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From the Archives: The Beginning of John Paul II’s Instructions for the Theology of the Body

General Instructions and TOB 1

(See Introduction)





a[d] m[aiorem] d[ei] g[loriam] — 1 — totus tuus

to the greater glory of God — all yours

1. The text “Theology of the Body” (Part One, Christ Appeals to the Beginning) divided into 22 discourses (reflections) for the Wednesday audiences.1

2. The small additions2 do not in any way extend (nor do they change) the original structure of the text.3 They are rather “interludes” that make it easier at the same time to keep the continuity of the topic. I have limited myself in them to the minimum necessary. It may be that some new circumstances will make it necessary in the future to extend these additions, but for the present there is no need.

3. The notes [are] to be published together with the corresponding sections.

I ask Sr. Emilia [Ehrlich, OSU] that we once again revise them.

4. The beginning of the cycle is intended for September 5, unless some substantive reason makes it necessary to postpone this date.
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a[d] m[aiorem] d[ei] g[loriam] — 1 — totus tuus ego sum

to the greater glory of God — I am all yours

Gen[eral] Aud[ience] September 51—(I)

1. For some time now, preparations have been under way for the next ordinary assembly of the Synod of Bishops, which will take place in Rome in the fall of next year. The topic of the synod, “De muneribus familiae christianae (The Duties of the Christian Family)” will focus our attention on this community of human and Christian life, which has been fundamental from the beginning. The Lord Jesus used precisely this phrase “from the beginning” in the dialogue about marriage reported in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark. It is precisely because of this phrase that We want to ask ourselves what this word “beginning” means. In addition, we want to clarify for ourselves why Christ appeals to the “beginning” in this particular circumstance, and for this reason we look more precisely at the relevant text of the Go[spel] Sacred Scripture.

2. Twice…

(as in the text)

3.

4.…Christ’s interlocutors today.

5. During the following Wednesday reflections at the general audiences, we will try, as Christ’s interlocutors today, to dwell at greater length on these words from Mt 19:?. To follow the indication Christ put into them, we will try to penetrate into the

[image: ]





J[esus] + M[aria] — 2 — et omnia mea tua sunt

— and all that is mine is yours

“beginning,” to which he appealed in such a significant way; and in this way, we will try to follow so to speak from afar the great work [italics first added, then deleted] on this topic that the participants in the next Ordinary Assembly Synod of Bishops are undertaking right now. Together with the bishops, many groups of pastors and lay people are undertaking it participating in it who feel a particular responsibility for the tasks that Christ gives to marriage and to the Christian family; the tasks he has always given and gives also in our epoch, in the contemporary world.

The cycle of reflections we are beginning today, with the intention of continuing it during the following Wednesday meetings, has, among others, the goal of accompanying, so to speak so to speak, from afar the work in preparation for the synod, not, however, by directly touching its topic, but by turning attention to the deep roots from which this topic springs.
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Foreword
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THE HERITAGE OF JOHN PAUL II is amazing in its richness and variety. Nevertheless, it has a clear center: the theology of marriage and the family and the pastoral commitment shaped by this theology. “As a young priest I learned to love human love…If one loves human love, there naturally arises the need to commit oneself completely to the service of ‘fair love,’ because love is fair, it is beautiful” (John Paul II, Crossing the Threshold of Hope, 123).

Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body is the main expression of this commitment to the beauty of love in John Paul II’s teaching. Cardinal Wojtyła wrote the text before his election as Bishop of Rome and originally gave it the title Male and Female He Created Them (Gen 1:27). Reflection about creation stands at the very heart of his argument, as this title suggests. An alternate title given to the work by its author is Human Love in the Divine Plan. God’s designs for the person, the designs of divine love for human love—this is the reality the theology of the body attempts to unfold on the basis of the teaching of Jesus.

As a philosopher, Wojtyła was clearly aware of the objections brought against the doctrine of creation in the modern era ever since Descartes and his scientific rationalism. In Love and Responsibility (1960), Wojtyła points out the habit widespread among intellectuals of confusing the order of nature with the biological order. The term “biological order,” he argues, “does indeed mean the same as the order of nature, but only insofar as this is accessible to the methods of empirical and descriptive natural science, and not as a specific order of existence with an obvious relationship to the First Cause, to God the Creator” (56–57). Biology “has man for its immediate author” since man abstracts certain elements from a larger and richer reality. The order of nature, by contrast, includes all these richer relationships among real beings. If one replaces the order of nature with the biological order, the consequences are devastating. “My soul had for a long time now been used to seeing in nature nothing but a dead desert covered by a veil of beauty, worn by nature like a mask that deceives” (Sergei Bulgakov). John Paul II’s mature 1994 statement of the problem of this split between person and nature puts the matter in a nutshell.

The philosopher who formulated the principle of “cogito, ergo sum”—I think, therefore I am—also gave the modern concept of man its distinctive dualistic character. It is typical of rationalism to make a radical contrast in man between spirit and body, between body and spirit. But man is a person in the unity of his body and his spirit. The body can never be reduced to mere matter…The human family is facing the challenge of a new Manichaeism, in which body and spirit are put in radical opposition; the body does not receive life from the spirit, and the spirit does not give life to the body. Man thus ceases to live as a person and a subject. Regardless of all intentions and declarations to the contrary, he becomes merely an object. This neo-Manichaean culture has led, for example, to human sexuality being regarded more as an area for manipulation and exploitation than as the basis of that primordial wonder which led Adam on the morning of creation to exclaim before Eve: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). This same wonder is echoed in the words of the Song of Solomon: “You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride, you have ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes” (Song 4:9). (John Paul II, Letter to Families, 19)

It is one of the chief merits of Professor Waldstein’s extensive Introduction that it presents John Paul II’s critique of scientific rationalism and his affirmation of the goodness of the body in detail.

It may seem strange to some, but it is a fact that in his theology of the body the Bishop of Rome upholds the dignity and truth of the bridegroom’s cry of joy against scientific rationalism. The beauty of the body, which is the cause of this cry of joy, is not a mere veil, a deceptive mask behind which one must see the prosaic scientific truth of a mere chance mechanism that has no intrinsic meaning. The beauty is real and reliable. Its light can be traced back to God’s original guiding intention for man and woman. Human reason can apprehend this light and see the deep reasonableness of God’s design. The Catholic tradition has always upheld human reason. In John Paul II’s theology of the body it upholds human reason in the ordinary experience of spousal love between man and woman: “You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride, you have ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes.”

One of the main goals of the theology of the body is the defense of Paul VI’s prophetic encyclical Humanae Vitae. The defense must be seen in the context of John Paul II’s defense of the ordinary human experience of love and its reasonableness. The teaching of Humanae Vitae, as John Paul II understands it, is based on the spousal meaning of the human body, that is, on the God-given power of the body to be a sign of the radical gift of self between man and woman.

On the basis of his defense of ordinary human reason in the experience of love between man and woman, John Paul II unfolds a theological argument that is in many respects new in Catholic magisterial teaching. Allow me to mention three of his striking theses. The image of God is found in man and woman above all in the communion of love between them, which reflects the communion of love between the persons of the Trinity (TOB 9:3). In God’s design, the spousal union of man and woman is the original effective sign through which holiness entered the world (TOB 19:5). This visible sign of marriage “in the beginning” is connected with the visible sign of Christ’s spousal love for the Church and is thus the foundation of the whole sacramental order (TOB 95b:7). These and the many related theses contained in the theology of the body will occupy theologians for a long time and lead to a renewal of theology as a whole. As Professor Waldstein shows in his Introduction, John Paul II’s teaching—even if it is in some respects new—is deeply rooted in the Catholic tradition, above all in St. John of the Cross.

This new edition of the theology of the body is the fruit of ten years of intensive work at the International Theological Institute for Studies on Marriage and the Family (ITI) in Austria, founded at the request of John Paul II, which I serve as Grand Chancellor. Professor Waldstein, ITI’s founding President and St. Francis of Assisi Professor of New Testament, brings this work to a first important conclusion in his new translation and introduction. May God’s blessing accompany the further fruits of this work.

Christoph Cardinal Schönborn

Archbishop of Vienna





Preface
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THE PHRASE “THEOLOGY OF THE BODY” strikes many people as an oxymoron. How could our bodies—so carnal, so earthy, so mortal—be a “study of God”? “The fact that theology also includes the body should not astonish or surprise anyone who is conscious of the mystery and reality of the Incarnation,” John Paul II insisted. “Through the fact that the Word of God became flesh, the body entered theology…through the main door.”1 God has revealed his mystery through the Word made flesh—theology of the body. This phrase is not only the title of the first major teaching project of “John Paul the Great.” It represents the very “logic” of Christianity.

John Paul II’s theology of the body is most often cast as an extended catechesis on marriage and sexual love. It certainly is that, but it is also much more. Through the mystery of the incarnate person and the biblical analogy of spousal love, John Paul II’s catechesis illumines the entirety of God’s plan for human life from origin to eschaton with a splendid supernatural light. It’s not only a response to the sexual revolution, it’s a response to the Enlightenment. It’s a response to modern rationalism, Cartesian dualism, super-spiritualism, and all the disembodied anthropologies infecting the modern world. In short, the theology of the body is one of the Catholic Church’s most critical efforts in modern times to help the world become more “conscious of the mystery and reality of the Incarnation”—and, through that, to become more conscious of the humanum, of the very purpose and meaning of human life.

“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 himself and makes his supreme calling clear.”2 This familiar teaching of the Second Vatican Council was John Paul II’s anthem. And his theology of the body is nothing but an extended commentary on this fundamental truth: Christ fully reveals man to himself through the revelation—in his body—of the mystery of divine love.

In the Word made flesh, the human body demonstrates its full, God-given capability “of making visible what is invisible: the spiritual and divine.” Synthesizing the entire catechesis, John Paul observed that the human body “has been created to transfer into the visible reality of the world the mystery hidden from eternity in God, and thus to be a sign of it.”3 This “mystery hidden in God” is none other than the glory of trinitarian love and our “supreme calling” to participate in that love. “God himself is an eternal exchange of love, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, and he has destined us to share in that exchange.”4

How does the human body “transfer into the visible reality of the world” this divine mystery? It does so precisely through the gift of sexual difference and the call of the two to become “one flesh” (Gen 2:24). This is a “great mystery,” as the author of Ephesians tells us. From the beginning, the male-female communion has been a kind of revelation—an “echo,” so to speak, in the created order—of trinitarian communion and our destiny to share in that communion through Christ’s spousal relationship with the Church (see Eph 5:31–32).

Thus, in a bold theological move, John Paul II concluded “that man became the image of God not only through his own humanity, but also through the communion of persons, which man and woman form right from the beginning.”5 This will forever mark a critical development in Christian anthropology. To borrow a phrase from the Council, it “opens up vistas closed to human reason.”6 Man simply cannot penetrate through reason alone the “great mystery” of the human body. Through reason, man can discover the workings of his own body as a biological organism, often with great precision and benefit to humanity. But the human body is not only biological. It is also, and even more so, theological. Only to the degree that we know what our bodies “say” theologically do we know who we really are and, therefore, how we are to live.

This, in a nutshell, is the gift of John Paul II’s theology of the body. With profound insight and great originality, it helps us understand who we are according to God’s original plan and how and why we fell from it. Most importantly, it shows us how the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ can effectively transform our understanding and experience of sexual embodiment, thus enabling us to reclaim our true identity. John Paul II’s teaching remains more timely than ever. The world, which is now reaping a harvest of bitter suffering from the lies of the sexual revolution, is a mission field ready to soak up the good news of the “redemption of the body” that he proclaimed. But much work remains to be done, both at the academic and popular levels, if John Paul II’s theology of the body is to become bread broken for all.

Michael Waldstein and the Daughters of St. Paul have made a tremendous contribution to that effort with this fine, new English translation. Its many improvements will delight scholars and lay enthusiasts alike. John Paul II’s original structure and system of headings, never before translated from Polish, have been retrieved. The Pope’s trademark use of italics, much of which had been lacking in the first translation or removed by subsequent editors, has been fully restored. Inconsistencies caused by different translators have been corrected. Sentences have been properly reconstructed. John Paul II’s own numbering of paragraphs has been restored. And perhaps most excitingly of all, undelivered sections of Wojtyła’s original manuscript have been unearthed and translated into English for the very first time. In short, nearly twenty-two years after John Paul II delivered the final address of the series, the English-speaking world is finally able to appreciate—inasmuch as any translation can offer—the original splendor of the Pope’s project.

Furthermore, serious students of John Paul’s teaching will benefit greatly from Waldstein’s Introduction. As a popularizer of the Pope’s theology, I can only tip my hat to the scholarship exhibited here. Waldstein not only provides a host of interesting archival discoveries about the original work as written by Karol Wojtyła and subsequently delivered by John Paul II. He also traces the development of Wojtyła’s thought via a compact and insightful tour of modern philosophy. In the process we discover how the theology of the body offers a remarkably complete antidote to what ails the modern world.

It is my sincere hope that this brightly polished edition of John Paul II’s revolutionary catechesis inspires a new generation of bishops, priests, theologians, religious educators, and lay enthusiasts to study, live, and proclaim the theology of the body to the world in the new evangelization. May Mary, in whom the redemption of the body has already been consummated, guide the efforts of all who participate in this important work.

Christopher West, M.T.S., L.H.D.

Fellow, Theology of the Body Institute

April 19, 2006





Introduction by Michael Waldstein
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THE SEXUAL REVOLUTION was heralded by its advocates as a breakthrough for human development, for the freedom and happiness of the person. Wilhelm Reich, a student of Freud who saw himself at the forefront of the revolution, believed that the free availability of sexual pleasure beyond the limits imposed by the patriarchal Christian family would lead to health and happiness. It would even prevent insanity, mysticism, and war.

Sexual energy is the constructive biological energy of the psychological apparatus that forms the structure of human feeling and thinking. “Sexuality” (physiological vagus function) is the productive vital energy, simply speaking. Its suppression leads not only to medical damage, but also quite generally to damage in the basic functions of life. The essential social expression of this damage is purposeless (irrational) action by human beings: their insanity, their mysticism, their readiness for war, etc…The core of life’s happiness is sexual happiness.1

A key element of the sexual revolution was the invention and general availability of effective contraceptives. Here too, hopes were high. Margaret Sanger, theoretician and founder of the Planned Parenthood Federation, urged women to revolt against sexual servitude. The first step in this revolt, she argued, is the use of contraceptives, because “no woman can call herself free who does not own and control her own body.”2 She elaborates thus: “What effect will the practice of birth control have upon women’s moral development?…It will break her bonds. It will free her to understand the cravings and soul needs of herself and other women. It will enable her to develop her love-nature separate from and independent of her maternal nature.”3 The more abundant love life made possible by eliminating the fear of pregnancy is the answer, Sanger adds, to women’s search for deep meaning in their lives, including the religious and mystical dimensions of meaning. “I would even go so far as to state that there is no other source of true contentment or understanding of life values than that which comes from the realization of love in marriage…In leading her successfully, nay triumphantly, through this mysterious initiation [of sex] he [that is, her husband] becomes for her a veritable god—worthy of her profoundest worship…Through sex mankind may attain the great spiritual illumination which will transform the world, which will light up the only path to an earthly paradise.”4

More than half a century after Reich and Sanger’s utopian hopes, it is important to ask whether we have truly found “the only path to an earthly paradise” and “the core of life’s happiness.” In particular, has contraception enabled men to emerge in women’s lives as “veritable gods…worthy of profoundest worship”? Or has it tended to transform them into episodic “users” and “consumers,” who can dispense with their feminine objects of enjoyment once erotic excitement ebbs away?

In his Man and Woman He Created Them: A Theology of the Body (TOB), Pope John Paul II proposes a sexual politics of the radical gift of self of man and woman to each other, profoundly different from mere use and consumption.5 From the very beginning of his ministry as a priest, he remarks in an important autobiographical passage, he had a special love for love. Deeply struck by the beauty of love between man and woman, he committed himself “to the service of ‘fair love,’ because love is fair, it is beautiful. After all, young people are always searching for the beauty in love.”6 Some of the most sensitive and illuminating passages of world literature on erotic love can be found in TOB. John Paul II’s argument has a compelling self-evidence because he allows love itself to show its beauty.

Yet, the full greatness of John Paul II’s vision only emerges when one sees his concern for spousal love in the larger context of his concern about our age, above all for the question of scientific knowledge and power over nature, that is, the characteristically modern question of “progress.” He argues that “the essence of the Church’s teaching” about contraception lies in a more critical judgment about “the domination of the forces of nature” by human power (TOB 123:1). Like Reich and Sanger, John Paul II sees the question of contraception primarily as a question of “what true progress consists in, that is, the development of the human person” (TOB 133:3). He is concerned, no less than Sanger, with the quest for freedom, with “owning and controlling” one’s own body, but he sees such individual autonomy (which is the only freedom Sanger speaks about, exactly like Descartes and Kant) as standing in the service of a still greater kind of freedom, “the freedom of the gift” (see Index at Free).

The main purpose of the following Introduction is to present this larger context of John Paul II’s vision as it emerged in his works before his election as Bishop of Rome. Wojtyła’s theological and philosophical concerns have their roots in the spousal poetry and theology of St. John of the Cross (Section 2 of the Introduction). They took on a particular profile in an intense philosophical and theological dialogue with Immanuel Kant (Section 3) and Max Scheler (Section 4). The understanding of this dialogue allows one to grasp Wojtyła’s concerns as a whole as documented in his seven major works published before his election (Section 5). In this light, one can approach the purpose of TOB (Section 6) as well as its structure and argument (Section 7).

Readers who do not wish to explore the larger context of TOB in so much detail may wish to jump from Section 1 immediately to Sections 6 and 7 of the Introduction, to take in the bird’s eye view of the purpose, structure, and argument of TOB offered there.7

1. The Text

At the Wednesday General Audience on September 5, 1979, Pope John Paul II delivered the first of 129 catecheses on human love in the divine plan. Interrupted by the assassination attempt on May 13, 1981, and a long break for a Holy Year (from May 1983 to September 1984) as well as a number of catecheses on other topics, the cycle concluded a little more than five years later on November 28, 1984. The work as a whole is John Paul II’s masterwork, in which the many strands of his philosophical and theological reflection come together in a rigorous and profound argument.8

Various titles have been given to this cycle of catecheses. The original title of the work is Man and Woman He Created Them. In the text itself, John Paul II describes the work as reflections on the theology of the body9 and gives it the title Human Love in the Divine Plan, with the subtitle The Redemption of the Body and the Sacramentality of Marriage.10 In the archival materials of the catecheses (see below), he uses the name Teologia ciała, Theology of the Body. This title has become customary in English.

Soon after being delivered, the catecheses were published one by one in L’Osservatore Romano (OR) and later in the complete series of the teachings of John Paul II published by the Holy See (Insegnamenti di Giovanni Paolo II). In 1985, a one-volume edition appeared in Italian with the title Uomo e donna lo creò: Catechesi sull’amore umano (Man and Woman He Created Him: Catechesis on Human Love), under the editorial direction of Carlo Caffarra, then president of the John Paul II Institute.11 Since Uomo e donna (UD) is the most easily available Italian text and a common point of reference for those who study John Paul II, I will cite TOB by the number of the talk in UD, followed by the paragraph number (e.g., TOB 1:1).

UD contains five more catecheses than the Insegnamenti, a total of 134.12 It has six instead of three meditations on the Song of Songs (TOB 108–13) and three instead of one on Tobit (TOB 114–16). In addition, the conclusion of the Ephesians cycle in UD (TOB 117) was not delivered and is not present in the Insegnamenti. The conclusion of the Ephesians cycle in the Insegnamenti (delivered on July 4, 1984) is omitted in UD, probably accidentally, because it begins with the same words as TOB 117.13 Taking UD and the Insegnamenti together, the total number of distinct catecheses thus comes to 135.14 More will be said below about this complicated textual situation and the policy of the present edition.

a. Textual Basis

In response to a letter sent on February 2, 2005, to Pope John Paul II, I received the following reply.


Pope John Paul II has asked me to send you the following answer.

As a textual basis for the new translation you should use the text of the catecheses as printed in the series edited by the Holy See, Insegnamenti di Giovanni Paolo II (II/2 p. 234 to VII/2 pp. 1316ff).

In addition, the following points may be useful for your work.

The original text of the catecheses is Italian.

The titles you mention were added by the editorial offices of L’Osservatore Romano and are not part of the genuine Papal text.

Emphasis by italics is original and should be preserved. This is a mark of the Holy Father’s style.15


That the titles of individual catecheses are not part of the genuine papal text becomes further evident when one compares them in different language editions of OR.

TOB 1:

Italian: In Dialogue with Jesus about the Foundations of the Family

English: The Unity and Indissolubility of Marriage

German: God Saw That Everything Was Good (1)

French: Listening to Jesus on “The Origin” of the Family

TOB 2:

Italian: In the First Account of Creation, the Objective Definition of Man

English: Analysis of the Biblical Account of Creation

German: God Saw That Everything Was Good (2)

French: From the Beginning the Creator Made Them Male and Female

TOB 3:

Italian: In the Second Account of Creation, the Subjective Definition of Man

English: The Second Account of Creation: The Subjective Definition of Man

German: Man Knows Good and Evil

French: “They Shall Be One Flesh”


These titles give readers some idea about a prominent topic in each catechesis, for the most part different topics in the different language editions. The OR editors did not have the complete work in front of them, and so they could not always pinpoint the focus of the argument, because focus depends in large part on context. The absence of context also explains why the titles do not supply what titles in modern books usually supply, namely, indications about the place of a particular section in the structure of the whole argument (Introduction, Chapter 1, Conclusion, etc.). I have omitted the OR headings and, instead, have inserted John Paul II’s own chapter and section headings (see below).

John Paul II’s statement, “The original text of the catecheses is Italian,” should be understood in the sense that the Italian text is the authentic or authoritative text. The archives of the John Paul II Foundation at Dom Polski on the Via Cassia in Rome preserve the typescript of a book written in Polish by Cardinal Wojtyła before his election, entitled Man and Woman He Created Them.16 The sister who typed the manuscript confirms that Pope John Paul II brought this text from Kraków to Rome after his election. The work seems to have been complete and ready for publication.

The archives also preserve materials that show how John Paul II used this manuscript as the basis of his Wednesday catecheses. A copy of the book typescript served as the basis. It contains Roman numerals in the margin that determine the beginning of the text to be used for each particular catechesis. It also contains Arabic numbers next to the paragraphs within each talk. Both sets of numbers seem to be in John Paul II’s own handwriting. The main method of dividing the text into catecheses seems to have been the time needed to deliver a catechesis of regular length.

On separate sheets of paper, written in John Paul II’s own hand, one finds introductory and concluding passages in Polish that were to be added to the Polish text of the book. The two sheets for TOB 1 have been reproduced above (see pp. xvii–xxi). The paragraph numbered 1 is new text to be added. At number 2 John Paul II writes the first word of the text from the book typescript with the marginal number 2, and at number 4 the last three words from the typescript with the marginal number 4. Between this beginning and end, he adds the remark, “as in the text,” that is, the corresponding numbered paragraphs of the book manuscript were to be used unchanged, numbered according to the marginal numbers in the book.

Only the handwritten pages for the first chapter (TOB 1–23) are available in the archives at Dom Polski. Others are perhaps part of John Paul II’s private papers, which are not publicly accessible. The continuation of the numbering system in the margins of the book manuscript at Dom Polski suggests that John Paul II continued working through the whole in the same way in which he had worked through Chapter 1.

The archives also contain the immediate product of these two elements, namely, clean typescripts of the catecheses in Polish that include both the text of the book (numbered according to John Paul II’s instructions) and the passages added in the handwritten pages. Each Polish talk is followed by an Italian translation that served as the text read at the General Audience.

In substance, the catecheses follow the book typescript, but John Paul II added some large pieces of text (e.g., TOB 10, 23, and 133) and shortened others (e.g., the sections on the Song of Songs and Tobit). The 1986 Polish edition of TOB reproduces the original pre-papal book manuscript with some of the revisions introduced by John Paul II (e.g., the addition of TOB 10, 23, and 133). It does not contain any division into talks, nor does it contain the introductory and concluding paragraphs added by John Paul II in producing the catecheses. It also preserves the longer version of catecheses on the Song of Songs (six instead of three), and on Tobit (three instead of one). The archives contain an Italian version of these nine talks, but John Paul II shortened them before delivery, perhaps because of time considerations. The longer version is printed in the one-volume Italian edition (UD).

The 1986 Polish edition of TOB has an elaborate system of headings, four to five levels deep. The single most important result of examining the textual evidence at Dom Polski is the discovery that these headings were not added by the editors of the Polish edition, but are part of the original pre-papal work. They show how Wojtyła himself conceived the organic unity and order of his argument. There are altogether 219 headings with a total of about 1,600 words, a substantial amount of very precious text. Anyone who has attempted to understand the order of argument in TOB will realize how precious these headings really are. The headings are not reproduced in UD, nor in any translation (English, German, French, Spanish, Portuguese, etc.). Their use in the 1986 Polish edition, published with the approval of John Paul II by his closest collaborators, shows that they still expressed the author’s intention in 1986, even though he had transformed his book into a series of catecheses.

The archives at Dom Polski also offer more direct evidence for the continuing importance of the headings. The set of instructions in John Paul II’s own hand on the first leaf of his handwritten adaptations of the Polish text (reproduced above on pp. xvi) begins with the following two points:




	The text, “Theology of the Body” (Part One, Christ Appeals to the Beginning) divided into 22 discourses (reflections) for the Wednesday audiences.

	The small additions do not in any way extend (nor do they change) the original structure of the text. They are rather “interludes” that make it easier at the same time to keep the continuity of the topic. I have limited myself in them to the minimum necessary.





In the second point, John Paul II states explicitly that the structure of the original work as articulated by its headings remained the same when he used it for the Wednesday catecheses. In the first point, he explicitly mentions Part 1 and quotes the title of the first of the three chapters in Part 1, “Christ Appeals to the Beginning,” which is the title found in the pre-papal book manuscript and the 1986 Polish edition.

One might argue that since the authoritative publication of the catecheses in the Insegnamenti di Giovanni Paolo II does not include these headings, they should not be considered part of the papal text. Yet, the absence of the headings in the Insegnamenti has a simple explanation. The Insegnamenti series reproduces the individual catecheses in the midst of other texts that happen to have been published on the same day. A system of headings five levels deep simply has no place in such a presentation of the text. As in many other cases, the Insegnamenti adopt the headings given by the editor of the Italian edition of OR. It is these OR headings that should be excluded as secondary and misleading. The relatively isolated life of the individual catecheses as well as the language barrier of the Polish original may be the reasons why the one-volume Italian edition does not include the original headings: it simply collects the isolated catecheses with their OR headings and divides them into cycles that do not entirely correspond to John Paul II’s own organization of his work.17

To summarize, John Paul II used an apparently completed book manuscript as the basis for 129 catecheses. With two exceptions, he used the entire book.18 He also added some sections not found in the original book manuscript (e.g., TOB 10 and 23).19

Given this complex situation, editors of one-volume editions of TOB have various choices. On one extreme stands the 1986 Polish edition of TOB prepared by John Paul II’s secretary, Stanislaw Dziwisz. This edition goes back to the original book manuscript, though it includes the newly written sections. It reproduces all the original headings but omits the division into catecheses as well as the introductions and conclusions that frame many individual catecheses. On the other extreme stands the 1997 English edition, which contains only the 129 catecheses as delivered, though it adds the division into cycles taken from UD and the headings added by OR. Somewhere between these two extremes stands the Italian edition (UD), which reproduces 134 discourses with their OR headings.

The present translation follows the standards of a critical edition. It is based on the conviction that readers should be supplied with all the data (and only the data) that come directly from John Paul II (thus his own headings, but no OR headings). A critical edition must allow readers to distinguish clearly between the various components of the text. In particular, I have marked the 129 catecheses actually delivered by a heading consisting of the date and citation in the Insegnamenti, and I have marked the catecheses not delivered by a heading consisting of “Not delivered” and the citation in UD. The shorter and the longer version of the Song of Songs and Tobit catecheses are presented parallel on facing pages, so that the reader can read both versions in their proper context and immediately see the differences.

b. Translation

Translations of papal documents in OR are excellent and have quasi-official status. In the case of TOB, however, the OR staff was faced with a task quite beyond the ordinary. In difficulty, TOB by far exceeds the traditional Wednesday catecheses by Paul VI and John Paul I. Even among the catecheses of John Paul II, TOB stands out as lonely Mount Everest among the hills.

The circumstances under which the first English translation had to be produced were difficult. Soon after its delivery at the Wednesday audience, each catechesis was sent to the English editorial office of OR to be translated. Since the translator(s) did not have the whole work before them, there are many examples of inconsistent translation. For example, the key concept, “significato sponsale del corpo” is translated in eight different ways: “nuptial meaning of the body” (in most catecheses up to TOB 101); “nuptial significance” (TOB 16, 39, and 69); “matrimonial significance” (TOB 40); “matrimonial meaning” (TOB 41); “conjugal meaning” (TOB 78); “conjugal significance” (TOB 96); and finally, in the last thirty catecheses, “spousal significance” as well as “spousal meaning” (TOB 102–32). A careful reader who works only from the English text would assume that John Paul II deliberately distinguishes between nuptial, matrimonial, conjugal, and spousal meanings as well as significances of the body and would wonder what the point of these subtle distinctions might be. Yet, the Italian is always “significato sponsale del corpo,” best translated as “spousal meaning of the body.”20 Similar inconsistencies can be seen in many other cases.

The English translator(s) at OR used the Revised Standard Version of the Bible and at times the New American Bible, both of which differ at many points from the version used by John Paul II, namely, the official translation published by the Conference of Italian Bishops (CEI).21 For example, in the crucial verses about the reason for the creation of Eve (that is, Adam’s solitude and the consequent need for a “help,” Gen 2:18, 20), the CEI version follows the Vulgate and understands the Hebrew “k[image: ]ne[image: ]dô” as “simile a lui,” that is, “similar to him.” Eve is created as “a help similar to him.” In TOB 8:3, John Paul II uses this understanding of the Hebrew to argue that the likeness of nature between Adam and Eve is an important element for understanding the manner in which Eve is a “help.” The OR translation has “a helper fit for him” (RSV), which is another acceptable way of understanding the Hebrew. Yet, it pulls the scriptural rug out from under John Paul II’s argument. Why does “a helper fit for him” suggest a likeness of nature between Adam and Eve? Some textual argument would seem to be needed, but none is given.

In the OR translation, Jesus says, “Everyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:28, RSV). The CEI translation, much closer here to the Greek original, has “chiunque guarda una donna per desiderarla: whoever looks at a woman to desire her.” The difference is important. Desire can be good or bad; lust is a vice. In the Italian text of TOB, the word “lust (lussuria)” occurs four times (see Index at Lust). To these four one can add six instances of lustful (libidinoso) and eleven of “libido” for a total of twenty-one defensible instances of “lust.” In the OR translation, by contrast, “lust” recurs 343 times. The main reason for this massive multiplication of “lust” seems to lie in the RSV translation of Matthew 5:28 (“looks lustfully”). When John Paul II discusses Jesus’ words in detail and repeatedly uses the word “desire” (“desiderare” or “desiderio”) in agreement with the CEI translation (“looks to desire”), the OR translation attempts to preserve the connection with the term “lustfully” in the RSV and often translates “desire” as “lust.” It multiplies “lust” further by frequently using it to translate “concupiscenza.” Yet, concupiscence is a wider concept than lust. Sexual concupiscence is only one of its species. The multiplication of “lust” introduces a note of pan-sexualism that is foreign to John Paul II. In order to avoid difficulties of this sort, the English Scripture quotes have been conformed to the CEI translation, always with an eye on the original Greek or Hebrew.22

The OR translations were compiled by Pauline Books and Media in four volumes: Original Unity of Man and Woman (1981); Blessed Are the Pure of Heart (1983); The Theology of Marriage and Celibacy (1986); and Reflections on Humanae Vitae (1984). In 1997, Pauline published the whole text in one volume as The Theology of the Body: Human Love in the Divine Plan. The one-volume edition differs in a number of details from the earlier text. It omits the italicizing of phrases and sentences by which John Paul II regularly emphasizes particular points. It also omits many instances of quotation marks. John Paul II frequently uses quotation marks as a further means of emphasizing particular terms or signaling that they are the main topic of discussion. Finally, the 1997 edition recasts a number of difficult sentences to make them more readable.

The 1997 edition contains only the 129 catecheses translated by OR. The six additional catecheses contained in the Polish edition and UD are published here for the first time in English.

c. Literary Genre, Intended Audience, and Authority

“General Audience” is the genre by which the Insegnamenti series identifies the regular Wednesday discourses. Like Paul VI and John Paul I, John Paul II used the occasion of the Wednesday general audiences for catechesis. “Catechesis” is the more essential and interior category for defining TOB’s literary genre. The particular group of pilgrims present on a particular Wednesday seems to represent the universal Church. TOB is a catechesis by the Bishop of Rome for the universal Church.

According to the Vatican II document on the pastoral office of bishops, “preaching and catechetical instruction…always hold the first place” in a bishop’s teaching activity (Christus Dominus, 13). This is not to say that papal documents dedicated to particular issues, such as encyclicals and apostolic letters, are secondary and have less authority. It is to say, however, that the Wednesday catecheses have a certain primacy of place in the ordinary magisterium of the Bishop of Rome as pastor of the universal Church.

John Paul II explains his understanding of catechesis in Catechesi Tradendae, published on October 16, 1979, between the delivery of TOB 5 (October 10) and TOB 6 (October 24). One can assume that he had his catecheses on human love in mind when he wrote Catechesi Tradendae and, vice versa, that he had his account of catechesis in mind when he delivered TOB.


The primary and essential object of catechesis is, to use an expression dear to St. Paul and also to contemporary theology, “the mystery of Christ.” Catechizing is in a way to lead a person to study this mystery in all its dimensions: “to make all human beings see what is the plan of the mystery…comprehend with all the saints what is the breadth and length and height and depth…know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge…(and be filled) with all the fullness of God” (Eph 3:9, 18–19). It is therefore to reveal in the Person of Christ the whole of God’s eternal design reaching fulfillment in that Person. It is to seek to understand the meaning of Christ’s actions and words and of the signs worked by Him, for they simultaneously hide and reveal His mystery. Accordingly, the definitive aim of catechesis is to put people not only in touch but in communion, in intimacy, with Jesus Christ: only He can lead us to the love of the Father in the Spirit and make us share in the life of the Holy Trinity. (Catechesi Tradendae, 5)

This teaching is not a body of abstract truths. It is the communication of the living mystery of God. The Person teaching it in the Gospel is altogether superior in excellence to the “masters” in Israel, and the nature of His doctrine surpasses theirs in every way because of the unique link between what He says, what He does and what He is. (Catechesi Tradendae, 7)


To a remarkable degree, this account of catechesis resembles the actual method and content of TOB. Part 1 (TOB 1–86) focuses on three words of Christ that play a key role in his teaching about God’s plan for the person and for human love. The focus lies on Christ as the Teacher. Part 2 (TOB 87–113) unfolds this teaching of Christ by turning to the Pauline teaching on “the mystery” of spousal love in Ephesians 5. The Final Part (TOB 114–133) applies the insights gained in Parts 1 and 2 to the concrete conjugal lives of men and women. No other catechetical cycle delivered by John Paul II after TOB has a similarly strict and close relationship with the very core and essence of catechesis as defined in Catechesi Tradendae. TOB seems to be John Paul II’s catechesis par excellence.23

One must measure the authority of TOB in accord with these findings about office, genre, and content: the authority of a text is high if the Pope speaks (1) as pastor of the universal Church, (2) in a form of teaching central to his office of bishop, and (3) on a topic central to the faith. All three of these indicators are high in TOB.

Contrary to this evidence, some authors have dismissed the authority of TOB. In the traditionalist publication Christian Order, for example, G. C. Dilsaver argues that TOB should be considered a private theological work by Karol Wojtyła, not part of the papal magisterium of John Paul II.

Pope John Paul II has used his Wednesday catechesis conference to read much of his private theological works. Among these is The Theology of Marriage and Celibacy. In this work, Karol Wojtyła (as a private theologian, since this work was completed prior to his ascending to the papacy) introduces the novel concept of “mutual submission” in his exegesis of Ephesians 5.24

All the signs that surround the Wednesday catecheses and that express John Paul II’s intention make it quite clear that John Paul II intended the Wednesday catecheses to be precisely this: catecheses, not the recitation of private theological works. Dilsaver simply sidesteps the plain intention of John Paul II. The only argument he offers is that “this work was completed prior to his ascending to the papacy.” This argument is irrelevant. The first publication of the text was its delivery by the Bishop of Rome as a cycle of catecheses. The original or authentic text of TOB is the Italian text as delivered by Pope John Paul II and published in the official Insegnamenti series.

A position similar to Dilsaver’s is proposed by Charles Curran, who likewise ignores the genre “catechesis” and limits himself to the more external genre “General Audience” used by the Insegnamenti series.

[Man and Woman He Created Them belongs to] a particular genre of teaching—the speeches given at the weekly audiences…As such, talks to general audiences have little or no authoritative character. They are often just greetings to the various people in attendance and exhortations…These talks…have little or no importance from the point of view of authoritative teaching.25

Against both Dilsaver and Curran, one should insist that TOB is a catechesis proposed by the Bishop of Rome for the universal Church on the center of Christian faith, the “great mystery” of love (Eph 5).

John Paul II uses further concepts to describe the literary genre of TOB. He calls the catecheses “reflections” (146 times), which characterizes them in very general terms as a close and critically self-aware examination of their subject. He also calls them analyses (by far the most frequent term, 269 times) and meditations (twenty-one times). There is an apparent opposition between analysis and meditation: in a meditation, one assumes a receptive posture as one slowly ponders a whole in its meaning; in analysis, one takes a more active role to resolve the whole into its principles and elements. Yet the two movements of thought complement each other.

John Paul II also calls TOB a “study” (thirteen times), which seems to point to an academic setting. Wojtyła was trained as a philosopher and theologian and worked as a professor for a number of years. He kept contact with academic life even after his appointment as a bishop. TOB has many of the characteristics of an academic study, e.g., frequent technical expressions that recur in formulaic form (spousal meaning of the body, man of concupiscence, rereading the language of the body in the truth: many of these phrases are listed in the Index below), technical footnotes, etc.

Does this mean that TOB is an academic study presented as a catechesis? Would this not be an attempt to mix irreconcilable genres? The immediate audience assembled for the Wednesday audience consisted of people of all ages from all walks of life. Yet the text is at times so difficult that seasoned theologians and philosophers find themselves struggling with it. The scholarly footnotes, which are an integral part of the text (itself a curious fact in a catechesis), often quote sources in the original French, German, Latin, Greek, and Hebrew without any translation. There seems to be a disproportion between the text and its intended audience. “Quite frankly, the talks do not seem appropriate for the occasion. They are somewhat theoretical and too detailed for a general audience…I am sure that most of those in attendance at the audiences did not follow what the pope was saying.”26

In answer to these queries, one can emphasize a point already made above: the group of pilgrims present at the Wednesday audiences stands for the universal Church. The true intended audience is the universal Church. In studying TOB, one has the impression that John Paul II is speaking with the full array of intellectual resources available to him, as if he were keeping a personal theological journal. At the same time, however, he is speaking consciously as the successor of Peter to the universal Church. To the objection that catechesis demands a lower level of intellectual sophistication, one can respond that catechesis is not only for the intellectually immature, but for all human beings of all degrees of sophistication, though academics may be less aware of their own need. In a similar way, the understanding of faith is unfolded in theology for the good of the whole Church with all intellectual resources available to theologians. Speaking to the whole Church on such a level can be fruitful, provided there are persons who help others to understand what is said. Besides, many passages in TOB are translucent in their simplicity and directness.

d. Reading of Scripture

John Paul II intends to present a theology of the body that is built on Scripture, above all on the words of Christ (see TOB 86:4). What sort of reading of Scripture does he offer? How is it related to historical-critical Scripture scholarship? John Paul II’s view of historical-critical studies is quite positive.


Catholic exegetes [must] remain in full harmony with the mystery of the Incarnation, a mystery of the union of the divine and the human in a determinate historical life. The earthly life of Jesus is not defined only by the places and dates at the beginning of the first century in Judea and Galilee, but also by his deep roots in the long history of a small nation of the ancient Near East, with its weaknesses and its greatness, with its men of God and its sinners, with its slow cultural evolution and its political misadventures, with its defeats and its victories, with its longing for peace and the kingdom of God. The Church of Christ takes the realism of the incarnation seriously, and this is why she attaches great importance to the “historical-critical” study of the Bible…

[Exegetes must strive] to understand the meaning of the texts with all the accuracy and precision possible and, thus, in their historical, cultural context. A false idea of God and the incarnation presses a certain number of Christians to take the opposite approach. They tend to believe that, since God is the absolute Being, each of his words has an absolute value, independent of all the conditions of human language. Thus, according to them, there is no room for studying these conditions in order to make distinctions that would relativize the significance of the words. However, that is where the illusion occurs and the mysteries of scriptural inspiration and the incarnation are really rejected, by clinging to a false notion of the Absolute. The God of the Bible is not an absolute Being who, crushing everything he touches, would suppress all differences and all nuances. On the contrary, he is God the Creator, who created the astonishing variety of beings “each according to its kind,” as the Genesis account says repeatedly (Gen 1). Far from destroying differences, God respects them and makes use of them (cf. 1 Cor 12:18, 24, 28). Although he expresses himself in human language, he does not give each expression a uniform value, but uses its possible nuances with extreme flexibility and likewise accepts its limitations. That is what makes the task of exegetes so complex, so necessary, and so fascinating!27


Although John Paul II has such a positive view of historical-critical scholarship, his temperament as a thinker does not tend toward assembling the many minute details by which such scholarship constructs its arguments. That he is capable of such arguments becomes apparent in his reconstruction of the cultural situation of Jesus’ listeners in the Sermon on the Mount (see TOB 33–39). Still, he is more drawn to the question: What is the truth of things? His primary perspective, even as a reader of Scripture, is that of a philosopher and a systematic theologian.

At times, historical-critical scholars focus on the question of historical truth (What was intended by these words in this or that historical context?) in such an exclusive manner that they tend to lose sight of the question of the truth of things (What do these words show about God, about human life, etc.?). They tend to measure statements about the truth of things by the historical truth of the meaning of texts. John Paul II argues, for example, that we can “deduce” from the Yahwist creation narrative that “man became the image of God not only through his own humanity, but also through the communion of persons, which man and woman form from the very beginning” (TOB 9:3). One could object from a historical-critical point of view that the Yahwist narrative (Gen 2) does not contain the word “image” at all. “Image” is only found in the Priestly narrative (Gen 1). It is unlikely on historical grounds that the Priestly narrative understood man and woman in their distinction and communion as an image of God. Such a view is not attested elsewhere in Priestly texts. The image according to Genesis 1 lies more probably in dominion over the earth, which is explicitly mentioned.

Assuming for the sake of argument that this historical-critical observation is correct, the question of the truth of things remains open. Is the communion of persons in actual fact an image of God? Does what Genesis 2 says have any bearing on this question? The core of John Paul II’s argument is very simple. According to Genesis 2, the creation of human beings reaches its perfection in the communion of persons between man and woman. According to Genesis 1, the image of God belongs to human beings precisely in their perfection. It is the point of arrival of the creation of the human being. It follows that the communion between man and woman is part of the divine image. It does not follow on historical-critical grounds, but on those of the truth of things.

A similar line of argument applies to John Paul II’s reading of Ephesians 5:21 as implying the mutual submission of husband and wife (see TOB 89). It is easy to point out that the imperative “submit to one another” functions as a section heading in the letter and thus includes the one-sided subordination of children to their parents and of slaves to their masters (see Eph 6:1, 5). Hence Curran accuses John Paul II of being a liberal who goes against the patriarchal meaning of the text. “Here a liberal interpretation distorts the scriptural meaning.”28 Yet, it seems reasonable to assume that John Paul II considered this side of the matter (that is, a non-mutual kind of submission) but chose not to focus on it. He certainly does not contradict it. What he does focus on instead is a fascinating argument developed on the basis of “the fear of Christ” that gathers up the theological depth of Ephesians. One should consider John Paul II’s account of the mutual submission of husband and wife on its own terms as revealing a profound truth of things.

The truth of things is, in the end, much more interesting than historical truths about texts, although historical truth must not be neglected. “Interpreters are thus not content with the question, What does what is said (as something merely said) mean in its historical place and in its historical context? Rather, they ask in the end, What things does the text speak of? To what realities does what is said lead?”29

John Paul II pays due attention not only to the human meaning (both in its original historical context “as something said” and as revealing the truth of things) but also to the divine meaning. The divine meaning constitutes the other side of the analogy between the Incarnation and Scripture. It is the meaning intended by God in the larger whole of his revelation.


Studying the human circumstances of the word of God should be pursued with ever renewed interest.

Nevertheless, this study is not enough. In order to respect the coherence of the Church’s faith and of scriptural inspiration, Catholic exegesis must be careful not to limit itself to the human aspects of the biblical texts. First and foremost, it must help the Christian people more clearly perceive the word of God in these texts so that they can better accept them in order to live in full communion with God. To this end, it is obviously necessary that the exegete himself perceive the divine word in the texts. He can do this only if his intellectual work is sustained by a vigorous spiritual life.

Without this support, exegetical research remains incomplete; it loses sight of its main purpose and is confined to secondary tasks. It can even become a sort of escape. Scientific study of the merely human aspects of the texts can make the exegete forget that the word of God invites each person to come out of himself to live in faith and love…

Indeed, to arrive at a completely valid interpretation of words inspired by the Holy Spirit, one must first be guided by the Holy Spirit and it is necessary to pray for that, to pray much, to ask in prayer for the interior light of the Spirit and docilely accept that light, to ask for the love that alone enables one to understand the language of God, who “is love.” (1 Jn 4:8, 16)30


The “language of God” that resounds in the whole of Scripture is, according to this text, closely connected with the truth that “God is love.” TOB is at its core an attempt to read precisely this language in the spousal mystery (Eph 5).

“This mystery is great; I say this with reference to Christ and the Church” (Eph 5:32). In the overall context of Ephesians and further in the wider context of the words of Sacred Scripture, which reveal God’s salvific plan “from the beginning,” one can see that here the term “myst[image: ]rion” signifies the mystery first hidden in God’s mind and later revealed in man’s history. Given its importance, the mystery is “great” indeed: as God’s salvific plan for humanity, that mystery is in some sense the central theme of the whole of revelation, its central reality. It is what God as Creator and Father wishes above all to transmit to mankind in his Word. (TOB 93:2)

Of all the works of John Paul II, TOB is the most direct, profound, and extensive analysis of “what God…wishes above all to transmit to human beings in his Word.” Just as TOB is the catechesis among John Paul II’s catecheses, so it is the reading of the divine meaning of Scripture among all his readings. The encyclical Dominum et Vivificantem on the Holy Spirit comes perhaps closest to TOB since it contains an extensive meditation on the Gospel of John, particularly on the mystery that “God is love.”

In his intimate life, God “is love,” the essential love shared by the three divine Persons: personal love is the Holy Spirit as the Spirit of the Father and the Son. Therefore he “searches even the depths of God,” as uncreated Love-Gift. It can be said that in the Holy Spirit the intimate life of the Triune God becomes totally gift, an exchange of mutual love between the divine Persons and that through the Holy Spirit, God exists in the mode of gift. It is the Holy Spirit who is the personal expression of this self-giving, of this being-love. He is Person-Love. He is Person-Gift. Here we have an inexhaustible treasure of the reality and an inexpressible deepening of the concept of person in God, which only divine revelation makes known to us. (Dominum et Vivificantem, 10)

This trinitarian core of John Paul II’s vision can be traced back to Karol Wojtyła’s encounter as a young man with the poetry and theology of St. John of the Cross.

2. Wojtyła’s Carmelite Personalism

a. Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, and the Sanjuanist Triangle

Pascal Ide has traced Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, through John Paul II’s vast literary output and shown that it plays a key role in the comprehensive theology of gift developed by John Paul II, particularly in Man and Woman He Created Them.31 This passage from Gaudium et Spes reads: “Indeed, the Lord Jesus, when he prays to the Father, ‘that all may be one…as we are one’ (Jn 17:21–22) and thus offers vistas closed to human reason, indicates a certain likeness between the union of the divine Persons and the union of God’s sons in truth and love. This likeness shows that man, who is the only creature on earth which God willed for itself, cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of self; cf. Lk 17:33” (24:3). Two fundamental principles are contained in the last sentence of this text. First, God wills human beings for their own sake, for their good. Persons should thus not be used as mere means. Wojtyła calls this principle “the personalistic norm.”32 Second, persons can only find themselves in a sincere gift of self.

A triangle of theses connected with the second of these two principles runs like a deeply embedded watermark through the works of Wojtyła/John Paul II, from his doctoral dissertation, Faith according to St. John of the Cross (1948), to his last encyclical, Ecclesia de Eucharistia (2003).

[image: ]


The first point on this triangle is a general account of love as a gift of self. From this point, one line extends horizontally to the thesis that the gift of self is present with particular completeness in the spousal love between man and woman. Another line extends upward diagonally, to the analogous application of the same account of love to the Trinity. Love and Gift take place in complete fullness in the begetting of the Son and the procession of the Spirit (see Dominum et Vivificantem, 10, just quoted above). The descending line from point three to point two represents the thesis that communion between created persons, particularly the communion of spousal love between man and woman, flows as an image from God’s own trinitarian communion.

Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, expanded in this way by a characteristic triangle, constitutes the very core of Wojtyła/John Paul II’s philosophical and theological personalism. Wojtyła first encountered this personalism in the works of St. John of the Cross. The later encounter with the personalism of Kant and the very different personalism of Scheler enriched this Carmelite point of departure, but left its fundamental structure intact. The fundamental structure of Kant’s personalism, and of Scheler’s as well, is different. Wojtyła adopted neither the one nor the other (see below).

b. Wojtyła’s Encounter with St. John of the Cross

In 1941, one year before he entered the underground seminary of Kraków, Karol Wojtyła, twenty-one years old, and a student of Polish literature, had a profound encounter with St. John of the Cross. The Gestapo played an instrumental and, in retrospect, historic role in bringing about this encounter. Hitler stripped Polish parishes of most of their priests in order to break the backbone of Polish religious and intellectual resistance. Consequently, Wojtyła came under the spiritual guidance of a layman, Jan Tyranowski, who introduced him to St. John of the Cross.33 The young student was so struck by St. John of the Cross that he immediately learned Spanish to read the Mystical Doctor in the original. “Before entering the seminary, I met a layman named Jan Tyranowski, who was a true mystic. This man, whom I consider a saint, introduced me to the great Spanish mystics and in particular to St. John of the Cross. Even before entering the underground seminary, I read the works of that mystic, especially his poetry. In order to read it in the original, I studied Spanish. That was a very important stage in my life.”34

Seven years after this first encounter with St. John of the Cross, now twenty-eight years old and a priest, Wojtyła defended his dissertation on the understanding of faith in St. John of the Cross, directed by Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, then professor of spiritual theology at the Angelicum.35 The dissertation, written in Latin, quotes the original text of St. John of the Cross in Spanish.36 Looking back in 1982 at more than forty years of familiarity with St. John of the Cross, John Paul II says the following about his spiritual master in a homily delivered on November 4, 1982 (thus between TOB 99, October 27, 1982, and TOB 100, November 24, 1982). “To him I owe so much in my spiritual formation. I came to know him in my youth and I entered into an intimate dialogue with this master of faith, with his language and his thought, culminating in the writing of my doctoral dissertation on ‘Faith in John of the Cross.’ Ever since then I have found in him a friend and master who has shown me the light that shines in the darkness for walking always toward God.”37

The main topic of Wojtyła’s doctoral thesis is faith as a means of union between God and the human person. Faith as a means of union is also the point John Paul II emphasizes in his apostolic letter Maestro en la fe (1990) dedicated to St. John of the Cross.

I myself have been especially attracted by the experience and teachings of the Saint of Fontiveros. From the first years of my priestly formation, I found in him a sure guide in the ways of faith. This aspect of his doctrine seemed to me to be of vital importance to every Christian, especially in a trail-blazing age like our own which is also filled with risks and temptations in the sphere of faith…I wrote my doctoral thesis in theology on the subject of “Faith according to John of the Cross.” In it, I devoted special attention to an analytical discussion of the central affirmation of the Mystical Doctor: Faith is the only proximate and proportionate means for communion with God. Even then I felt that John had not only marshaled solid theological doctrine, but that, above all, he had set forth Christian life in terms of such basic aspects as communion with God, the contemplative dimension of prayer, the strength that apostolic mission derives from life in God, and the creative tension of the Christian life lived in hope.38

Had Wojtyła chosen the topic of love rather than faith for his dissertation, the evidence of the strong impact of St. John of the Cross on his understanding of spousal love would be more direct and clear. Still, in his dissertation he does quote and analyze a text that seems to be an important seed of much of his later thinking about love and personal subjectivity.


O lamps of fire!

in whose splendors

the deep caverns of feeling,

once obscure and blind,

now give forth, so rarely, so exquisitely,

both warmth and light to their Beloved.

The sense of personal subjectivity, which is so important to Wojtyła, is powerfully expressed in this stanza: caverns of feeling with fiery lamps that spread warmth and light across the whole distance to the beloved. In his commentary on the last two lines, St. John of the Cross writes:


Since God gives himself with a free and gracious will, so too the soul (possessing a will more generous and free the more it is united with God) gives to God, God himself in God; and this is a true and complete gift of the soul to God.

It is conscious there that God is indeed its own and that it possesses him by inheritance, with the right of ownership, as his adopted child through the grace of his gift of himself. Having him for its own, it can give him and communicate him to whomever it wishes. Thus it gives him to its Beloved, who is the very God who gave himself to it. By this donation it repays God for all it owes him, since it willingly gives as much as it receives from him.

Because the soul in this gift to God offers him the Holy Spirit, with voluntary surrender, as something of its own (so that God loves himself in the Holy Spirit as he deserves), it enjoys inestimable delight and fruition, seeing that it gives God something of its own that is suited to him according to his infinite being. It is true that the soul cannot give God again to himself, since in himself he is ever himself. Nevertheless it does this truly and perfectly, giving all that was given it by him in order to repay love, which is to give as much as is given. And God, who could not be considered paid with anything less, is considered paid with that gift of the soul; and he accepts it gratefully as something it gives him of its own. In this very gift he loves it anew; and in this resurrender of God to the soul, the soul also loves as though again.

A reciprocal love is thus actually formed between God and the soul, like the marriage union and surrender, in which the goods of both (the divine essence that each possesses freely by reason of the voluntary surrender between them) are possessed by both together. They say to each other what the Son of God spoke to the Father through John: All that is mine is yours and yours is mine, and I am glorified in them [Jn 17:10].39


Wojtyła quotes key sections of this text and discusses them in some detail.40 The most important passage highlights the trinitarian aspect of the transforming union between the soul and God.


This concept of the relationship between God and the soul, at once filial and conjugal, is based on two constant elements: [1] the adoptive communication of grace and [2] the power of love.

[Ad 1:] The soul becomes “God by participation” and therefore by participation it possesses divinity itself;

[Ad 2:] and the will gives to the Beloved through love nothing less than that which it had received from him: the gift of participated divinity. Hence the soul gives God to himself and through himself because the motion of the Holy Spirit is continuously transformed.41

Nevertheless, the one who gives is in fact the soul, which loves God in return to a supreme degree. Since its will is perfectly united with the divine will, it cannot carry out any other works than those that adhere to the divine will. Consequently, due to the perfection of the transforming union, the soul’s will is entirely occupied in the same objectives of the divine will, namely, loving God and giving to him in love that which it has from him by participation—divinity itself, not only through the lover’s will, but as God loves, by the movement of the Holy Spirit.

With this, we reach the “Trinitarian” mystical teaching that was already mentioned in the Spiritual Canticle.42


c. The Sanjuanist Triangle in Detail

Three points of contact between the key text in Living Flame of Love (stanza 3, with commentary) and Wojtyła/John Paul II’s vision are particularly clear and important. They correspond to the characteristic triangle of theses mentioned above: (1) Love implies a cycle of mutual giving, supremely the gift of self. (2) The paradigmatic instance of such self-gift in human experience is the spousal relation between man and woman. (3) The Trinity is the archetype of such love and gift from which the love between God and human persons as well as love between human beings derives as an imitation and participation. Let us look at each of these points in more detail.

(1) Love and the Gift of Self: St. John of the Cross describes the soul’s relation to God as a cycle of mutual giving. The deep satisfaction and happiness of love is found in this cycle as a cycle of giving, not only of receiving (see TOB 68:2–3). In Living Flame, 3, what the bride gives is God, who has given himself to her. Self-gift is not explicit, but certainly implicit. In other texts, St. John of the Cross speaks more directly of the bride giving herself.


There he gave me his breast;

there he taught me a sweet and living knowledge;

and I gave myself to him,

keeping nothing back;

there I promised to be his bride.43

In this stanza, the promise “to be his bride” seems to express in alternate words what immediately precedes it, “I gave myself to him, keeping nothing back.” St. John of the Cross comments:


In this stanza the bride tells of the mutual surrender made in this spiritual espousal between the soul and God, saying that in the interior wine cellar of love they were joined by the communication he made of himself to her…

In that sweet drink of God, in which the soul is imbibed in him, she most willingly and with intense delight surrenders herself wholly to him in the desire to be totally his and never to possess in herself anything other than him…

Hence, not only in her will but also in her works she is really and totally given to God without keeping anything back, just as God has freely given himself entirely to her. This union is so effected that the two wills are mutually paid, surrendered, and satisfied (so that neither fails the other in anything) with the fidelity and stability of an espousal. She therefore adds: there I promised to be his bride.

Just as one who is espoused does not love, care, or work for any other than her bridegroom, so the soul in this state has no affections of the will or knowledge in the intellect or care or work or appetite that is not entirely inclined toward God. She is as it were divine and deified, in such a way that in regard to all she can understand she does not even suffer the first movements contrary to God’s will.44


The characteristic feature of the spousal love between human beings and God, according to this text, is the totality of the gift of self, which is reflected in the totality of the orientation of affections toward the spouse. “I gave myself to him, keeping nothing back; there I promised to be his bride.”

When there is union of love, the image of the Beloved is so sketched in the will, and drawn so intimately and vividly, that it is true to say that the Beloved lives in the lover and the lover in the Beloved. Love produces such likeness in this transformation of lovers that one can say each is the other and both are one. The reason is that in the union and transformation of love each gives possession of self to the other and each leaves and exchanges self for the other. Thus each one lives in the other and is the other, and both are one in the transformation of love.45

In this text, St. John of the Cross uses the concept of the gift of self to unfold the more traditional language of the “transformation” and “union” of love.

(2) The Paradigmatic Role of Love between Man and Woman: St. John of the Cross’s comparison, “Just as one who is espoused,” that is, one who is an earthly bride in relation to her human bridegroom, touches on the second important point of contact with Wojtyła. According to St. John of the Cross, the marriage analogy is appropriate across the whole breadth of Christian experience, even in its less perfect forms. It is most applicable, however, to what St. John of the Cross calls “spiritual marriage,” which follows “spiritual betrothal.” In his commentary on stanza 22 (par. 3) of the Spiritual Canticle, he writes.

This spiritual marriage is incomparably greater than the spiritual betrothal, for it is a total transformation in the Beloved, in which each surrenders the entire possession of self to the other with a certain consummation of the union of love. The soul thereby becomes divine, God through participation, insofar as is possible in this life…Just as in the consummation of carnal marriage there are two in one flesh, as Sacred Scripture points out (Gen 2:24), so also when the spiritual marriage between God and the soul is consummated, there are two natures in one spirit and love, as St. Paul says in making this same comparison: Whoever is joined to the Lord becomes one spirit with him. (1 Cor 6:17)

The defining element of “spiritual marriage,” according to this text, is the total surrendering of the self-possession of each to the other, analogous to the consummation of love by sexual union in marriage. St. John of the Cross uses this analogy to understand spiritual marriage by comparison with carnal marriage, but one can turn the comparison around to see what St. John of the Cross says about spousal love between man and woman. The conclusion one reaches in such an inversion is precisely Wojtyła’s vision of spousal love: the gift of self is the defining mark of spousal love between man and woman in contrast with other forms of love. “Betrothed [=spousal] love differs from all the aspects or forms of love analyzed hitherto. Its decisive character is the giving of one’s own person (to another). This is something different from and more than attraction, desire or even good will. These are all ways by which one person goes out toward another, but none of them can take him as far…The fullest, the most uncompromising form of love consists precisely in self-giving, in making one’s inalienable and non-transferable ‘I’ someone else’s property.”46

This important text from Love and Responsibility can be set next to some of St. John of the Cross’s formulations and John Paul II’s mature statement in Familiaris Consortio.

St. John of the Cross

I gave myself to him, keeping nothing back; there I promised to be his bride.47…[T]he bride tells of the mutual surrender made in this spiritual espousal between the soul and God…48 [S]he most willingly and with intense delight surrenders herself wholly to him in the desire to be totally his…49 Each surrenders the entire possession of self to the other with a certain consummation of the union of love.50

Wojtyła

The essence of spousal love is self-giving, the surrender of one’s “I”…The fullest, the most uncompromising form of love consists precisely in self-giving, in making one’s inalienable and nontransferable “I” someone else’s property.51

John Paul II

The total physical self-giving would be a lie if it were not the sign and fruit of a total personal self-giving, in which the whole person, including the temporal dimension, is present: if the person were to withhold something or reserve the possibility of deciding otherwise in the future, by this very fact he or she would not be giving totally.52

The striking similarity between these formulations suggests that Wojtyła’s way of thinking about love was deeply formed by the language of “gift of self” found in St. John of the Cross.

(3) The Trinitarian Root of the Gift: The third decisive point of contact between Wojtyła/John Paul II and St. John of the Cross lies in the thesis that love as a gift of self is rooted in the relation between the Father and the Son in the unity of the Holy Spirit. Here is the key text again: “A reciprocal love is thus actually formed between God and the soul, like the marriage union and surrender, in which the goods of both (the divine essence that each possesses freely by reason of the voluntary surrender between them) are possessed by both together. They say to each other what the Son of God spoke to the Father through John: All that is mine is yours and yours is mine, and I am glorified in them [Jn 17:10].”53 The Son of God is the first to say to the Father, “All that is mine is yours, and what is yours is mine.” Both the soul’s filial/spousal relation to God and the marriage union and surrender between man and woman are derived as images from this first cycle of giving within the Trinity. Neither St. John of the Cross nor Wojtyła/John Paul II apply spousal language directly to the Trinity. It is the father-son relation, not the bride-bridegroom relation, that is the normative image for the Trinity, in agreement with the teaching of Jesus. Yet, it is clear to both that the archetype and source of spousal love lies in the Trinity: “All that is mine is yours, and yours is mine.”

In his writings and sermons, John Paul II returns frequently to St. John of the Cross.54 The following two texts are good examples.

Truly, the Father has sent his Son into the world that we, united to him and transformed by him, might be able to restore to God the same gift of love that he gave to us. “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him might have eternal life” (Jn 3:16). Starting from this gift of love we can better understand and realize in us the eternal life of God, which consists in participating in the total and complete gift of the Son to the Father in the love of the Holy Spirit. A sublime reality, which St. John of the Cross expressed with the words, “Give to God, God himself in God” (The Living Flame of Love, stanza 3). I wanted to remind you of these Christian ideals in order to set before you in your mind and heart the final and grandiose goal of all evangelization.55

This text documents that the main passage expressing St. John of the Cross’s trinitarian personalism, Living Flame of Love, 3, with commentary, was present to John Paul II in writing this sermon about a theme so dear to him, evangelization. In agreement with St. John of the Cross, he glosses the phrase “Give to God, God himself in God,” by the language of the gift of self, total and complete gift of the Son to the Father in the love of the Holy Spirit.” This is the eternal life of God in which human beings are called to participate. Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, is not far from these formulations: by showing us the union of the divine Persons, Jesus shows us that we can “find ourselves only through a sincere gift of self.”

Another important text deals with human dignity, which is implicit in the first of the two principles in Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, (a creature “willed for itself”): “For St. John of the Cross, God is in all, and all is in God. All is presence and gift, all things carry us to God, and he offers us all as a gift to show how precious man is in his eyes as the crown of creation.”56 In this text, John Paul II sees human dignity in the framework of St. John of the Cross’s theology of “presence and gift.” Again Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, is not far away: God wills man for his own sake inasmuch as he creates man for a life of communion in receiving and giving the gift of self.

To conclude, it was in St. John of the Cross that Wojtyła first saw the triangle of theses that came to define the depth-structure of his vision of the person. The spiritual and intellectual roots of his personalism are Carmelite.

3. Wojtyła and Kant

In his penetrating study of Wojtyła, Kenneth Schmitz argues that the most significant challenge to which Wojtyła’s personalism responds is a certain understanding of personal subjectivity and interiority that gained wide currency in the modern age.57 A particular emphasis on subjectivity, Schmitz shows, emerged from the sixteenth century onward together with the rise of a mechanistic account of nature. Medieval accounts of nature had shared a sense of the interiority and depth of all natural beings. Natural beings were seen as constituted by their own interior principles and causes that involve a relation both to their creative origin and to their end and good. Nature comes from the wisdom of God and acts for an end. The good is the cause of causes. Human beings are not alone as beings of longing, as beings ordered to the good, but in their rational nature they experience a deep kinship with other natural beings and with their own sentient and bodily nature.

The mechanistic account of nature in the wake of Bacon and Descartes denied the interiority of material beings and consequently the kinship of the human person with the subrational natural cosmos. Alone in an inhospitable world that had been deprived of inner meaning, the freedom of the conscious subject becomes “absolute,” detached from sources of meaning: “This, then, is the genesis of the modern sense of subject as subjectivity. We might say that subjectivity is the self-defense by which consciousness fends off a world either hostile to its inhabitation or at least without companionate room for it, even while consciousness subverts the integrity of that world by its imperious demands. The modern shift gave to the human subject an absolute status precisely in its character qua consciousness; for human consciousness not only sets its own terms but the terms for reality itself.”58

Some have suggested that the particular context in which Wojtyła encountered this modern sense of subjectivity was the French personalist movement around Emmanuel Mounier and the journal Esprit.59 There is indeed clear evidence that Wojtyła took part in the activities of a group of Polish personalists influenced by Esprit who founded the journal Znak or wrote regularly for it.60 Nevertheless, it is German personalism, particularly Max Scheler and, behind Scheler, the towering figure of Immanuel Kant, that provides the true background.61 Wojtyła writes about this background in The Acting Person:

The author has given much thought to the work of M. Scheler, in particular his Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik…The critique of Kant contained in that work is of crucial significance for the present considerations and was for this author the occasion for reflection and the cause of a partial acceptation of some of Kantian Personalism. This refers specifically to the “ethical” Personalism expounded in Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten…The discussion between Scheler (Der Formalismus in der Ethik und die materiale Wertethik) and Kant was in a way the “starting ground” for the reflection underlying the analyses of the “acting person” contained in this study.62

This statement is important as a guide for the study of Wojtyła. If indeed the discussion between Scheler and Kant is the “starting ground” of Wojtyła’s main philosophical work, close attention to the relevant aspects of both Kant and Scheler will be helpful for understanding it. Wojtyła’s students testify that their teacher’s most continuous and serious partner in philosophic dialogue, evident throughout his lectures and seminars, was indeed Kant.63 “Kant, Mein Gott! Kant!”64

a. Bacon, Descartes, and a New Subjectivity

The ambition of power over nature played a pivotal role in the beginnings of modernity in Bacon and especially Descartes.65 In his Great Instauration (1620), Francis Bacon (1561–1626) articulates the fundamental philosophical principles that came to inform the overall shape of scientific reason. The title Great Instauration alludes, perhaps with some irony, to Ephesians, which speaks of God’s action in the fullness of time “to gather everything under Christ as head, Vulgate: instaurare omnia in Christo (Eph 1:10).” Bacon states his purpose clearly in the preface: “The state of knowledge is not prosperous nor greatly advancing; and…a way must be opened for the human understanding entirely different from any hitherto known, and other helps provided, in order that the mind may exercise over the nature of things the authority which properly belongs to it.”66

Authority over nature belonged to the human race before the fall, and it is to this primeval condition that Bacon intends to return, undoing the consequences of the fall as far as possible. The Scholastic “wisdom” of his own time, Bacon asserts, is immature: “For its value and utility it must be plainly avowed that that wisdom which we have derived principally from the Greeks is but like the boyhood of knowledge, and has the characteristic property of boys: it can talk, but it cannot generate, for it is fruitful of controversies but barren of works.”67 Human knowledge becomes mature and manly, able to beget children, only when it is directed to its true end, namely, power over nature in order to minister to the needs of life.68

The goal of power deeply determines what is, and what is not, a proper subject of knowledge and therefore what belongs, and what does not belong, into a true account of nature. Of the four causes investigated by the Aristotelian philosophy of nature, the two considered most important by Aristotle, namely, final and formal cause, should be dismissed. “The final cause rather corrupts than advances the sciences.”69 This is quite reasonable. Giving attention to the final cause hinders the concerns of power since power is concerned with subjecting something as material to a new superimposed purpose. A similar point applies for the same reason to the formal cause, understood as the nature of a thing: “Matter rather than forms should be the object of our attention, its configurations and changes of configuration, and simple action, and laws of action or motion, for forms are figments of the human mind, unless you call those laws of action forms.”70 The only remnant of form in Bacon’s vision is mathematical law. “And inquiries into nature have the best result when they begin with physics and end in mathematics.”71 The strong orientation toward mathematics that came to dominate natural science may have other causes as well, e.g., Galileo’s return against Aristotelian Scholasticism to a Pythagorean-Platonic vision, but the principal driving force seems to have been the goal of power.

Bacon’s project of reconstructing the entire order of knowledge in light of the ambition of power over nature is connected with a premise developed earlier in the philosophical and theological current that stands behind the Reformation, namely, Nominalism: “Late medieval nominalism defended the sovereignty of God as incompatible with there being an order in nature which by itself defined good and bad. For that would be to tie God’s hands, to infringe on his sovereign right of decision about what was good. This line of thought even contributed in the end to the rise of mechanism: the ideal universe from this point of view is a mechanical one.”72 Nominalism, however, did not yet formulate the goal of power as the measure of knowledge. Still, it eliminated from nature precisely those features that resist its subjection to power, namely, a strong teleology and formal causality. The universe most suited to the goal of power is a mechanical universe, grasped and made ready for use by the mathematical science of mechanics.

Bacon gives some thought to the question of the morality of the power he proposes. He is aware of the possible problem of an abuse of power, but dismisses it. “If the debasement of arts and sciences to purposes of wickedness, luxury and the like, be made a ground of objection, let no one be moved thereby. For the same may be said of all earthly goods: of wit, courage, strength, beauty, wealth, light and the rest. Only let the human race recover that right over nature which belongs to it by divine bequest, and let power be given it: the exercise thereof will be governed by sound reason and true religion.”73 It is chilling to read this statement about the automatically self-governing goodness of human power next to a statement about human ambition found only a few sentences earlier.

It will not be amiss to distinguish the three kinds and, as it were, grades of ambition in mankind. The first is of those who desire to extend their own power in their native country, a vulgar and degenerate kind. The second is of those who labor to extend the power of their country and its dominion among men. This certainly has more dignity, though not less covetousness. But if a man endeavor to establish and extend the power and dominion of the human race itself over the universe, his ambition (if ambition it can be called) is without doubt both a more wholesome and a more noble thing than the other two. Now the empire of man over things depends wholly on the arts and sciences. For we cannot command nature except by obeying her.74

Bacon’s leap in the third grade of ambition is extraordinary. The human heart is wayward in the first two grades of ambition for power. In the third grade, in “the empire of man over things,” which simply consists in a greater universality of power by extension to the human race as a whole and to the whole “universe,” the human heart is suddenly full of light and nobility.

At the height of its triumph in the twentieth century, as Hans Jonas argues, “the Baconian program” has revealed its insufficiency in the lack of control over itself. Both humanity and the earth now need protection because of the very magnitude of the power that has been achieved (e.g., nuclear weapons). Yet we do not seem able to offer such protection. Scientific and technological progress has its own dynamics in which power that can be used will be used. Bacon did not anticipate this deep paradox of the power derived from knowledge: that it leads indeed to some sort of domination over nature, but at the same time to a helpless subjugation under itself.75

Bacon’s impact might have been small if the project of power had not been embraced by a mathematician and philosopher who can be considered the true father of the distinctively modern scientific-technological project, Descartes. According to Descartes, is possible to reach knowledge that will be of much utility in this life; and…instead of the speculative philosophy which is now taught in the schools [that is, Scholastic philosophy] we can find a practical one, by which, knowing the nature and behavior of fire, water, air, stars, the heavens, and all the other bodies which surround us…we can employ these entities for all the purposes for which they are suited, and so make ourselves masters and possessors of nature.”76 Descartes is very explicit. The speculative philosophy of the Scholastics must be replaced by a practical, that is, technological philosophy. Doing and especially making must determine what is, and what is not, a relevant pursuit of philosophy and its eventual offshoot, natural science. Leon Kass points out the deep impact this view has on how nature is viewed: “The new science sought first power over nature, and derivatively, found a way to reconceive nature that yielded the empowering kind of knowledge: Seek power, and you will devise a way of knowing that gives it to you. The result can be simply put: knowledge permitting prediction and (some) control over biological events has been purchased at the cost of deep ignorance, not to say misunderstanding, of living beings, ourselves included.”77 The single most important exclusion from “objective” being that Descartes insists upon is the exclusion of the final cause: “The entire class of causes which people customarily derive from a thing’s ‘end,’ I judge to be utterly useless in Physics.”78 One can see immediately that a way of thinking formed in this Cartesian manner will have fundamental difficulties with an account of sex and marriage in terms of “ends.”

It fits with Descartes’ program of ordering knowledge in radical fashion to power over nature that he holds up free will as the greatest human good. “Now freewill is in itself the noblest thing we can have because it makes us in a certain manner equal to God and exempts us from being his subjects; and so its rightful use is the greatest of all the goods we possess, and further there is nothing that is more our own or that matters more to us. From all this it follows that nothing but freewill can produce our greatest contentments.”79 This apotheosis of the freedom of choice as the greatest human good seems to anticipate already the core of Kant’s philosophy of freedom and autonomy. There seems to be a mutual harmonic reinforcement between this Cartesian view of freedom and the Baconian project. What distinguishes the master of nature above all is that he can decide freely what to do with nature. He is not bound by any preexisting purposes in nature, but sets his own purposes. Of course, the Christian tradition considers free choice a power of great dignity. Yet, it is a power subordinate to love. On this point Wojtyła maintains a view that is the direct opposite of Descartes’ radical metaphysical liberalism: “Love consists of a commitment which limits one’s freedom—it is a giving of the self, and to give oneself means just that: to limit one’s freedom on behalf of another. Limitation of one’s freedom might seem to be something negative and unpleasant, but love makes it a positive, joyful, and creative thing. Freedom exists for the sake of love…Man longs for love more than for freedom—freedom is the means and love the end.”80

The development of a mechanistic science of nature and the exaltation of the freedom of choice as an ultimate value in the wake of Descartes’ choice of seeking “knowledge that will be of much utility in this life” had profound effects on the understanding of the place of the human person in the cosmos. Descartes took the path of a rigorous dualism. On the one side stands the mechanical cosmos of extended things (res extensae), whose only attributes are extension and movement, constituting an objective world of pure externality without any interiority. On the other side stands the human soul, the “thinking thing” (res cogitans), whose only attribute is rational consciousness, that is, knowledge and free will, a world of pure interiority.81

Others followed more narrowly reductionist paths. For Bishop George Berkeley (1685–1753), a vigorous defender of the spiritual values of the Christian tradition, there is no independently existing material world, but every “material” thing is a mere perception of the soul (esse est percipi). All is personal consciousness.82 According to Julien de La Mettrie (1709–1751), there is no thinking thing, but man is simply “machine man,” a material mechanism.83 In each case, the tension between the person and the material world of nature is the crucial issue, even in proposals that apparently abolish the person altogether in favor of mere mechanism. In de La Mettrie’s “machine man,” the fact remains that someone is thinking about the machine and freely harnessing it to his own ends.

John Paul II points out a close relation between the predominant scientific picture of the world and a particular form of ethics, namely utilitarianism: “The development of contemporary civilization is linked to a scientific and technological progress which is often achieved in a one-sided way and thus appears purely positivistic. Positivism, as we know results in agnosticism in theory and utilitarianism in practice and in ethics. In our own day, history is in a way repeating itself. Utilitarianism is a civilization of production and of use, a civilization of things and not of persons, a civilization in which persons are used in the same way as things are used.”84

The tension between nature and person runs as the central current through the various choices pursued by the seminal thinkers of modernity. What Jonas says about the existentialism of Bultmann and the early Heidegger applies in some way to the whole era. A change in the vision of nature, he argues, is at the bottom of the metaphysical situation that has given rise to existentialism and to its nihilistic implications. The essence of existentialism is a certain estrangement between man and the world, with the loss of the idea of a kindred cosmos—in short, an anthropological acosmism. Jonas compares this acosmism with the Gnostic religion, but finds it still more radical.

There is no overlooking one cardinal difference between the gnostic and the existentialist dualism: Gnostic man is thrown into an antagonistic, anti-divine, and therefore anti-human nature, modern man into an indifferent one. Only the latter case represents the absolute vacuum, the really bottomless pit. In the gnostic conception the hostile, the demonic, is still anthropomorphic, familiar even in its foreignness, and the contrast itself gives direction to existence…Not even this antagonistic quality is granted to the indifferent nature of modern science, and from that nature no direction at all can be elicited. This makes modern nihilism infinitely more radical and more desperate than gnostic nihilism could ever be for all its panic terror of the world.85

John Paul II develops a strikingly similar line of thought.

The human family is facing the challenge of a new Manichaeism, in which body and spirit are put in radical opposition; the body does not receive life from the spirit, and the spirit does not give life to the body. Man thus ceases to live as a person and a subject. Regardless of all intentions and declarations to the contrary, he becomes merely an object. This neo-Manichaean culture has led, for example, to human sexuality being regarded more as an area for manipulation and exploitation than as the basis of that primordial wonder which led Adam on the morning of creation to exclaim before Eve: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2:23). This same wonder is echoed in the words of the Song of Solomon: “You have ravished my heart, my sister, my bride, you have ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes” (Song 4:9).86

This text contains in miniature much of the program of TOB. John Paul II’s main concern in TOB is to help overcome the body-spirit dualism that emerged from placing nature in the position of an “object” for human power. His argument in TOB is similar to that of the text just quoted, namely, reflection on the primal wonder of man and woman, whose bodies are not meaningless mechanisms, but means of expression in the language of love: you have ravished my heart with a glance of your eyes (Song 4:9).

b. Kant’s Anti-Trinitarian Personalism

Kant built on Bacon and Descartes. He was convinced that, with Bacon, Descartes, and Newton, natural science had found the road of definitive progress that established mathematical-materialist determinism beyond any shadow of doubt as the valid way of understanding nature. The motto of Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason is, in fact, a passage from the preface to Bacon’s Instauratio Magna in which Bacon formulates the project for the new kind of knowledge. Kant defends the progress achieved in this direction against the sensualist irrationalism of Hume.87

Yet, the success of a mechanist natural science has disturbing consequences, in Kant’s judgment, especially for morality and religion. If the universe is a self-contained material mechanism explained entirely by deterministic mathematical laws of nature, excluding recourse to a Divine Being, the three main pillars of morality and religion (as Kant sees them) are called into question: the freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God.88 While Kant is deeply committed to defending natural science, he is even more deeply committed to the preservation of morality and religion on these three pillars. He is particularly concerned about the defects of the ethical system that arose as the congenial counterpart of the Baconian and Cartesian project, namely, utilitarianism, which considers all things as mere means to human happiness, that is, pleasure. Utilitarianism, he argues, abandons the holiness of the law in favor of mere calculation of an outcome that serves irrational inclinations, namely, the inclinations toward pleasure and the sum of pleasures, happiness.

Kant attempts to solve these tensions of modernity in two interrelated steps. The first step is to limit reason in its theoretical capacity, that is, in its statements about what is or is not the case, to the realm of appearances based upon received sense-data. The second is to limit freedom, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God (all of which lie outside the scope of sense-data) to reason in its practical capacity, that is, in its precepts what is or is not to be done. One key step in this solution lies in the denial that theoretical reason has any competence regarding morality and religion. “I had to do away with knowledge to make room for faith.”89

Kant’s way of doing away with knowledge to make room for faith is the “critical turn” in his account of knowledge spelled out in the Critique of Pure Reason. At its core, the turn consists in a reduction of “being” to “being an object for consciousness,” that is, in its reduction to an appearance, a “phenomenon” in the strict sense of a given for consciousness.90 “Things in themselves” are an exception, but Kant insists that we cannot know them.

Reason inescapably produces the ideas of the freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God, but it goes wrong when it puts these ideas to theoretical use.91 The problem with their theoretical use is not that the questions of freedom, immortality, and God are too difficult for theoretical reason. The problem is that the very asking of the question with the supposition that an answer is possible is an abuse of reason that necessarily ends in illusion.

Kant drives this point home most forcefully in his famous antinomies, each of which contains two proofs.92 The first antinomy proves both that the world has a beginning in time and that it has no beginning in time. The second proves both that every composite substance in the world consists of simple substances and that no composite consists of simple substances. The third proves both that free will is one of the causes in this world and that there is no freedom, but all events in this world are determined. The fourth proves both that there must be a necessary Being that is the first cause of all events and that no necessary Being exists. Kant understands these four double-proofs as proofs in the strictest possible sense. He does not argue that one or the other side must be incorrect since they contradict each other. No, both sides are strictly demonstrated. Kant concludes that theoretical reason necessarily runs into illusion and self-contradictions when it attempts to expand knowledge beyond appearances based on received sense-data. Speculative or theoretical reason must not even ask the questions of the freedom of the will, the immortality of the soul, and the existence of God.93

In this light, it becomes clearer what Kant means by saying, “I had to do away with knowledge to make room for faith.”94 Kant does away with knowledge by excluding theoretical reason from any competence in the question of freedom, immortality, and God. Practical reason with its practical faith has room to settle in the protected vacuum. A mechanistic and deterministic natural science has complete sway in the world of external nature, but as a theoretical science, it is completely limited to the realm of appearances based on received sense-data. Practical reason can unfold in the sphere of pure thought, the sphere of the person as such.

It is difficult to conceive Kant’s view in all its radicalism. That the will is free, that the soul is destined for a future life, and that a God exists and will reward those who do good—these three statements cannot be considered true or false on a theoretical level, that is, in the sense of corresponding (or of not corresponding) to what is actually the case. It is only “as if” God existed. “To believe in him [God] morally and practically means…acting in a manner as if such a rule of the world were real.”95 Likewise he maintains that the proof of the three practical postulates “is not a proof of the truth of these statements seen as theoretical statements, and thus not a proof of the objective existence of the objects corresponding to them…but one that has only subjective and practical validity, one whose instruction is sufficient to produce the effect of our acting as if we knew that these objects were real.”96 Kant’s faith only comes into play when morally good persons regulate their own conduct. Freedom, immortality, and God are matters of moral decency, not of being and of truth.

I shall inevitably have faith in the existence of God and in a future life. And I am sure that nothing can shake this faith; for that would overturn my moral principles themselves, which I cannot renounce without being detestable in my own eyes…The conviction is not a logical but a moral certainty; and because it rests on subjective bases (of the moral attitude), I must not even say, It is morally certain that there is a God, etc., but I must say, I am morally certain, etc. In other words, the faith in a God and in another world is so interwoven with my moral attitude that, as little as I am in danger of losing my moral attitude, so little am I worried that my faith could ever be torn from me.97

Kant’s unshakable faith in God can preserve its certainty without fear, because it is perfectly insulated against any assault from theoretical reason. Kant’s God is a God without being, a God who is an object of human consciousness alone, and of human consciousness only in its practical form. Schmitz’s characterization of the form of personal subjectivity to which Wojtyła responds is fully and radically justified at this key point of Kant’s system. “The modern shift gave to the human subject an absolute status precisely in its character qua consciousness; for human consciousness not only sets its own terms but the terms for reality itself.”98 It sets the terms for God.

Philosophy, Kant claims, aspires to being a doctrine of wisdom, but, contrary to Aristotle, who argues that wisdom is primarily theoretical,99 Kant proposes an absolute priority of practical over theoretical wisdom. It is in practical wisdom that the highest aspirations of the human mind are fulfilled.100 The final purpose of the three problems of pure reason lies in the question of practical reason, “What is to be done, if the will is free, if there is a God, and if there is a future world?”101

Kant’s starting point in his moral philosophy consists in the thesis, “Nothing can possibly be conceived in the world, or even out of it, which can be called good without qualification, except a good will.”102 What is a good will? A good will is a will that follows duty rather than the inclination toward pleasure or happiness. In fact, “inclination” and “happiness” are the main competitors of a good will. A morally good will is clearest and most certain when there is a clash between duty and inclination, when devotion to duty overcomes a contrary inclination to pleasure.103 Inclination does not belong to the order of reason, but to that of sense-data. As such, however, sense-data are without order. They are radically individual and accidental. Kant’s agreement with Hume’s view of experience plays a key role in his argument.

A will is good when it springs from respect or reverence for duty. “I understand at least this much about it [that is, about reverence]: that it is an act of valuing the value that by far exceeds everything recommended by inclination; and that the necessity of my acts out of pure reverence for the practical law is what constitutes duty. Every other motive must give way to duty, because it is the condition of a will that is good in itself, the value of which surpasses everything.”104

When the moral law confronts us in particular situations as the voice of duty, it has the form of a categorical imperative (from Greek kat[image: ]gore[image: ], “speak directly, accuse”), “Do this!” rather than the form of a merely conditional imperative, “If you wish to be happy, do this!”105 The moral law does not suggest or propose a good; it demands obedience.

How does the moral law arise? Why does it bind us? Kant sees the answer to these questions in the character of the human will. The human will, he holds,106 has two essential features. It is, first, a power of self-caused movement without any external ground or cause, and it is, second, a rational power that works according to universal concepts. Both of these aspects are important for understanding what is required for a good will. First, since the will is an ultimately self-moving power, its goodness must lie in the absoluteness with which it moves itself apart from anything other than itself, and in particular, apart from any good and any end encountered in experience that might move it from the outside. Second, since the will is a rational power, its goodness must lie in the universality of the imperatives by which it directs itself. These two aspects are connected. It is by legislating to itself and all rational beings in the most universal form that the will achieves self-caused movement in the fullest sense: it itself posits for itself and all rational selves a universal law according to which it must act.

Kant accordingly arrives at what he calls “the categorical imperative” par excellence, which must inform any act if it is to be a morally good act: “Act only according to the maxim by which you can will at the same time that it becomes a universal law.”107 He also states it thus: “Act in such a way that at any time the maxim of your will can at the same time be valid as a principle of a universal legislation.”108

This imperative fulfills the two requirements for the first principle of willing. It is an imperative of self-determination (“act!”) according to the most universal form of any imperative, namely, universal law. It has no “material” content, that is, no motivation by any good such as the good expressed in the maxim, “Do good and avoid evil!” It prescribes only the form of willing. Good and evil, the matter of willing, belong to the unintelligible flux of Hume’s world of sensation as opposed to reason. Only moral goodness belongs to the order of reason.

When it acts in accord with the categorical imperative, the human will does not subject itself to a law outside itself, but it legislates for itself. “The will is not simply subject to the law, but subject in such a way that it must also be considered as self-legislative and for this reason, as the very first, subject to the law whose author it can consider itself to be.”109

Kant’s understanding of autonomy and heteronomy is rooted in this self-legislating character of the will. Autonomy can be defined negatively as the complete independence of the will from any motive of good or evil, that is, from any matter of desire. It can be defined positively as the absolute self-determination of the will according to the form of universal law. Heteronomy, by contrast, is the condition of the will when it is motivated by some good or evil encountered in experience.110

It is important to be clear on these definitions. They are so radical that one is tempted to dilute them by common sense, contrary to Kant’s intentions. In classical Greek, a city is called heteronomous when it lives under the law (nomos) of another (heteros) city; it is autonomous when it is independent and can live under a law (nomos) that it makes for itself (autos). For Kant, the distinction between autonomy and heteronomy does not hinge on a distinction of persons or political bodies. It hinges, instead, on something more fundamental, on the two spheres found within each human person: the ultimately unintelligible sphere of sensory and emotional experience, which confronts us with various goods and evils, and the sphere of pure reason prior to all experience, prior to all good and evil. I am autonomous when I will what I will without being motivated by any good or evil, that is, when I move myself according to the categorical imperative. I fall into heteronomy when I will something because it is good. In heteronomy, I degrade my will and make it a servant of my irrational desires. I reach autonomy and freedom only when my will is completely independent from the whole sphere of appearances based on received sense-data, “for, independence of the determining causes of the world of sense (an independence which reason must always claim for itself) is freedom.”111

Kant’s understanding of the dignity of human beings derives from his understanding of autonomy and freedom. He defends “the idea of the dignity of a rational being, which obeys no law except the law which it simultaneously gives to itself.”112 The goodness and value of a will that obeys the law does not derive from its obedience to a law that is wise and good, but from the power of the will as a true and universal legislator. To be an absolute causative beginning in the form of universal self-legislation—this is the heart of human dignity.

Inasmuch as persons have the dignity of autonomy, they are ends in themselves: “The only condition under which something can be an end in itself is when it has a value that is not merely relative, that is, a price, but an inner value, that is dignity.”113 Every good in the sphere of appearances based on received sense-data has a merely relative value, a price, because good and evil in the world of sense-data depend on what happens to be the inclination of the subject. There is no “true” good and evil. The one truly precious thing to which everything else must be ordered and which alone has the character of an end, is the autonomy of the person.

Concerning man (and thus every rational being in the world) as a moral being one cannot ask further, For what end (quem in finem) does he exist? His existence has the highest purpose in itself. He can, as far as possible, subject the whole of nature to this purpose. At the least, he must not submit himself to any influence of nature contrary to this purpose.—Now if the beings of the world as beings that are contingent in their existence are in need of a highest cause that acts according to purpose, then man is the final purpose of creation. For, without man the chain of purposes subordinate to each other would not be explained in its entirety. It is only in man, and in man only as the subject of morality, that an unconditioned legislation concerning purposes can be found, which thus enables him alone to be a final purpose to which the whole of nature is teleologically subordinated.114

The cosmic grandeur of Kant’s personalism in this text should not obscure a simple arithmetic fact. Each and every person is the final end of the whole of nature. There are as many final ends as there are persons.

Since each person is the final end of the universe, it is contrary to the dignity of persons if one uses them as mere means.


While man is unholy enough, the humanity in his person must be holy to him. In all of creation, everything one might want and over which one has power can be used as a mere means. Only man himself and with him every rational creature is end in itself. For, in virtue of the autonomy of his freedom, he is the subject of the moral law, which is holy.115

The practical imperative is thus the following. Act in such a way that at all times you treat human nature in your own person as well as in the person of every other human being simultaneously as a purpose, never as a mere means.116


The rule that we must not use human beings as mere means is closely related to the categorical imperative. In fact, it is simply another way of formulating the categorical imperative. The categorical imperative commands that I act as the universal lawgiver in absolutely self-impelled fashion. In acting according to this imperative, I grasp my own dignity as a person, that is, my dignity as the final end of the entire cosmos. I can only be consistent with myself in affirming my own dignity and autonomy if I grant the same dignity to other persons.

The contours of Kant’s understanding of autonomy become clearer when one turns to his political philosophy. He insists emphatically that the purpose of government is not the happiness of its citizens, but only the protection of their rights.

If a government is built on the principle of benevolence similar to that of a father towards his children, that is, a paternal government (imperium paternale), in which subjects are treated like children who have not yet come of age and who cannot distinguish what is truly beneficial from what is harmful for them, [a government] furthermore, in which subjects are forced to be passive, in order to await the judgment of the head of state, how they should be happy, and his sheer benevolence, whether he actually wills them to be so: this is the greatest despotism imaginable (that is, a constitution that annuls the entire freedom of subjects and leaves them without any rights.) Not a paternal, but a patriotic government (imperium non paternale, sed patrioticum) is the only government conceivable for human beings who are capable of rights.117

The superlative in this text is astounding: the greatest despotism imaginable. What is the greatest despotism imaginable? A slave state in which the head of state does not intend the good of citizens, but rules them for his own ends? No, a state under the benevolence of a father who does intend the good of the citizens—this is superlative despotism.

This astounding superlative can be understood in light of Kant’s concept of autonomy. If the state were ordered to the happiness of its citizens, it would cast its citizens in a role of dependence, that is, of sonship, under a benevolent father. Dependence, however, is incompatible with human dignity as a dignity that resides in autonomy. Filial submission to a benevolent father destroys autonomy even more radically than slavish submission to a violent master, because it implies an interior and spiritual submission, not only an external conformity in actions. A slave’s heart can be his own; a true son’s heart belongs to his father. The direct clash between Kant’s teaching on autonomy and the Lord’s Prayer is remarkable. If the “Our Father” is indeed the paradigmatic prayer of Christians, then the destruction of human dignity, that is, the heteronomy of sonship, lies at the very heart of Christianity.

On this basis, one can grasp Kant’s understanding of rational religion. A virtuous will, he argues, must be oriented not only toward duty, but also toward happiness. Moral virtue, that is, complete and utter autonomy of the will, is the “supreme” value to which everything else, including happiness, must be subordinated, but it is not by itself the “complete” human good, unless happiness is added. By being virtuous one becomes worthy of happiness.118

The pursuit of the complete good (virtue and happiness together) is (1) a free self-determination of the autonomous will that gives rise to the postulates of (2) immortality and (3) the existence of God. The postulate of immortality derives from the first part of the complete good, namely, virtue. Since we cannot realize complete virtue in a finite life, we can only express our absolute commitment to virtue through faith in an eternal life of continuous moral progress.119 The postulate of the existence of God derives from the second part of the complete good, namely, happiness. If we dutifully pursue the complete good, we necessarily postulate a cause of nature that distributes happiness to those who have made themselves worthy of it by their virtue.120

Kant strictly circumscribes the role of God in his rational religion: God gives happiness in proportion to deserving virtue. He is not free to issue any positive commands or enter into any relations, such as a covenant; nor is he free to offer his grace; nor is he the Supreme Good that moves human love as the final end. For, as a mere product of human practical reason, the idea of God does not have any theoretical bearing on the question whether there actually is a God.121 In the same way, one cannot hold that there will actually be a real eternity of life in a real heaven in which a real God will give a real happiness. The kingdom of God is wholly and exclusively moral and practical.

Kant uses trinitarian language to express the central place of the human person in the religion he proposes.

That which alone can make a world the object of divine decree and the end of creation is Humanity (rational being in general in the world) in its full moral perfection, from which happiness [that is, humanity’s happiness] follows in the will of the Highest Being directly as from its supreme condition.—This man, who is alone pleasing to God [“This is my beloved Son in whom I am well pleased” (Mt 3:17)], “is in him from all eternity” [“The Word was with God” (Jn 1:1)]; the idea of man proceeds from God’s being; man is not, therefore, a created thing but God’s only-begotten Son [Jn 1:18; 3:16–18], “the Word (the Fiat!) through which all other things are, and without whom nothing that is made would exist” [Jn 1:1–3] (since for him, that is, for a rational being in the world, as it can be thought according to its moral determination, everything was made [“All things were created through him and for him” (Col 1:16)]).—“He is the reflection of his glory” [Heb 1:3].—“In him God loved the world” [Jn 3:16], and only in him and through the adoption of his dispositions can we hope “to become children of God” [Jn 1:12]; etc.122

Kant’s remarkable dexterity in quoting Scripture should not obscure the central point of his rational faith: the human person is not a creature, but the absolute locus of all true meaning a se, from itself. The Son, that is, man, is equal to the Father, but not born from the Father.

It is with good justification that Wojtyła speaks of “Kantian Personalism.”123 Kant focuses all light in the person’s moral dignity, that is, autonomy. He thus undercuts the relational character of trinitarian language (Father-Son, glory-reflection, etc.) in favor of an autonomous self, more precisely, in favor of each autonomous self, a series of juxtaposed and unrelated selves.

We can return with a fuller understanding to Schmitz’s account of the dominant type of modern subjectivity to which Wojtyła’s personalism responds. “This, then, is the genesis of the modern sense of subject as subjectivity. We might say that subjectivity is the self-defense by which consciousness fends off a world either hostile to its inhabitation or at least without companionate room for it, even while consciousness subverts the integrity of that world by its imperious demands. The modern shift gave to the human subject an absolute status precisely in its character qua consciousness; for human consciousness not only sets its own terms but the terms for reality itself.”124

c. Kant and John Paul II on Sex and Marriage

Kant’s anti-trinitarian personalism comes into clear focus in his account of sex and marriage. Wojtyła seems to have learned much from Kant in this area. Two points of contact are particularly striking.

The first principle of Kant’s sexual ethics is what Wojtyła calls “the personalistic norm” according to which one must not “enjoy” a person as a mere means for pleasure.125 Mere enjoyment reduces a person to a thing or object, and this is contrary to the dignity of the person. The second principle of Kant’s sexual ethics is that sexual union involves giving oneself to another person. These two principles are also the pillars of Wojtyła’s sexual ethics.126 They correspond to the two principles of the life of persons affirmed in Gaudium et Spes, 24:3.

Despite these points of close contact—or rather, precisely in these points of contact—Kant’s view of sex and marriage could hardly be more opposed to Wojtyła’s, not even if Kant were an advocate of promiscuous recreational sex, which he is definitely not. For Kant, sexual intercourse is a gift of self contrary to the dignity of the person. In all sexual relations, whether in marriage or outside it, both persons turn themselves into things by giving their sexual organs, and thus their own persons, to each other for the sake of being possessed and “enjoyed,” that is, used for pleasure. This is contrary to the dignity and autonomy of the person, contrary to the right every person has to himself or herself.

The only remedy for this loss of autonomy in sex, according to Kant, is marriage. By marriage, I permanently acquire the user of my sexual organs as a thing. I thereby offset the loss of my self to her when she “enjoys” me in sexual intercourse. By a permanent contract, I own the one who episodically owns me. In this way, I regain myself and my autonomy. It seems to be like the case of a man who is afraid of losing a large sum of money in a casino, and so he buys the casino.


Sexual intercourse (commercium sexuale) is the mutual use which one human being makes of the sexual organs and faculty of another (usus membrorum et facultatum sexualium alterius). It is either a natural use, by which a being of the same nature can be conceived, or an unnatural use either with a person of the same sex or with an animal that does not belong to the human species. These transgressions of the law, called unnatural vices (crimina carnis contra naturam) and unmentionable vices, must be rejected entirely, without any qualifications or exceptions, because they do injury to human nature in our own person.

Now, the natural union of the sexes occurs either only according to animal nature (vaga libido, venus volgivaga, fornicatio) or according to law.—The latter is marriage (matrimonium), that is, the union of two persons for the lifelong mutual possession of their sexual characteristics.—The purpose of begetting and educating children may be a reason for which nature implanted a mutual inclination toward each other in the sexes, but for the legality of this bond it is not required that the one who marries must intend this goal for himself, for otherwise marriage would dissolve of itself when the begetting of children ends.

For, although it is based on pleasure for the mutual use of their sexual characteristics, the marriage contract is not accidental, but it is necessary in accord with legal principles of pure reason. That is, when man and woman want to enjoy (genießen) each other in their sexual characteristics, they must necessarily marry. This necessity follows from legal principles of pure reason.

For, the natural use that one sex makes of the sexual organs of the other is an enjoyment (Genuß) for which one partner gives himself (sich hingiebt) to the other. In this act, a human being makes himself into a thing, which is contrary to the right of human nature to one’s own person. This is possible only under one single condition: when a person is acquired by another in a manner equal to a thing, correspondingly the former acquires the latter, for in this way the person gains itself back again and reconstitutes its personhood. Now, the acquisition of one bodily member of a human being is at the same time an acquisition of the whole person, because the person is an absolute unity. For this reason, the gift (Hingebung) and the acceptance of one sex for enjoyment by the other is not merely permissible only on the single condition of marriage, but it is only possible on this same condition. That this personal right is nevertheless at the same time also a right in the manner of a right to a thing, is clear, for when one part of the couple has run away or has given itself into the possession of another, the other spouse has the right at any time and without any condition to take it back into his or her power like a thing.

For the same reason, the relation of the married persons is a relation of equality of possession, equality both in their possession of each other (hence only in monogamy, for in polygamy the person who gives herself away gains back only part of the man whose possession she has become in her entirety and therefore reduces herself to a mere thing) and of external goods.127


Spousal love seems to be absent in Kant’s account. John Paul II sees the sexual act as a “natural word” (naturale verbum)128 connected with “the spousal meaning of the body.”129 By its very nature as created by God, independently from any choice or determination made by human beings, the human body has the power to express love, to speak love in its own “natural word.” In accord with this nature, sexual intercourse is not depersonalizing, but a deep fulfillment of the person through the gift of self. Wojtyła finds sharply anti-Kantian formulations in describing this gift of self: “The person no longer wishes to be its own exclusive property, but instead to become the property of that other. This means the renunciation of its autonomy and its inalienability. Love proceeds by way of this renunciation, guided by the profound conviction that it does not diminish and impoverish, but quite the contrary, enlarges and enriches the existence of the person.”130 One can see again the importance of the principle expressed some five years later in Gaudium et Spes, 24:3: “Man cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of self.” Carmelite and Kantian personalism are most directly opposed to each other at this point.

One can also see why the issue of person and nature turns out to be so important in understanding human sexuality. The natural character of sexual language is one of its most important features, according to John Paul II. What we speak through the body in sexual union, whether we want it or not, is the gift of self in love. We cannot take away the spousal meaning of the body, though we can speak that meaning in a manner contrary to itself, that is, we can speak it in the form of a sexual lie.131

According to John Paul II, there is indeed a way of treating other persons in sexual intercourse that corresponds to Kant’s way of understanding it: a “persistent mentality which considers the human being not as a person but as a thing, as an object of trade, at the service of selfish interest and mere pleasure: the first victims of this mentality are women.”132

When Wojtyła describes this depersonalizing sexual use of one person by another, he chooses the term that is the key term of Kant’s understanding of sex in general: to enjoy (genießen). In a course of action directed to mere enjoyment, the natural language of sex is distorted.

Man, precisely because he has the power to reason, can, in his actions, not only clearly distinguish pleasure from its opposite, but can also isolate it, so to speak, and treat it as a distinct aim of his activity. His actions are then shaped only with a view to the pleasure he wishes to obtain, or the pain he wishes to avoid. If actions involving a person of the opposite sex are shaped exclusively or primarily with this in view, then that person will become only the means to an end—and “use” in its second meaning (= to enjoy) represents, as we see, a particular variant of “use” in its first meaning.133

The difference between Kant and John Paul II is particularly clear in their arguments against polygamy. According to Kant, polygamy is immoral because my second wife cannot retrieve the whole of her person, which she loses to me when I take depersonalizing sexual possession of her. The reason why she cannot retrieve the whole of her person is that I do not belong to her alone through a marriage contract, but also to my first wife. I divide myself by being permanently possessed by both my wives.

John Paul II’s argument against polygamy is also a personalist argument. It is very close to Kant’s, but at the same time quite the opposite. Polygamy is wrong because it is contrary to the logic of the communion that arises in the gift of love. “Such a communion is radically contradicted by polygamy: this, in fact, directly negates the plan of God which was revealed from the beginning, because it is contrary to the equal personal dignity of men and women who in matrimony give themselves with a love that is total and therefore unique and exclusive. As the Second Vatican Council writes: ‘Firmly established by the Lord, the unity of marriage will radiate from the equal personal dignity of husband and wife, a dignity acknowledged by mutual and total love.’”134

To sum up, one fundamental reason for the divergence between Kant and John Paul II is the absence of truly personal conjugal love in Kant. Kant’s personalism is at this point not sufficiently personalistic. Human sexuality, as he sees it, is not formed and penetrated by personal love, but is cut loose as a natural process foreign to the person.

Kant’s sexual ethics may seem to be in many ways the opposite of the sexual revolution. Kant is no friend of sex. Nevertheless, he has a point of deep agreement with the sexual revolution: in both, sex is cut loose from the person. The difference is that the sexual revolution embraces this detached pleasure while Kant despises it. The dualism between person and nature, however, is similar and has the same roots.

This point leads to a second reason for the divergence between Kant and John Paul II, an equally fundamental reason. Kant’s view of sex is an expression of his deeply disturbed relation to subrational nature. Subrational nature is a meaningless mechanism. The person is not at home in that nature, but stands outside it, carrying a rational order within itself a priori that it must impose on nature from the outside. The external natural world is ruled entirely by mechanistic laws grasped mathematically. Nature in its second aspect, namely, experience and inclinations, is subjective and irrational. Person and subrational nature are thus pitted against each other in a strict dualism. As mentioned above (see here), Hans Jonas shows the reason why this dualism is even more desperate than the Gnostic dualism between spirit and matter. “Gnostic man is thrown into an antagonistic, anti-divine, and therefore anti-human nature, modern man into an indifferent one. Only the latter case represents the absolute vacuum, the really bottomless pit.”135

Human sexuality is a point at which person and subrational nature intersect with particular intensity. Different ways of understanding and living the relation between person and nature show up particularly clearly in different ways of understanding and living sex. In John Paul II, there is a clear and strong sense of a kindred natural cosmos, gift of the Creator. The human body with the sexual language created by God has a deep kinship with the person. The sentient body is created for the person as an expression of personal love. In fact, the body is immediately and directly personal, because the person “is a body” (see Index at Body 1).

Kant’s account of the role of children in marriage is helpful, because it shows his understanding of the relation between person and nature in the procreative meaning of sex: “The purpose of begetting and educating children may be a reason for which nature implanted in the sexes a mutual inclination toward each other, but for the legality of this bond it is not required that the one who marries must intend this goal for himself. Otherwise matrimony would end of itself when the begetting of children ends.”136

Nature may have purposes of her own in linking sexual pleasure with procreation, but these purposes do not touch the order of the person, which derives a priori from reason, not from nature. Just as the person is violated in the sexual act, precisely inasmuch as that act involves a gift of self, so the person stands outside the procreative purpose of nature. One gets the sense that Kant would much rather do without sexual passion altogether. In fact, he explicitly says that he would much rather do without any inclinations at all: “Inclinations are so far from having an absolute value making them desirable in themselves that it must rather be the universal wish of every rational being to be completely free from them.”137

What stands behind this negative view of inclinations in general and of sexual passion in particular is Kant’s dualistic separation of the human person into animal nature, which, as he puts it, is worth less than money, and personhood, which is of a value beyond any commercial price.

In the system of nature, man (homo phaenomenon, animal rationale) is a being of little importance and has a common value (pretium vulgare) together with other animals as products of the soil. Even the fact that he exceeds them by having reason and by being able to set goals for himself, even this gives him only an external value of usefulness (pretium usus). It gives one human being more [value] than another, that is, a price as a commodity in the commercial exchange of these animals as things, in which he has a lower value than money, the universal means of exchange. This is why the value of money is called eminent (pretium eminens). But man regarded as a person, that is, as the subject of moral-practical reason, is exalted above all price. For as such (homo noumenon) he is to be regarded as a purpose in himself, that is, he possesses dignity (an absolute inner value). By this dignity, he can compel all other rational beings to have respect for him, can measure himself against all other rational beings of the world and evaluate himself as standing on a footing of equality with every other being of this kind.138

Leon Kass, in agreement with Schmitz, points out that the image of the world created by natural science in the Baconian and Cartesian project conditions Kant’s personalism at this point. “At the bottom of the trouble…is the hegemony of modern natural science, to whose view of nature even the partisans of personhood and subjectivity adhere, given that their attempt to locate human dignity in consciousness and mind presupposes that the subconscious living body, not to speak of nature in general, is utterly without meaning and dignity of its own.”139

John Paul II is convinced, on the contrary, of the unity of nature and person. One can see this conviction in his account of procreation as the natural end of marriage. In Familiaris Consortio, 14, he repeats the traditional Catholic view in a formulation close to Gaudium et Spes, 50: “According to the plan of God, marriage is the foundation of the wider community of the family, since the very institution of marriage and conjugal love are ordained to the procreation and education of children, in whom they find their crowning.”

Immediately after this traditional paragraph, one finds a truly remarkable paragraph in which John Paul II extends this understanding of nature in a personalist direction.

In its most profound reality, love is essentially a gift; and conjugal love, while leading the spouses to the reciprocal “knowledge” which makes them “one flesh,” does not end with the couple, because it makes them capable of the greatest possible gift, the gift by which they become cooperators with God for giving life to a new human person. Thus the couple, while giving themselves to one another, give not just themselves but also the reality of children, who are a living reflection of their love, a permanent sign of conjugal unity and a living and inseparable synthesis of their being a father and a mother.140

John Paul II does not locate procreation outside the personal love between husband and wife, but most immediately and directly in it. The defense of nature’s procreative purpose in marriage is at the same time a personalist defense of interpersonal love. John Paul II unfolds this line of thought in great detail in TOB.

To conclude, Kant’s anti-trinitarian personalism, which considers sonship the worst slavery and autonomy the only human dignity, exalts the unrelated self. Sex occurs beneath the level of personhood and threatens personal autonomy. Marriage does the best it can to restore the right one has to oneself. John Paul II’s trinitarian personalism exalts the related self that finds itself in the gift of self. Sex does not occur beneath the level of personhood, but is itself an event of personal love, even when it is distorted by being pursued for the sake of mere enjoyment. The natural purpose of sex, children, does not lie outside that love, but qualifies it essentially.

There is much that Wojtyła considers positive in Kant, particularly Kant’s critique of utilitarianism and the consistent application of this critique to the understanding of sexuality. It is clear that Wojtyła let himself be guided by Kant’s account of sex and marriage. In the end, however, he stands Kant on his head, based on his Carmelite personalism and his richer understanding of nature.

4. Wojtyła and Scheler

a. Scheler’s Essentialist Personalism

In a text quoted above (see here), Wojtyła explains that his main philosophical work, The Acting Person, grew out of his study of Scheler’s major work, Formalism in Ethics and a Material Ethics of Values: A New Attempt toward the Foundation of an Ethical Personalism. He points in particular to Scheler’s critique of Kant. “The critique of Kant contained in that work is of crucial significance for the present considerations and was for this author the occasion for reflection and the cause of a partial acceptation of some of Kantian Personalism.”141 Scheler’s critique of Kant should thus be considered, at least briefly.

The very heart of Kant’s system, according to Scheler, lies in the self-initiated activity or spontaneity of the subject, which imposes its own form both in the theoretical and practical sphere.142 This spontaneity of the subject, Scheler argues, is purely “constructed.” Kant has no evidence for it in anything truly apparent or given to him, that is, in any true “phenomena.” He does not offer an account of the given, but imposes a construct.

The reasons that moved Kant to impose this construct, Scheler continues, are closely bound up with his uncritical acceptance of British empiricism, particularly Hume and Hobbes. Once the world is pulverized into a chaos of sensations and the human heart into an irrational flux of inclinations, there is need for a synthesizing power that produces the more unified world of experience as we know it.

“In short, Hume’s notion of nature required a Kantian understanding, and Hobbes’s notion of man required a Kantian practical reason, insofar as these theories were to be brought back to the facts of natural experience. But without this erroneous presupposition of a Humean nature and a Hobbesian man there is no need for such a hypothesis and therefore no need for an interpretation of the a priori as a ‘law of functions’ of such organizing activities.”143

The roots of these views among the British empiricists, according to Scheler, lie in “an attitude of Puritan Protestantism,”144 an attitude of distrust in principle for all that is “natural,” all that has not passed through systematic-rational self-control, an attitude of distrust in principle for all relations between persons that have not been secured in contractual form. These historical roots, Scheler argues, grow into a fundamental “attitude” that is responsible for the overall form of Kant’s system.

This “attitude” I can only describe as a basic “hostility” toward or distrust of the given as such, a fear of the given as “chaos,” an anxiety—an attitude that can be expressed as “that world there outside me, that nature there within me.” “Nature” is what is to be formed, to be organized, to be “controlled”; it is the “hostile,” the “chaos,” etc. Hence this attitude is the opposite of love of the world, of trust in and loving devotion to the world. Strictly speaking, this attitude belongs only to modern times, which are permeated by hatred for the world, hostility toward the world, and a distrust of it, and by the consequence of this hatred: namely, the limitless need for activity to “organize” and “control” the world…And all this has culminated in the mind of a philosophical genius.145

The opposition between Kant and Scheler goes to the very roots of philosophy. For Scheler the central animating principle of philosophy is the desire to dwell with love and devotion in a receptive, contemplative vision in order to grasp what is truly evident. Against the “constructions” of Kantian Idealism, he insists that philosophy must have a supple and obedient regard for what is given in experience. Philosophy must be an account (logos) of what is truly evident (phainomenon). In short, it must be phenomenology. In agreement with Scheler, John Paul II emphasizes love as the animating principle of phenomenology. “Phenomenology is primarily a style of thought, a relationship of the mind with reality, whose essential and constitutive features it aims to grasp, avoiding prejudice and schematisms. I mean that it is, as it were, an attitude of intellectual charity to the human being and the world, and for the believer, to God, the beginning and end of all things.”146 At the core of Scheler’s critique of Kant, Wojtyła thus found a vigorous attack on the anthropological dualism of Kant and an attitude of love and devotion to the world, to what is truly given. This critique of Kant is Scheler’s starting point for a more particular critique of Kant’s ethical formalism and for his own argument that ethics must be based on what Kant calls the “matter” rather than the “form” of willing. It must be based on objective values.

Yet, Scheler’s relation to Kant is more complex than his critique would suggest. He seems at times to be swept along by the genius of his favorite enemy, both in the form of exaggerated opposition and of uncritical acceptance. In particular, Scheler does not seem to escape from the loss of access to real being in Kant. One can see this loss of real being in Scheler’s account of value and the person.

Value, according to Scheler, is manifest or given in a certain kind of feeling.147 The German word Scheler uses for “feeling” is Fühlen rather than Gefühl or Empfindung. Fühlen, understood in the transitive sense of “to feel some object,” refers to an intentional act, that is, an act that “tends” “into” something in the sense of being about something (see Index at Intentional). When I feel the roughness of a surface with my hand, the feeling I experience is about the roughness—it is intentionally related to the roughness. A toothache, by contrast, is not “about” some object. The feelings Scheler has in mind in his account of value are emotions, a specific kind of emotions, namely, those that have an “intentional” character in the sense that they are about a value.

Feelings—and here one can perhaps see an example of Scheler’s exaggerated opposition to Kant—are the primary acts of the human person, more fundamental than willing and knowing. For Kant, all feelings (with the single exception of the reverence for duty) belong to the empirical and irrational realm of sense-desire, far from the rational core of the person. For Scheler, love as a feeling constitutes the innermost core of the person: the human person can be defined as ens amans.148

He [Scheler] claims there is a primacy of the givenness of contents of values over any other acts of consciousness. Feeling values is basic to the mind’s acts; emotive experiences are not internal chaos (Kant) but are suffused with an order of contents of values very different from the laws of logic pertaining to reasoning and thinking. Scheler’s argument is like this: just as colors can only be given to us “in” seeing them, so also values are given to us only “in” the feeling of them. Without “seeing” there are no colors. Without “feeling” there are no values.149

Scheler gives the example of different fruits that have different kinds of pleasant tastes to illustrate the interdependence between value and feeling. Each of these pleasant tastes as an object of enjoyment is a value, and each is qualitatively distinct from the others. What determines this qualitative difference is not a particular configuration of objective properties of the fruit’s being that become apparent in sensation; nor is it simply a particular configuration of states of feeling in the one who eats the fruits. The objective value qualities that we feel in our delight are “authentic qualities of a value itself” as distinct from being.150 In fact, we can experience values at times in their specific quality before we experience the being of their bearer, such as when we find a person repulsive without being able to name anything in the person’s being that would account for this perception. In this case, we experience the value first and attach it secondarily to a being.151

Value qualities constitute a special essence-domain of objects with its own inherent intelligibility distinct from being. “Values are as a matter of principle given as indifferent with respect to being and non-being.”152 They do not themselves exist, but are given only as essences and only in acts of feeling. “As to the question: ‘What is a value?’ I submit the following answer: Insofar as in the question the word ‘is’ refers to existence (and not only to being as mere copula), a value ‘is’ not at all.”153

Scheler does speak at times of the “being of values,” but this being does not belong to them as values.154 When we say, “This is good,” existence does not properly belong to the value, but only, in a technical term of phenomenology, to the “state of affairs” that carries the value, that is, to the fact that this is good. “The statement ‘It is so’ refers not to the value of the being in question, but only to the state of affairs that carries this value.”155 Value is an essence in consciousness distinct and independent from being.

One can observe a similar eclipse of being in Scheler’s understanding of the Person. Scheler denies that a person is a being in its own right, a substance. Instead, the person is a certain co-experienced unity of conscious life, an essence given in consciousness.


The person must never be considered a thing or a substance with faculties and powers, among which the “faculty” or “power” of reason, etc., is one. The person is, rather, the immediately co-experienced unity of experiencing; the person is not a merely thought thing behind and outside what is immediately experienced.156

The person is not a “thing” or a “substance” which executes acts in the sense of a substance-causality. For such “things” could in fact be randomly obliterated or exchanged, if there is a multiplicity (one thinks of Kant’s picture of electric spheres, which are dynamically unified), with no change at all in immediate experience. In addition, everyone would carry the same “substance” with him, which—since every kind of manifold, e.g., time, space, number, plurality, would be missing—could not yield differences between one and the other.157


The second text shows one of the reasons why Scheler rejects the Aristotelian-Scholastic term “substance” as part of the definition of “person.” He believes that this notion implies a naively spatial picture of an object under or behind attributes, as spheres of metal are located behind a surrounding magnetic field or a wall lies under a coat of paint.158 His own position seems to be that the person’s being is reducible to an experienced essence in consciousness.

b. Wojtyła’s Critique of Scheler

At the beginning of his book on Scheler, Wojtyła explains why Scheler attracted the attention of Catholic thinkers. There were two main reasons. First, Catholic ethics had always focused on the objects of human acts, that is, the good or value. Scheler criticizes Kant for his failure to do justice to these objects of acts, and proposes an ethics based on such objects. This is what Scheler means when he calls his own ethics a “material ethics of values” in contrast to Kant’s “formalism” in which moral goodness is a matter of the universal form of the categorical imperative (see above).

The second point of contact between Catholic ethics and Scheler is more specific. “There were also more particular theses that caused immediate associations with Christian ethics, especially with the ethical teaching of the Gospels. In his system Scheler underlines that love for the person and imitating an exemplary person have great importance and play a central role in ethical life as a whole.”159 Scheler and the Gospel’s teaching on following and imitating Christ, Wojtyła says, meet in their “personalism.”160 “The personalist principle has a similar structure in Scheler and the Gospel: the principle of imitation is based on the expressly established ideal of the perfection of the person and it is supposed to help in reaching this ideal.”161 What Wojtyła calls “personalism” in these texts is a particular emphasis on the person in ethical life: the moral perfection of the person is proposed as a goal, love for the person and the imitation of Jesus are central.

The question Wojtyła attempts to answer in his book on Scheler is expressed in the title, Evaluation of the Possibility of Constructing a Christian Ethics on the Assumptions of Max Scheler’s System of Philosophy. Wojtyła focuses the argument on the second and more specific reason that attracted him to Scheler, the imitation of Jesus.162

The Gospel’s ideal of the moral perfection that is to be reached by following Jesus, Wojtyła argues, has three main characteristics.163 (1) It is a real ideal, because it aims at a real perfection of the person in imitation of a real perfection already found in Jesus. (2) It is a practical ideal, because it is realized by acts of which the person is the responsible cause, acts by which the person therefore becomes really good or bad. (3) It is a religious ideal, both because the perfection to be imitated is that of the Father and the Son and because imitation establishes the right personal relation with God as the final end. These three points seem to be divided in accord with Aristotle’s four causes minus matter: formal cause, efficient cause, and final cause. Wojtyła devotes a chapter to each.

(1) The formal cause of the imitation of Jesus, moral goodness itself: Scheler considers moral goodness only as an object of feeling. The disciples feel the individual ideal value-essence of Jesus and appropriate it as their own ethos. In his critique, Wojtyła argues that Jesus is not only a person to be imitated, but a true lawgiver who speaks about moral goodness as an objective and real property of certain acts. This aspect of Jesus’ teaching places certain demands on a philosophy that claims to interpret the Gospel. In order to grasp ethical value in its real and objective position, one must pass beyond Scheler’s phenomenology to metaphysics. “It is, therefore, due to its phenomenological principles that Scheler’s system is unsuitable for the interpretation of Christian Ethics.”164

Despite its objectivist tendencies, Scheler’s ethical system is not suitable for interpreting an ethics that has an objective character as Christian Ethics does. There is no doubt that Scheler’s insufficient objectivism springs from his phenomenological principles. Because of these principles the ethical value always remains in an intentional and—despite everything—subjective position. In order to grasp ethical value in its real and objective position, one would have to proceed from different epistemological premises, namely, meta-phenomenological and even meta-physical premises.165

(2) The efficient cause of the imitation of Jesus, the person as responsible origin: Since Scheler considers moral goodness only as he considers all value, namely, as an object of feeling, he does not focus on the person as the efficient cause responsible for moral goodness. In fact, just as value belongs to an order of essences quite independent from being, so also the person is not a being with a certain nature, from which acts of a certain nature can proceed as effects from inner principles. The person is “the immediately co-experienced unity of experiencing.”166 “Due to its phenomenological principles, Scheler’s system cannot directly grasp and express that the human person in its acts is the origin of moral good and evil. The whole difficulty is the result of the phenomenological premises of the system and we must assign the blame to these principles.”167

Scheler rejects all duties and norms because they allegedly contain the negative spirit that dominates Kant’s philosophy: hostility toward nature, distrust, fear of the given as chaos. Yet, Wojtyła responds, norms and duties are an integral part of human action in accord with the first principle of the practical order by which persons move themselves to act: bonum est faciendum, the good is to be done. Scheler’s understanding of value does not allow him to grasp this principle.

According to the premises of Scheler’s system, value is by its nature indifferent with respect to existence. This means that it is a value regardless of whether it exists or not. ([Footnote:] It is quite different, for example, in the system of St. Thomas Aquinas, where the good is the true object of will, of striving (appetitus). When we will the good, when we strive for it, our concern is that it exists. The issue is the being of the good; cf. Summa, I.5…) This indifference in relation to existence is explained quite simply, because values are given as the proper objects of emotional perception. Precisely because they are indifferent with respect to existence they do not give rise to an “ought.”168

In the commandment of love, Wojtyła argues, the experience of the good as good and of the commandment as norm work together and display the person as a truly responsible agent.

(3) The final cause of the imitation of Jesus, blessedness: Scheler’s phenomenological essentialism has its most disastrous effect in his understanding of the final end, blessedness. Although Scheler says that personal life is “theomorphic,” that is, intelligible only in a divine light, which is ultimately the divine agape, he understands this light as a detached essence quite apart from the living God. “In trying to intuit the essence of man, it is not the idea of God in the sense of an extant and positively determined reality that is presupposed; rather, it is only the quality of the divine, or the quality of the holy, that is given in an infinite fullness of being. On the other hand, whatever takes the place of this essence (in the historical time of earthly man and in the changing beliefs of positive religions) cannot be presupposed in any sense.”169 Wojtyła concludes from this and similar texts, “For the phenomenologist, man is a theomorphic being only and exclusively by virtue of experiencing the idea of God. Scheler is not concerned with the real relation to God as an existing, positive, and defined reality. He is concerned with experiencing the idea of God.”170 It seems clear that human blessedness cannot lie in contemplating such a detached essence. Scheler finds blessedness, rather, in the depths of each person, a depth in which there is a quasi-identity between God and created persons. It is thus ultimately out of themselves that created persons draw their blessedness.


Deepest happiness and complete bliss are dependent in their being on a consciousness of one’s own moral goodness. Only the good person is blissful. This does not preclude the possibility that this very blissfulness is the root and source of all willing and acting. But happiness can never be a goal or even a “purpose” of willing and acting. Only the happy person acts in a morally good way. Happiness is therefore in no way a “reward for virtue,”171 nor is virtue the means to reach bliss. Rather, happiness is the root and source of virtue, a fountainhead, although it is only a consequence of the inner goodness of the person.172

In his existence and his acts the “good” person directly takes part in the nature of God, in the sense of velle in deo [to will in God] or amare in deo [to love in God], and he is blissful in this participation. A “reward” from God could only put a smaller and lower good in place of a higher one, and a superficial feeling in the place of a deeper pleasure.173


Scheler’s opposition to Kant is clear in these texts. According to Kant, happiness is the main competitor against duty in the moral life. The influence of the desire for happiness must be eliminated as far as possible. Duty must become the only motive. The poet Friedrich Schiller’s ironic restatement of Kant’s ethics attacks this very point.


Gladly would I serve my friends, but unfortunately I do it with inclination,

and so I am much distressed that I am not virtuous.

There is no other way: you must seek to despise them,

and then do with disgust what duty commands.174

According to Scheler, happiness is the essential pre-condition of the moral life without which a morally good act is impossible. Happiness and moral goodness are inseparable.

Scheler draws the inevitable conclusion from this view. Essential happiness lies already in the human person prior to any divine reward. No reward given by God can constitute happiness. Such a reward would only add a lesser good to this essential happiness. Wojtyła comments:

We see that in the teaching of revelation, all emphasis in the doctrine of eternal blessedness falls on the object of blessedness, namely, the divine nature, which is this object. In Scheler’s phenomenological system, of course, this doctrine cannot be grasped and expressed…No good that comes from outside the person can be a greater good than the good which the person finds in himself when he experiences himself as the source of a morally good act…The greatest happiness and the greatest suffering—man draws these from within himself, he himself is its source for himself. This point of view seems to separate us completely from the Christian teaching. Given such a point of view, can we establish any point of contact with the revealed truth according to which the object of man’s final blessedness is the divine nature?175

Wojtyła does look for a bridge between Scheler and Christianity. According to Scheler, he points out, there is a core of the person in which all social relations are left behind.176 Yet, this “intimate person” and, more deeply, this “absolutely intimate person,” is not utterly alone. It still allows for one relationship, the relationship with God. This relationship includes, in turn, a relationship with the community of the Church.

However, solitude does not exclude one communal relation, namely, the relation to God, who by definition is neither an individual nor a comprehensive person, but one in whom both individual and comprehensive person are solidary. Thus it is in God alone that the intimate person may know himself to be condemned or saved. But he cannot do even this without his becoming indirectly aware of his solidarity (at least “in God”) with the comprehensive person in general and, in the first place, with the Church. And without this certitude there would be no God, but merely a deceptive object of the highest nature, that is, an illusory God.177

Wojtyła remarks on this text that there is “a profound connection between these ideas of Scheler and the teaching of revelation.”178 The specter of the solitary human person drawing bliss out of himself alone in needless fullness of life seems to be definitively banished. “If in this most profound experience of oneself, which Scheler calls absolutely intimate person, the person does not cease to be in relation to God, then it experiences its happiness in the good and its despair in the evil of its own essence in relation to God. Does such a formulation help us to grasp and express eternal happiness in God and eternal rejection by God? Most certainly, Yes!”179

Yet, Wojtyła does not stop with this positive conclusion, but probes further. Scheler speaks about this relation to God only on the level of experience lived by the person in his or her subjectivity without any truly transcendent object. The really existing living God is bracketed in the phenomenological contemplation of essences. The person experiences a detached divine value-essence as an object of feeling. In the sources of revelation, he adds, the emphasis lies on the object of happiness. The real infinite goodness of God is the reason why he is the beatific end. When the person shares in the divine being, Scheler’s phenomenological premises reduce this participation to an intentional feeling of the self-value of the person who experiences the value-essence of the holy, not the living God.180 Wojtyła concludes:

A participation in God understood in this way has nothing in common with the real, essentially supernatural participation in God’s nature and God’s inner life. Only participation in God understood in this latter way constitutes the basis of final blessedness in God according to the teaching of revelation. The withdrawal of this participation is the basis of the definitive unhappiness of the human person as a consequence of its rejection by God. In Scheler’s conception, by contrast, what the person feels as the real object of emotional bliss and despair—despite “participation in God”—is “good” or “evil” as self-values of the person that become perceptible at the source of the acts experienced by the person.181

At the end of his book on Scheler, Wojtyła raises once again the question whether one can build Christian ethics on the foundations of Scheler’s phenomenology. He concludes that phenomenology can play a secondary and assisting role, but a Christian thinker cannot be a phenomenologist. The theologian, he writes,

should not forego the great advantages which the phenomenological method offers his work. It impresses the stamp of experience on works of ethics and nourishes them with the life-knowledge of concrete man by allowing an investigation of moral life from the side of its appearance. Yet, in all this, the phenomenological method plays only a secondary assisting role…At the same time, these investigations convince us that the Christian thinker, especially the theologian, who makes use of phenomenological experience in his work, cannot be a Phenomenologist.182

What Schmitz identifies as Wojtyła’s overarching concern is clearly visible in this critique of Scheler. Despite his profound critique of Kant, Scheler remains caught in the same subjectivist shift. “The modern shift gave to the human subject an absolute status precisely in its character qua consciousness; for human consciousness not only sets its own terms but the terms for reality itself.”183 By giving such an absolute status to human consciousness, Scheler’s philosophy loses the personal subject; it loses real being; and it loses the final end of created persons.


The philosophy of consciousness would have us believe that it first discovered the human subject. The philosophy of being is prepared to demonstrate that quite the opposite is true, that in fact an analysis of pure consciousness leads inevitably to an annihilation of the subject.184

The analysis of the systems of Kant and Scheler shows the conclusion that a consistent teleology and perfectiorism has no room in the philosophy of consciousness. Of course, the end is something contained in consciousness, and the end is always some good or value, but as a [mere] content of consciousness, the end loses its perfective character. It possesses such a character only in connection with being, on the premises of a philosophy of the real. Only on this basis can one speak of a consistent teleology.185


Let us return from these key texts to the title of Wojtyła’s habilitation thesis: Evaluation of the Possibility of Constructing a Christian Ethics on the Assumptions of Max Scheler’s System of Philosophy. George Weigel writes in his biography of John Paul II (Witness to Hope, p. 128),

That [Wojtyła] looked to Scheler as a possible guide, and that he put himself through the backbreaking work of translation so that he could analyze Scheler in his own language, suggests that Wojtyła had become convinced that the answers [to the question “Why ought I be good?”] were not to be found in the neo-scholasticism of Father Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange.

Weigel does not supply direct evidence that Wojtyła hoped to find a new foundation of ethics in Scheler. If one assumes that Wojtyła set out to study Scheler in this hope, one must conclude that he was disappointed. A Christian ethics cannot be built on Scheler. The reason for the failure of Scheler’s system is not due to particular errors here or there; it is systemic. As Wojtyła puts it (see above), “The whole difficulty is the result of the phenomenological premises of the system and we must assign the blame to these principles.”

5. An Overview of Wojtyła’s Concerns

a. Wojtyła’s Seven Major Works

Before his election as Pope in 1978, Wojtyła wrote seven major works.186 The following list arranges them in the chronological order of their composition or first publication.




	1948: Faith according to St. John of the Cross. Doctoral thesis in theology.

	1953: Evaluation of the Possibility of Constructing a Christian Ethics on the Assumptions of Max Scheler’s System of Philosophy. Habilitation thesis in moral theology.

	1954–57: Lublin Lectures. Philosophical lectures on the foundations of ethics in dialogue with Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, St. Thomas, Kant, and Scheler.

	1957–59: Love and Responsibility. An integrated philosophical and theological account of love between man and woman, including a discussion of marriage and its ends.

	1969: The Acting Person. A philosophical account of the person.

	1972: Sources of Renewal: The Implementation of the Second Vatican Council.

	1976: Sign of Contradiction. Retreat preached to Paul VI and the papal household.





Four of these seven works are theological (1, 2, 6, and 7), two are mainly philosophical (3 and 5), and one (4) is philosophical with important theological aspects.

It is important to see the order in which the issues arise in Wojtyła’s first two books, the book on St. John of the Cross and the book on Scheler. Wojtyła’s point of departure as a philosopher and theologian is St. John of the Cross’s personalism. It is a personalism shaped by the characteristic triangle of theses: love is a gift of self; spousal love between man and woman is the paradigmatic case of the gift of self; the origin and exemplar of the gift of self lies in the Trinity. It is also shaped by St. John of the Cross’s keen attention to the lived experience of personal subjectivity. The book on Scheler shows that Wojtyła finds points of contact between this Carmelite personalism and Scheler in both of these characteristics of St. John of the Cross’s teaching, the triangle of theses (especially the imitation of Christ, in which the trinitarian paradigm of personhood is realized; and self-giving agape) and its reflection in lived experience.

Yet he also finds an understanding of personal subjectivity that radically undermines the Christian understanding. As Wojtyła reads him, Scheler denies three core theses of the personalism implicit in the imitation of Christ. (1) Moral goodness is a real perfection of the person achieved in following Jesus. (2) The person is a really existing subject and the responsible causal origin of moral acts. (3) The goal of the imitation of Jesus is the infinite good, which consists in God’s nature. Inasmuch as Scheler denies these three theses, his philosophy is not personalistic enough. Christian personalism is more deeply personalistic. Wojtyła’s book on Scheler is thus an argument that affirms the deeper personalism of the theological tradition against the essentialist personalism of Scheler. Certainly, Wojtyła learned much from Scheler that is positive and one can trace many influences (they can be identified in part by following the references to Scheler in the indices of Wojtyła’s works, in part by pointing out the many similarities), but his overall judgment is negative.

One can situate Wojtyła’s main philosophical work, The Acting Person (1969), in relation to the three main points of his Scheler book. The Acting Person focuses primarily on the second of the three points. It attempts to supply precisely what Scheler fails to supply, namely, an account of the person as a really existing subject and as the responsible origin of moral acts. It does so through a partial use of the phenomenological method and in light of many particular insights of Scheler. The main agenda of The Acting Person, however, is not dictated by Scheler, but by Wojtyła’s roots in the spousal theology of St. John of the Cross, specifically by the key notion, “gift of self.” In order to give oneself, one must be in responsible possession of oneself. The Acting Person supplies the account of the person that is presupposed by St. John of the Cross’s spousal theology of self-gift.

Love and Responsibility (1957–59) attaches itself more immediately to the beginning of Wojtyła’s formation, the spousal personalism of St. John of the Cross. St. John of the Cross does not thematically discuss love between man and woman. Yet, his frequent use of bride-bridegroom imagery contains a rich implicit theology of marriage inspired above all by the Song of Songs. In Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła makes this implicit theology of marriage explicit, enriching it by further insight. His pastoral experience with young couples enters into it, as does his study of Kant’s account of sex and the Kantian critique of utilitarianism. The influence of Scheler can be seen particularly in the chapter on shame and in the disciplined attention to lived experience throughout.187 Yet the core of Wojtyła’s philosophical concern in Love and Responsibility is the understanding of the gift of self as the key element of spousal love. Kant touches on this theme, though in a sense opposite to Wojtyła. It is thus clear that the spousal theology of St. John of the Cross ultimately shapes the agenda of Love and Responsibility.

Like Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła’s reading of Vatican II in Sources of Renewal (1972) and his retreat preached to the papal household (1976) stand in continuity with the book on St. John of the Cross, though the understanding of the person developed in The Acting Person plays an important role as well. A study of the theological background of TOB must be, in large measure, a study of Sources of Renewal. Let us therefore take a brief look at this book and its relationship with Faith in St. John of the Cross.

b. Faith, Experience, and Personal Subjectivity

In Sources of Renewal, Wojtyła sets himself the task of outlining the implementation of Vatican II in a manner that corresponds to the actual intentions of the Council. The original guiding question of Vatican II, he argues, was “Ecclesia, quid dicis de te ipsa? Church, what do you say about yourself?”188 “The People of God”—this is the Council’s answer, Wojtyła claims.189 The way both the question and the answer, “People of God,” must be understood, he adds, is pastoral. How can the Church grow in her awareness and life as the People of God? Although the question is in the first place a question about the Church as a social organism, the growth of the Church’s awareness must take place in the life of the individual persons that constitute it. It must take place in their lived experience of personal subjectivity. For this reason, the key question, “Church, what do you say about yourself?” is closely linked to the question, “What does it mean to be a believer, a Catholic, and a member of the Church?” in the context of today’s world.190

Being a member of the Church means having faith, Wojtyła answers. For this reason, “the implementation of the Council consists first and foremost in enriching that faith,” enrichment being understood as the reception and realization of faith in personal subjectivity, in conscious experience.191 The overall goal of Sources of Renewal is to outline this enrichment of faith intended by the Council.

The emphasis on consciousness is a hallmark of the “philosophers of consciousness” from Descartes via Kant to Scheler. Wojtyła learned much from these philosophers, no doubt. Yet, St. John of the Cross seems to be the more important part of the picture. In some respects, the philosophers of consciousness resemble St. John of the Cross. As von Balthasar points out, St. John of the Cross’s theology can be understood as a response to Luther, a specifically modern response in which personal subjectivity plays a pronounced role, yet without any polemical edge against the objective content of faith and its elaboration in monastic and scholastic theology. “What was challenging and scandalous in the Carmelite response to Luther was the manner in which it integrated the entire monastic tradition from the Greeks through the middle ages into the new Christian radicalism and gave to that tradition a hitherto unknown radicality by the modern turn toward the personal, the experiential and the psychological.”192

Buttiglione makes a similar point when he says that Wojtyła “read in St. John of the Cross a kind of phenomenology of mystical experience.”193 Since Wojtyła’s encounter with St. John of the Cross came before his encounter with phenomenology, the point is better put the other way around. Wojtyła read in phenomenology a Carmelite sensitivity to the lived experience of personal subjectivity. This chronological order holds not only for Wojtyła’s biography, but also for the history of modernity. St. John of the Cross was born in 1544, Descartes half a century later, in 1596.

Wojtyła’s dissertation strongly underlines the role of conscious experience in St. John of the Cross’s account of faith as a means of union with God. “Speculative theology provided the principles, the spiritual authors gave the terminology and a vast area of comparative study, but the writings of St. John of the Cross are the fruit of experience. It was a vital experience of the supernatural reality that is communicated to the soul, a dynamic experience of participation in the intimate life of the Blessed Trinity, and, finally, an experience of the unifying power of that which serves as a ‘means of union’ with God.”194

The experience of faith is, accordingly, the main thematic focus of Wojtyła’s dissertation. What interests him, above all, is how faith, according to St. John of the Cross, becomes experience.

We have already seen that the doctrine we shall study is a testimony of experience. It is expressed in scholastico-mystical language, using words and concepts well known in Scholastic theology, but its primary value and significance is as a witness of personal experience. It is there, in fact, that we can discover the living and dynamic reality of the virtue of faith, its activity in the human intellect, its corollaries and the effects on the movement of the soul toward union with God. For that reason, we take the experiential witness of St. John of the Cross as the material for our investigation. It will be our task to discover the concept of faith that can be gleaned from that witness and the theological precisions that are latent in it.195

Many theologians in modernity have given a prominent place to personal experience in their theology, often combined with an exaltation of feeling and a polemical edge against the objective content of faith. Schleiermacher is a particularly radical example of this tendency. Roman Catholic school catechesis in the post-Vatican II era has at times followed a similar direction. It is thus important to define Wojtyła/John Paul II’s specific understanding of experience.

In his philosophical work (especially The Acting Person and its intended sequel, Man on the Field of Responsibility), Wojtyła focuses on the experience of the person in action, on the person in the ordinary and natural experience connected with living a human life both as an individual person and in community. A similar point holds for Wojtyła’s theological work. Here, too, Wojtyła focuses on the experience of the person in action.

The starting point of Christian experience is faith. Faith is not replaced by experience, but it remains the comprehensive form of Christian experience. This is the first point to be made about Christian experience, as Wojtyła understands it: its origin and measure lies in faith, not the other way around. Faith must be “enriched,” that is, it must become more mature and conscious, able to form the whole of experience. “Faith and the enrichment of faith is a supernatural gift of God and is not subject to human planning or causation; but man, and the Church as a human community, can and must cooperate with the grace of faith and contribute to its enrichment. The Council itself acted in this way, and its action, considering the level on which it took place, may be considered a plan of action for the whole Church.”196

The primacy of faith in Christian experience, even in the most exalted forms of experience characteristic of mysticism—this is the main point Wojtyła brings out in his dissertation when he situates St. John of the Cross historically.

Against false interpretations of communion with God, the Mystical Doctor calmly taught that faith is the proper means of union—faith in accord with all its implications: in complete nakedness, austerity, and obedience of the intellect…And now the issue becomes immediately clear. Against long-standing inclinations, the root of which is perhaps still present in the teaching of Averroes and in Arabian mysticism, inclinations that had recently been revived also by a false interpretation of Flemish authors and the Rhineland mystics, whose works were widely read in the Iberian peninsula, against these [inclinations] the most interior manifestation of the Spirit in the life of the Church proposed faith, whose saving power and ability to unite the soul with God is glorified in Sacred Scripture.197

The primacy in Christian experience belongs to faith “in complete nakedness, austerity, and obedience of the intellect.” Wojtyła sees St. John of the Cross as rejecting the opposite approach in which experience becomes the measure of faith.

St. John of the Cross is consistent in his teaching: all these things [visions, locutions, and spiritual feelings] must be rejected in favor of the virtue of faith, which operates in the dark night and, by reason of its intimate proportion to divinity, surpasses any experience in which the natural faculties, however much purified, can find fruition and satisfaction. Faith, as we have seen, is the means of true and proper union with God, who by his essence incomparably transcends every created nature; for that reason faith surpasses even the most lofty mystical experience.198

The superiority of faith over all experience does not imply that the whole order of experience is irrelevant. On the contrary, it is relevant inasmuch as a living faith deeply transforms human experience by introducing the person to a path of union with God. “The virtue of faith is subordinated to union as means to the end.”199 St. John of the Cross teaches “the definitive power and essential characteristic of love—and therefore of the will—in union…The power and characteristic of love flows from its very nature insofar as it causes likeness and subjects the lover to the beloved. Hence if it is a question of union of likeness, love must necessarily be the unifying factor. This explains what the Mystical Doctor explains time and time again: union consists of the total conformation of the human will with the divine will.”200 St. John of the Cross, as Wojtyła understands him, sees faith as a means within human life as a whole. Human life as a whole is directed toward the end of a union of the human person with God through love. Human experience is not excluded from this process. On the contrary, it is to be formed by love. In this process, faith remains the proximate means of union that cannot be supplanted by feeling or some other surrogate.

In his apostolic letter on St. John of the Cross, John Paul II again emphasizes the fundamental and unsurpassable role of faith in the growth of a genuine Christian experience. He also identifies St. John of the Cross’s understanding of Christian experience with the central concern of Vatican II.201


In it [that is, the dissertation on St. John of the Cross], I devoted special attention to an analytical discussion of the central affirmation of the Mystical Doctor: Faith is the only proximate and proportionate means for communion with God.202

The Mystical Doctor…, through his example and doctrine, helps Christians to make their faith strong with the very basic qualities of an adult faith which the Second Vatican Council asks of us. This faith is to be personal, free and convinced, embraced with one’s entire being, an ecclesial faith, confessed and celebrated in communion with the Church, a praying and adoring faith, matured through the experience of communion with God.203

The presence of God and of Christ, a renewing purification under the guidance of the Spirit, and the living of an informed and adult faith—is this not in reality the heart of the teaching of St. John of the Cross and his message for the Church and for men and women of today?…Only faith enables us to experience the salvific presence of God in Christ in the very center of life and of history. Faith alone reveals to us the meaning of the human condition and our supreme dignity as sons and daughters of God who are called to communion with Him.204


According to John Paul II’s reading of St. John of the Cross, what is it that a living faith becomes increasingly conscious of? The decisive thing for the nature of an experience is its content or object. What is the object of Christian experience? The answer in the text just quoted is very clear: “the salvific presence of God in Christ in the very center of life and of history.”

These words, in which John Paul II summarizes the doctrine of St. John of the Cross, resemble the opening words of his inaugural encyclical Redemptor Hominis (1979): “The Redeemer of Man, Jesus Christ, is the center of the universe and of history.” Later in the same encyclical, John Paul II formulates the program of his pontificate in a similar way.

While the ways on which the Council of this Century has set the Church going, ways indicated by the late Pope Paul VI in his first encyclical, will continue to be for a long time the ways that all of us must follow, we can at the same time rightly ask at this new stage: How, in what manner should we continue?…To this question, dear brothers, sons and daughters, a fundamental and essential response must be given. Our response must be: Our spirit is set in one direction, the only direction for our intellect, will and heart is—towards Christ our Redeemer, towards Christ, the Redeemer of man. We wish to look towards Him—because there is salvation in no one else but Him, the Son of God—repeating what Peter said: “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life.”205

In his dissertation, Wojtyła devotes an entire chapter to the personalist understanding of faith in St. John of the Cross. “Revealed truths are given to the intellect, but Christ himself is given as the life of Christians. In him is found the revelation of God to human beings, both in himself and as the exemplar that all should imitate and, through love, reproduce in themselves. In this way, and not in eager scrutiny of revealed truths, the manifestation of God is attained and shared by each one. For St. John of the Cross the revelation of God consists much more in personal witness than in the purely intellectual knowledge of revealed truths.”206 This summary of St. John of the Cross’s teaching is akin to John Paul II’s words of profound experience, “Our spirit is set in one direction, the only direction for our intellect, will and heart is—towards Christ our Redeemer.” Redemptor Hominis, 10, unfolds what this “turning” involves.

Man cannot live without love. He remains a being that is incomprehensible for himself, his life is senseless, if love is not revealed to him, if he does not encounter love, if he does not experience it and make it his own, if he does not participate intimately in it. This, as has already been said, is why Christ the Redeemer “fully reveals man to himself.”…The man who wishes to understand himself thoroughly—and not just in accordance with immediate, partial, often superficial, and even illusory standards and measures of his being—he must with his unrest, uncertainty and even his weakness and sinfulness, with his life and death, draw near to Christ. He must, so to speak, enter into Him with all his own self, he must “appropriate” and assimilate the whole of the reality of the Incarnation and redemption in order to find himself.207

In this text, there is a remarkable density of words that express the assimilation of faith in the lived experience of personal subjectivity. Persons receive the revelation of God’s love; they encounter it, experience it, make it their own, participate intimately in it, enter into it with all of their own self; they appropriate and assimilate it by bringing their unrest, uncertainty, weakness, and sinfulness to Christ in order to enter into Christ, and only in this way—find themselves. This emphasis on personal subjectivity coincides with what Wojtyła sees in the core teaching of St. John of the Cross. Wojtyła’s understanding of St. John of the Cross, his understanding of Vatican II, and the program of his own pontificate as set forth in Redemptor Hominis—all three of these visions are expressions of one and the same vision, a Carmelite vision that was first formed in Wojtyła by St. John of the Cross.

In this reception of St. John of the Cross, Wojtyła resolutely takes the side of his thesis advisor Garrigou-Lagrange in the debate about the Mystical Doctor’s relevance for the life of ordinary Christians. Against those who dismiss St. John of the Cross as preoccupied with extraordinary and miraculous mystical phenomena that are irrelevant for ordinary believers, Garrigou-Lagrange argues, in part by a careful comparison between St. John of the Cross and St. Thomas Aquinas, that St. John of the Cross’s teachings concern the normal development of the supernatural life of faith and love.208 Wojtyła may have come to the same conclusions on his own by his reading of St. John of the Cross, but it is likely that Garrigou-Lagrange helped significantly to shape the core of John Paul II’s vision.209

To summarize, there is a strong continuity in Wojtyła’s personalist vision that spans the period from his dissertation on St. John of the Cross (1948), through his interpretation of Vatican II (1972), to the pastoral program set forth in Redemptor Hominis (1979). Faith must penetrate and transform human experience. It must be received and enriched in the lived experience of personal subjectivity. Of course, the encounter with the philosophy of consciousness, particularly Kant and phenomenology, in the period of Wojtyła’s habilitation thesis on Scheler (1953) as well as his own philosophical synthesis in The Acting Person (1969) were tributaries to this stream of tradition and sharpened Wojtyła’s understanding of personal subjectivity.

c. The Trinitarian Nucleus of the Council

The nucleus of Wojtyła’s theological personalism becomes clearer when one focuses on its trinitarian form as explained in Sources of Renewal. Sources of Renewal is divided into three parts. Part 1 explains the concept of “enrichment of faith” with the help of two further concepts, formation of the believer’s consciousness, the cognitive aspect of a mature faith, and formation of the believer’s attitude, the existential and ethical aspect of a life of faith, that is, the believer’s active relationship with God.210 “Attitude” is a concept close to Scheler’s “ethos” that plays such a significant role in TOB. It is clear that Wojtyła learned much from Scheler in thinking through the concept of ethos. In Parts 2 and 3, Sources of Renewal takes up consciousness and attitude one by one: formation of the believer’s consciousness in Part 2 and formation of the believer’s attitude in Part 3.

Part Two: Wojtyła unfolds the formation of the believer’s consciousness in five steps. They correspond to the five chapters of Part 2:




	the consciousness of creation;

	the revelation of the Trinity and the consciousness of salvation;

	Christ and the consciousness of redemption;

	the consciousness of the Church as the People of God;

	the historical and eschatological consciousness of the Church.





One can see a clear order of argument in these five chapters. Chapter 1 attends to the order of creation, of nature; the other chapters turn to the supernatural order of grace. Chapter 2, the first step in the order of grace, lays down the theological principle, namely, God’s own trinitarian life made accessible to human beings. Chapter 3 discusses the manner in which God shares this life with us, namely, through Christ, the Redeemer. Chapters 4 and 5 draw the consequences for the Church’s self-understanding, first in her essential nature (Chapter 4) and then in her life in history (Chapter 5). Chapter 2 is thus the crucial theological chapter in terms of which the others must be understood, including the more philosophical Chapter 1. Let us take a closer look at Chapters 2 and 4.

In Chapter 2, Wojtyła presents some of the most important Council texts on the Trinity and argues from them that the Trinity is the principal content of faith to which all other truths of faith must be related. He then asks a fundamental question: “Why are the missions of the divine persons addressed to him [man], and why do these in particular constitute the profoundest divine mystery of the Church?”211 The question goes to the very heart, the nucleus, of the Council’s teaching.

Wojtyła answers that the Church compares the revealed truth concerning God and the revealed truth concerning the human being and finds in this comparison her own mission and consciousness. The comparison brings to light a link between the exemplar in which the fullness of life is found and our imitation or participation in this exemplar. To unfold this answer, Wojtyła quotes Gaudium et Spes, 24:3: “Indeed, the Lord Jesus, when he prays to the Father, ‘that all may be one…as we are one’ (Jn 17:21–22) and thus offers vistas closed to human reason, indicates a certain likeness between the union of the divine Persons and the union of God’s sons in truth and love. This likeness shows that man, who is the only creature on earth which God willed for itself, cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of self (cf. Lk 17:33).” Wojtyła comments:

Man’s resemblance to God finds its basis, as it were, in the mystery of the most holy Trinity. Man resembles God not only because of the spiritual nature of his immortal soul but also by reason of his social nature, if by this we understand the fact that he “cannot fully realize himself except in an act of pure self-giving” [Gaudium et Spes, 24:3]. In this way, “union in truth and charity” is the ultimate expression of the community of individuals. This union merits the name of communion (communio), which signifies more than community (communitas). The Latin word communio denotes a relationship between persons that is proper to them alone; and it indicates the good that they do to one another, giving and receiving within that mutual relationship.212

Many themes sounded in this text have a prominent place in TOB. The essential point to note is that Wojtyła sees the heart of the Council in the call to deeper personal awareness of love as self-gift rooted in the Trinity. In TOB he understands married life in the same terms. He had first seen this trinitarian vision of the life of the person in St. John of the Cross.

Wojtyła returns to the communion of persons in Chapter 4, when he discusses the Church’s consciousness of herself in her essential nature as the “People of God.” The concept of “communio,” he argues, is the key defining concept in light of which one can understand what it means that the Church is the “People of God”:


If we want to follow the main thread of the Council’s thought, all that it says concerning the hierarchy, the laity, and the religious orders in the Church should be re-read in the light of the reality of communio for the community of the People of God. “For the members of the People of God are called upon to share their goods, and the words of the apostle apply also to each of the Churches, ‘according to the gift that each has received, administer it to one another as good stewards of the manifold grace of God’ (1 Pet 5:10).”

Thus we have the communio ecclesiarum [communion of churches] and the communio munerum [the communion of gifts, tasks, or offices] and, through these, the communio personarum [communion of persons]. Such is the image of the Church presented by the Council. The type of union and unity that is proper to the community of the Church as People of God essentially determines the nature of that community. The Church as People of God, by reason of its most basic premises and its communal nature, is oriented towards the resemblance there ought to be between “the union of the sons of God in truth and love” [Gaudium et Spes, 24:3] and the essentially divine unity of the divine persons, in communione Sanctissimae Trinitatis.213


The point could not be clearer or more lapidary. Ecclesia, quid dicis de te ipsa? Church, what do you say about yourself? Increased awareness of the mystery of trinitarian communion—this is what allows a correct growth of the believer’s consciousness of the nature of the Church as the People of God. “The Council devotes much attention to making the faithful conscious of communio as the link binding together the community of the People of God. Thus it appears that the internal development and renewal of the Church in the spirit of Vatican II depends to a very great extent on the authentic deepening of faith in the Church as a community whose essential bond is that of communio.”214

This emphasis on the trinitarian understanding of Vatican II’s teaching on the “People of God” is confirmed by Sign of Contradiction, the retreat Cardinal Wojtyła preached for Paul VI in 1976, two years before his own election as Pope. At a highpoint of the retreat, the beginning of the seventh talk, he says,

Let us turn our thoughts to God who is gift and the source of all giving. The Fathers of the second Vatican Council were convinced that the complex reality of the Church cannot be adequately expressed in societal terms alone, even when the society constituted by the Church is called the “People of God.” In order properly to describe this reality and appreciate its underlying significance it is necessary to return to the dimension of mystery, that is to the dimension of the most Holy Trinity. That is why the Constitution Lumen Gentium starts with an introductory account of the divine economy of salvation, which ultimately is a Trinitarian economy (cf. Lumen Gentium, nos. 2–4)…Love, an uncreated gift, is part of the inner mystery of God and is the very nucleus of theology.215

Pascal Ide’s argument that Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, plays a key role in John Paul II is confirmed by these passages.216 Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, plays a key role already in Wojtyła’s reading of Vatican II.

Part Three: Wojtyła offers the following account of the believer’s “attitude,” which is the main subject of Part 3 of Sources of Renewal.

The word [“attitude”] is usually applied analogically and denotes various relationships which are endorsed as a whole by the individual consciousness. In simple terms we may say that an attitude is an active relationship but is not yet action. It follows upon cognition and increased awareness, but is something new and different from these. It involves “taking up a position” and being ready to act in accordance with it. In a sense it represents what Thomist psychology would call habitus and even habitus operativus, but the two are not identical.217

As mentioned above, Scheler’s concept of “ethos” seems to stand behind this definition of “attitude,” but St. John of the Cross’s understanding of a living faith that provides the source of Christian experience is present as well.

Wojtyła’s point of departure in Part 3 is Dei Verbum, 5. “To God who reveals himself one must give the obedience of faith by which man freely commits himself as a whole to God.”218 Wojtyła comments that faith “cannot consist merely of knowledge or the content of consciousness. Essential to faith is an attitude of self-commitment to God—a continual readiness to perform the fundamental ‘action’ which corresponds to the reality of revelation, and all other acts which spring from it and to which it gives their proper character. In speaking of the attitude of self-gift219 to God, Vatican II touches on the most vital and vivifying point relating to the whole process of the enrichment of faith.”220

It is not difficult to see in this reading of Dei Verbum, 5, Wojtyła’s familiar emphasis on faith as a means of union with God and on love as a total gift of self, totus tuus (Gaudium et Spes, 24:3). Twenty-eight years later, in the year 2000, Pope John Paul II expressed the same understanding of the Council: “With the Council, the Church first had an experience of faith, as she abandoned herself to God without reserve, as one who trusts and is certain of being loved. It is precisely this act of abandonment to God which stands out from an objective examination of the Acts [of the Council]. Anyone who wished to approach the Council without considering this interpretive key would be unable to penetrate its depths. Only from the perspective of faith can we see the Council event as a gift whose still hidden wealth we must know how to mine.”221 What Wojtyła calls the fundamental “attitude” of the believer lies precisely in this self-gift to God. Part 3 unfolds this attitude in six chapters:




	the attitude of mission and testimony;

	the attitude of participation in the threefold saving power of Christ;

	the attitude of human identity and Christian responsibility;

	the ecumenical attitude;

	the attitude of the apostolate; and

	the attitude required for building up the Church as communio.





Let us take a closer look at Chapter 1, in which Wojtyła lays down the theological foundation. The argument begins with the mission of the divine Persons. God reveals himself, saves the world, and constitutes his people by sending his Son and Spirit. “Thus in the Council’s teaching, awareness of salvation is closely linked with the revelation of the Most Holy Trinity.”222 Since the missions of the Son and the Spirit are the origin of the Church as the People of God, they impart to that people a trinitarian form in the specific manner of mission. “The Church originated and continues to originate from that divine mission: this gives a ‘missionary’ character to its whole existence, and at the same time basically determines the attitude of every Christian.”223

In reading Wojtyła’s account of the believer’s attitude we thus find ourselves right away in the depth of the trinitarian teaching on which Wojtyła reflected already in his doctoral dissertation on St. John of the Cross. By giving himself as a whole to the self-revealing God in the obedience of faith (Dei Verbum, 5), the believer grasps his own identity as a person who has come to share in the Person of the Son in relation to the Father by the gift of the Spirit. Mission is thus not in the first place an attitude of moral commitment in response to a moral duty, but a way of being that is rooted in the person of Jesus as the Son of God. “This [mission] does not initially imply a function or institution, but defines the nature of the Church and indicates its close link with the mystery of the divine Trinity through the mission of the Persons: the Son who comes to us from the Father in the Holy Spirit and the Spirit who proceeds from the Father and the Son. In this sense and on the basis of this reality, we can and should define the attitude of every human being in the Church.”224 To commit oneself to God’s saving self-revelation thus means to follow and imitate Jesus. The imitation of Jesus was the point of departure of Wojtyła’s Scheler book, in continuity with his book on St. John of the Cross. It appears once again at a key point of his book on Vatican II.

These samples from Wojtyła’s book on Vatican II indicate the theological background of TOB. Not surprisingly, one finds Gaudium et Spes, 24:3, at the center of the argument, and at least two of the points on the Sanjuanist triangle, the first and the third: (1) love is a gift of self; (3) the primal reality of gift and pattern for all gift lies in the eternal love between the divine Persons.

6. The Purpose of the Theology of the Body

a. Why Theology “of the Body” in Particular?

The theology of the body gathers up the dominant concerns of Wojtyła’s earlier philosophical and theological work. One can arrange these concerns schematically in three phases: the beginning, the challenge, and the response.

(1) The Beginning: The beginnings of Wojtyła’s theological formation lie in the personalism of St. John of the Cross, a specifically modern personalism (as von Balthasar shows, see above). From this point onward, he focuses on the lived experience of personal subjectivity and develops the Sanjuanist triangle: love is a gift of self; spousal love is the paradigmatic gift of self; the Trinity is the archetype of such gift. These concerns are still the dominant concerns of TOB. There is a clear and strong continuity of concerns from Wojtyła’s first book (1948) through his reading of Vatican II (1972) to TOB (originally written in the seventies, delivered 1979–84).

(2) The Challenge: Wojtyła’s Carmelite point of departure was challenged by another modern sense of personal subjectivity, developed among others by Descartes, Kant, and Scheler. Schmitz’s penetrating study of Wojtyła offers the key to understanding this challenge and Wojtyła’s response to it (see above).225 The new sense of personal subjectivity is closely connected with the mechanization of the natural world. The ancient Gnostics found themselves in a demonic, anti-divine universe. Matter was evil. Yet, the truly bottomless pit is opened only by the Cartesian universe with its complete indifference to meaning. Matter is “mere matter,” sheer externality. It is value-free. The reason for this indifference of matter to meaning lies in the rigorous reconstruction of knowledge under the guidance of the ambition for power over nature.

Desperately alone in an inhospitable world, orphaned by its own ambition for power, the Cartesian conscious subject is thrown back on itself; it must find all meaning in itself. The most powerful expression of this new kind of subjectivity is Kant’s anti-trinitarian personalism. Kant set out to cure the modern subject of atheism and utilitarianism by setting religion and morality on a new foundation, namely, the dignity of the person. Kant’s personalism glorifies the autonomy of the individual person as the only true value to which everything else must be subordinated. Man is equal to the Father, but not born from the Father. Fatherhood is the worst despotism imaginable, sonship the worst slavery. As Wojtyła reads him, Scheler offers a profound critique of Kant, but remains caught in a similar subjectivist shift in which human consciousness “sets the terms for reality itself” (Schmitz).

(3) The Response: Wojtyła’s response is, at one and the same time, a defense of the goodness of nature and of the trinitarian paradigm of personhood. To be a person is to stand in a relation of gift. To be a human person is to live as a body that offers a rich natural expression for the gift of self in spousal love.

The defense of the body in this theological response to the Cartesian-Kantian-Schelerian form of subjectivity is pivotal. The scientific rationalism spearheaded by Descartes is above all an attack on the body. Its first principle is that the human body, together with all matter, shall be seen as an object of power. Form and final cause must therefore be eliminated from it.

The response to such a violent scientific-technological attack on the body must be a defense of the body in its natural intrinsic meaning. The spousal mystery is the primary place at which this defense must take place, because the highest meaning of the body is found there.

St. Paul’s magnificent synthesis concerning “the great mystery” appears as the compendium or summa, in some sense, of the teaching about God and man which was brought to fulfillment by Christ. Unfortunately, Western thought, with the development of modern rationalism, has been gradually moving away from this teaching. The philosopher who formulated the principle of “cogito, ergo sum”—I think, therefore I am—also gave the modern concept of man its distinctive dualistic character. It is typical of rationalism to make a radical contrast in man between spirit and body, between body and spirit. But man is a person in the unity of his body and his spirit. The body can never be reduced to mere matter: It is a spiritualized body, just as man’s spirit is so closely united to the body that he can be described as an embodied spirit. The richest source for knowledge of the body is the Word made flesh. Christ reveals man to himself. In a certain sense this statement of the Second Vatican Council [Gaudium et Spes, 22:1] is the reply, so long awaited, which the Church has given to modern rationalism.226

Put negatively, John Paul II’s response to Descartes is, “The body can never be reduced to mere matter.” Put positively, the response is, “The richest source of knowledge of the body is the Word made flesh.” What then, precisely, does the Incarnation reveal about the body according to Gaudium et Spes, 22:1, that long-awaited reply to Cartesian rationalism? “Truly, it is only in the mystery of the incarnate Word that the mystery of man takes on light. For Adam, the first man, was a figure of the one to come, namely, Christ the Lord. Christ, the final Adam, in the very revelation of the mystery of the Father and his love, fully reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear” (GS 22:1). There is a close connection between Gaudium et Spes, 22:1 and 24:3. According to GS 22:1, Christ fully reveals man to himself through the revelation of the mystery of the Father and his love. According to GS 24:3, the trinitarian exemplar of union between the divine Persons shows that man can only find himself through a sincere gift of self. These two formulations seem to aim at one and the same thing: for man to be fully revealed to himself and to find himself are at least closely connected, if not identical, though “be revealed” may have a more cognitive character, “find” a more comprehensive existential one.

This close connection suggests a similarly close connection between the conditions that lead to such revelation and finding, namely, on the one hand, the revelation of the mystery of the Father and his love, and, on the other, the sincere gift of self. From the Father’s love and the Trinity of Persons, through the creation of the world, all the way to the body, there is a single logic of gift. The body must be seen in these terms, in what John Paul II calls a “hermeneutics of the gift” (TOB 13:2; 16:1). In the Incarnation, Christ’s body is the place of the divine redeeming gift of self. As “the great mystery” of spousal love (Eph 5), the Incarnation shows that the meaning of the body is spousal. All things, and in particular the body, were created in Christ and for him: Christ’s gift of self is thus the goal that most deeply explains God’s original intention in creating the body.

Within this overarching hermeneutics of the gift, Wojtyła develops a complementary perspective that responds to Descartes’ attack on the body in terms of the philosophy of nature. In 1953, Wojtyła assembled a group of physicists to discuss the question of nature. “[Jerzy] Janik recruited the scientists who began to meet regularly with Wojtyła. Their first project was to read St. Thomas Aquinas and discuss his concept of nature against the backdrop of what they were doing in their labs and classrooms every day.”227 It would be interesting to know what the results of this dialogue were. Cartesian principles are extremely difficult to eradicate, because for most practitioners of science they have taken on the unquestionable character of the self-evident.

In Wojtyła’s sexual ethics, one can see the importance of the concern for nature. The main reason why it is difficult for people in the modern age, and particularly for modern intellectuals, to understand the Catholic vision of sex, he argues, is—biology. The restricted mechanist image of nature produced by natural science, and particularly by biology, obscures our vision for the order of living nature in all its richness and therefore prevents us from understanding and living sex in its full meaning. The nature of sex has become invisible through our Cartesian glasses.

The expressions “the order of nature” and “the biological order” must not be confused or regarded as identical, the “biological order” does indeed mean the same as the order of nature but only in so far as this is accessible to the methods of empirical and descriptive natural science…This habit of confusing the order of existence with the biological order, or rather of allowing the second to obscure the first, is part of that universal empiricism which seems to weigh so heavily on the mind of modern man, and particularly on modern intellectuals, and makes it particularly difficult for them to understand the principles on which Catholic sexual morality is based. According to those principles…the sexual urge owes its objective importance to its connection with the divine work of creation of which we have been speaking, and this importance vanishes almost completely if our way of thinking is inspired only by the biological order of nature. Seen in this perspective the sexual urge is only the sum of functions undoubtedly directed, from the biological point of view, towards a biological end, that of reproduction. Now, if man is the master of nature, should he not mould those functions—if necessary artificially, with the help of the appropriate techniques—in whatever way he considers expedient and agreeable? The “biological order,” as a product of the human intellect which abstracts its elements from a larger reality, has man for its immediate author. The claim to autonomy in one’s ethical views is a short jump from this. It is otherwise with the order of nature, which means the totality of the cosmic relationships that arise among really existing entities.228

In this penetrating passage, Wojtyła identifies a way of thinking and seeing that is deeply hammered into the minds of children in school and reinforced daily in adults by the cultural establishment—the way of thinking and seeing defined by a mechanist form of natural science, comfortably settled in the position of the self-evident.

The power of this mentality derives in part from hiding its nature as a way of thinking and seeing that flows from a definite choice. It understands the world of nature, which it sees so selectively, simply as “the objective order of nature.” This is why Wojtyła’s observation is extremely important: “The ‘biological order’, as a product of the human intellect…has man for its immediate author.” Since we constructed this “biological order” based on our ambition for power over nature, it is not in the least surprising that we think we can take our place in the biological order as masters of the machine without any questions, except perhaps environmental ones. To this way of thinking, contraception and its mirror image, in vitro fertilization, seem the most “natural” things in the world.

For Wojtyła, the two orders, the order of person and of nature, are strictly united. “In the order of love a man can remain true to the person only in so far as he is true to nature. If he does violence to ‘nature’ he also ‘violates’ the person by making it an object of enjoyment rather than of love.”229 Thirty-three years later, John Paul II writes, “The natural law thus understood does not allow for any division between freedom and nature. Indeed, these two realities are harmoniously bound together, and each is intimately linked to the other.”230

The theological point (the spousal meaning of the body in the gift of self) and the philosophical point (person and nature are intimately united) were already highlighted above as the main points of difference in the comparison between the account of sex in Kant and in John Paul II (see above). (1) In Kant’s anti-trinitarian personalism of the unrelated self, spousal love plays no role. Sex is always a depersonalizing use of the person for enjoyment. (2) In Kant’s Cartesian view of nature, person and nature are alienated from each other. The procreative purpose is incidental to sex. According to Wojtyła/John Paul II, the body is not alien to the person in sex. The body is deeply meaningful with a twofold meaning: unitive and procreative. These two meanings bring us to the main thesis of Humanae Vitae, the inseparability of the unitive and procreative meaning of the conjugal act.

b. Why Humanae Vitae in Particular?

In the very last catechesis (TOB 133), John Paul II points to the encyclical Humanae Vitae as the true focus of TOB as a whole. Although he explicitly discusses Humanae Vitae only at the very end, in the last fifteen catecheses, Humanae Vitae sets the agenda from the beginning. “It follows that this final part [that is, the explicit discussion of Humanae Vitae] is not artificially added to the whole, but is organically and homogeneously united with it. In some sense, that part, which in the overall disposition is located at the end, is at the same time found at the beginning of that whole. This is important from the point of view of structure and method” (TOB 133:4). John Paul II calls TOB as a whole a “rereading of Humanae Vitae” (TOB 119:5). Why does Humanae Vitae have such great importance for John Paul II that he dedicates his most carefully and profoundly elaborated work to it?

The “Majority Report” of Paul VI’s birth control commission (intentionally leaked to the press in 1967) is unequivocal in its support for the Baconian program, unequivocal in identifying this program with the divine will. “The story of God and of man, therefore, should be seen as a shared work. And it should be seen that man’s tremendous progress in control of matter by technical means and the universal and total ‘intercommunication’ that has been achieved, correspond entirely to the divine decrees.”231 It would be difficult to formulate a more unqualified allegiance with the Baconian program. Technical mastery over nature corresponds “omnino,” perfectly, entirely, to the will of God. Compare this unqualified allegiance to John Paul II’s prophetic warning in Evangelium Vitae: “Nature itself, from being ‘mater’ (mother), is now reduced to being ‘matter,’ and is subjected to every kind of manipulation. This is the direction in which a certain technical and scientific way of thinking, prevalent in present-day culture, appears to be leading when it rejects the very idea that there is a truth of creation which must be acknowledged, or a plan of God for life which must be respected.”232

According to the “Majority Report,” one of the reasons for the legitimacy of contraception is the legitimacy of power over nature (called a “duty”). “The reasons in favor of this affirmation [contraception is morally legitimate] are of several kinds: social changes in matrimony and the family, especially in the role of the woman; lowering of the infant mortality rate; new bodies of knowledge in biology, psychology, sexuality and demography; a changed estimation of the value and meaning of human sexuality and of conjugal relations; but most of all, a better grasp of the duty of man to humanize and to bring to greater perfection for the life of man what is given in nature.”233 The superlative “but most of all” deserves special attention. Among all the reasons for the moral legitimacy of contraception, the foremost reason, the reason that is most of all (“maxime”) a reason, is not the population explosion, not a personalist understanding of sexual intercourse, but the duty of humanizing nature. Humanizing is achieved, as the first text quoted above puts it, through “tremendous progress in the control of matter by technical means.”

It appears that those aligned with the majority report saw the issue of contraception as a question of aggiornamento, as bringing the Church up-to-date by embracing a new loyalty to the Baconian project. The Church’s openness to the modern age, her willingness to participate in the modern project, hinges in large measure on this new loyalty. In this light, one can perhaps understand one reason for the bitterness of the reaction of many Catholics against Humanae Vitae. The main problem of Humanae Vitae is not that it fails to grapple with social changes, infant mortality, the population explosion, and a personalist understanding of sexuality. The main problem is that it rejects loyalty to the Baconian program. It is an act of treason against the newly established alliance between Catholicism and modernity.

In Humanae Vitae, Paul VI accurately reports the important place of the Baconian program in the debate as exemplified by the “Majority Report.” He mentions the argument from “control over matter by technical means” last in a list of reasons for reconsidering contraception and qualifies it with an adverb close to the superlative, namely, praesertim, above all. “Finally, one should take note above all that man has made such stupendous progress in the domination and rational organization of the forces of nature that he tends to extend this domination to his own total life: that is, to the body, to the powers of his soul, to social life and even to the laws which regulate the transmission of life.”234

John Paul II highlights the issue of power over nature in a similar way as the very heart or essence of the Catholic understanding of the transmission of life.


What is the essence of the teaching of the Church about the transmission of life in the conjugal community, the essence of the teaching recalled for us by the Council’s pastoral constitution Gaudium et Spes and the encyclical Humanae Vitae by Pope Paul VI? The problem lies in maintaining the adequate relationship between that which is defined as “domination…of the forces of nature” (HV 2), and “self-mastery” (HV 21), which is indispensable for the human person. Contemporary man shows the tendency of transferring the methods proper to the first sphere to those of the second. (TOB 123:1)

The fundamental problem the encyclical presents is the viewpoint of the authentic development of the human person; such development should be measured, as a matter of principle, by the measure of ethics and not only of “technology.” (TOB 133:3)235

This agreement between the two sides, those who opt for contraception and those who reject it, is striking. There is agreement that the Baconian project of technological mastery over nature lies at the heart of the issue of contraception. The manner in which the Catholic advocates of contraception see the nature of sexuality seems to be formed precisely by the way of seeing nature that emerged from the scientific-technological project. What a moral theologian opposed to Humanae Vitae writes against Veritatis Splendor is an eloquent witness of this deeply Cartesian formation of the mind:

It is not easy to avoid a sense of profound anticlimax, combined with a strong suspicion that what purported to be a critique of certain moral theories was after all only one more assault against critics who find no real plausibility in certain official Catholic teachings about sex and, in particular, about contraception. It is certainly true that for a great many people who take morality very seriously the mere description of a bit of human behavior as, say, “sexual intercourse with the use of a condom” is morally significant; the statement, of itself, communicates nothing to elicit moral blame, moral praise, or even moral interest. To those people, of whom I am certainly one—and one who has read and pondered countless dreary pages on this subject—it is alternately funny and sad that an official doctrine of the Catholic church holds that anything identifiable as “contraceptive practices whereby the conjugal act is intentionally rendered infertile” can be denounced as “intrinsically evil” and “gravely disordered” behavior without knowing anything at all about the motives or results of these practices in individual cases.236

This text expresses the main issue particularly well in the dismissive formulation, “the mere description of a bit of human behavior as, say, ‘sexual intercourse with the use of a condom’…communicates nothing to elicit moral blame, moral praise, or even moral interest.” Sex appears in this statement, and particularly in its dismissive tone, as it does in Kant, namely, as a process that runs its course outside the realm of the person and of meaning. It is only when further motives of the person and results considered by the person enter that the biological process takes on moral interest.

The point of view of the author of this attack on John Paul II is hardly surprising. It is the default point of view of any person raised as a child and high school student in the twentieth century. No special effort is needed to breathe in the air of Cartesian anthropological dualism. It was a strange spectacle immediately after the publication of Humanae Vitae that theologians who meekly submitted to the dominant Cartesian mentality were celebrated in the secular press for their enlightened and courageous freedom from Church authority.

In contrast to the dominant mentality, John Paul II sustains Humanae Vitae to proclaim the good news—and it is indeed good news—that the human person “also is a body”—not merely “has” a body, but “is a body—è corpo” (see Index at Body 1). The meaning of the human body as experienced in sexual intercourse is deeply personal. The body, endowed with its own rich intrinsic meaning, speaks the language of self-gift and fruitfulness, whether the person intends it or not, because the person “is a body.” The body is not outside the person. Self-gift and fruitfulness are rooted in the very nature of the body, and therefore in the very nature of the person, because the person “is a body.”

John Paul II pinpoints this anthropological issue as the key issue in a passage of Veritatis Splendor that directly faces moral theories like the one just quoted.


Faced with this theory, one has to consider carefully the correct relationship existing between freedom and human nature, and in particular the place of the human body in questions of natural law.

A freedom which claims to be absolute ends up treating the human body as a raw datum, devoid of any meaning and moral values until freedom has shaped it in accordance with its design. Consequently, human nature and the body appear as presuppositions or preambles, materially necessary for freedom to make its choice, yet extrinsic to the person, the subject and the human act. Their functions would not be able to constitute reference points for moral decisions, because the finalities of these inclinations would be merely physical goods, called by some “pre-moral.” To refer to them, in order to find in them rational indications with regard to the order of morality, would be to expose oneself to the accusation of physicalism or biologism.

In this way of thinking, the tension between freedom and a nature conceived of in a reductive way is resolved by a division within man himself.

This moral theory does not correspond to the truth about man and his freedom. It contradicts the Church’s teachings on the unity of the human person, whose rational soul is per se et essentialiter [through itself and essentially] the form of his body. The spiritual and immortal soul is the principle of unity of the human being, whereby it exists as a whole—corpore et anima unus—as a person. These definitions not only point out that the body, which has been promised the resurrection, will also share in glory. They also remind us that reason and free will are linked with all the bodily and sense faculties. The person, including the body, is completely entrusted to himself, and it is in the unity of body and soul that the person is the subject of his own moral acts. The person, by the light of reason and the support of virtue, discovers in the body the anticipatory signs, the expression and the promise of the gift of self.237


To conclude, the purpose of the theology of the body is to defend the body against its alienation from the person in Cartesian rationalism. Put positively, the purpose is to show the divine plan for human spousal love, to show the goodness and beauty of the whole sexual sphere against its cheapening in the “objective, scientific” way of looking at nature. God’s plan and its renewal by Christ, the redeemer, is imprinted deeply within the bodily nature of the person as a pre-given language of self-giving and fruitfulness. For the person to live sexuality in an authentic manner is to speak spousal love in conformity with this truth of the language of the body. True human fulfillment in the sexual sphere can be found only by following this divine plan for human love. This is why the defense of Humanae Vitae is so important, important for the good of the human person. “The fundamental problem the encyclical presents is the viewpoint of the authentic development of the human person; such development should be measured, as a matter of principle, by the measure of ethics and not only of ‘technology’” (TOB 133:3).

7. Structure and Argument

Many readers feel at sea in TOB with no clear sense of where they are and where they are going. The well disposed attribute this feeling to the “cyclical,” or “mystical,” or “Slavic,” or “phenomenological” character of TOB; the less well disposed find TOB “mind-numbingly repetitious.”238 In fact, this impression is mistaken. It is in large measure due to the omission of John Paul II’s own chapter and section headings in all editions of TOB except the Polish (see above). TOB has a rigorous and clear order of thought throughout. When one follows John Paul II’s divisions of the work with care, the structure and main argument become transparent. The following table gives an overview of the first three levels of the structure.
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