
Science in the Aula Magna of the University of Regensburg,” 7. 
6 Ratzinger, Christianity and the Crisis of Cultures, 44. 
7 Benedict XVI, “Apostolic Journey to München, Altötting and Regensburg: Meeting with the Representatives of 
Science in the Aula Magna of the University of Regensburg,” 7–8. 
8 Dupré, Religion and the Rise of Modern Culture, 117. 



 321 

regard, the hermeneutic method is one solution to what Benedict claims about the two 

pathologies and the need for both to purify one another. The purification occurs within the 

hermeneutic circle moving from the universal to the particular in a never ceasing series of 

questions and responses that generates a deeper question that remains open to the mystery of life 

both seen in the mystery of finitude and in sacred mystery, and thereby one is open to living 

within the limits of the provisionality of truth and the judgments that we must render without 

absolute knowledge of the ultimate meaning and ramifications of those judgments. This is of 

fundamental importance and needs to constantly be reiterated. The sure judgment reached 

through dialogue of higher reason develops and fosters virtue in the individual and points to 

ways to avoid evil. Moreover, it aids and enables the discursive, dialogical community to 

recognize the common good and to understand what is evil and inimical to human dignity, and, 

accordingly, to strive to avoid evil and work for the common good. This is all well and good 

when we follow our virtue, but when our desires lead to vice, and sin, it absolutely impedes our 

communal understanding. In this manner, religion very much performs the role of a cultural 

educator par excellence by illuminating the difference between virtue and vice, right action and 

sinful action, while working simultaneously in harmony with human reason. Speculative reason, 

practical judgment, and understanding are of fundamental importance to discourse as they relate 

to and work out what is unseen and believed and what is seen and known. If one relies solely on 

the seen, there is absolutely no possibility for transcendence into the mystery of the unseen, or 

for recognizing and adhering to a higher authority. In such cases totalitarianism abounds, and 

human dignity suffers if it is not outright destroyed. Consequently, there is an absolute need to 

reestablish a coherence between reason and faith and thus to life itself in order to address the 

pathologies of reason and the pathologies in religion. In this effort, discursive, dialogical 
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communities are the arena in which hermeneutic understanding takes place, and the potentially 

easy solution of a practical judgment may be understood as having far reaching deleterious 

ramifications when separated from what faith teaches us.  

It is incumbent upon Christians, particularly in light of Jesus’ great commission, to find 

the language and concepts in the modern vernacular—just as Christian communities have 

successfully done in the early and medieval times as seen in the fact that Christianity is here with 

us today—in such way and in such a manner that the authority of the argument is recognized in 

its coherency and due to what it proffers. This cannot be done through dogmatic concepts 

although these are fundamental to Christianity, but rather in the professed hope that what 

Christianity confesses in faith, is in fact true—Jesus Christ, the Way, the Truth, and the Life. 

That is the privileged teaching of Christianity. It is faith in this truth that Christians offer to the 

world in charity in dialogue. If, however, the secular world claims that Christianity cannot 

proclaim that which Christians hold as truth even if it is only understood provisionally, which the 

secular world has largely done by relegating Christianity out of the public square, then it has 

without justification limited Christians’ freedom in a manner similar to the Roman Empire prior 

to its conversion. If this is the case, then modern secular society is in need of a similar 

conversion with respect to Christianity or any other religion asserting the need for humanity to 

be responsive to transcendent mystery. Again, as we have seen Benedict frequently note, there is 

not so much conflict between the great world religions but rather the conflict is generally 

between these religions and the secular world. Christianity has far more that unites it than divides 

it, no matter how far apart the theological judgments are between the denominations. Christians, 

not just theologians, should however return to the roots of Christian teaching and study the 

writings of its great teachers, some of whom were considered in this reflection. The early Church 
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fathers, Augustine and Aquinas, Pannenberg and Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI, the lives 

of all the saints, and numerous other Christian thinkers have much to offer Christians as we 

engage with the modern world and argue for the imperative of renewing human dignity as an 

absolute value. It is time that we dust off and reflect anew upon their writings and teachings as 

well as knock off the rust from us and thereby begin afresh to make authentically Christian 

arguments for the absolute dignity of all human beings as a universal value. This very simply 

starts with an acknowledgment of Creation and of humanity being given the purely unmerited 

gift of life that should be directed in gratitude back to the judge who sees all things, and who in 

love created us, and who in love desires that we freely in love return to him. 

So, as I must, I will conclude this hermeneutic reflection first with a verse from a psalm 

in the Old Testament: 

Hear, O my people, while I admonish you! 
Oh Israel, if you would but listen to me! 

There shall be no strange god among you; 
you shall not bow down to a foreign god. 

I am the Lord your God, 
who brought you out of Egypt. 

Open your mouth wide, and I will fill it. 
 

But my people did not listen to my voice; 
Israel would have none of me. 

So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts, 
to follow their own counsel. (Psalm 81: 8-12) 

 

And, now to end with a question from the New Testament to consider in light of what we have 

been hermeneutically contemplating about religion and human dignity throughout the thesis. 

This question is posed by the person, the Logos, at the absolute center of these deliberations, 

Jesus Christ, who asks: “When the Son of man comes, will he find faith on earth?” (Lk 18:8) 
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