Faith and Reason           Pope John Paul II

The frequent calls for relevance in the Church are ignored at her peril. Nevertheless, necessary as it may be to work for dialogue and understanding with people of good will, such engagement has its limits. The limits are set by truth itself. Christianity opens up a transcendent vision of humankind by the revelation of God and man in Christ. It is by this over-arching truth in Jesus Christ that such calls for relevance are to be judged. 

Such is the basic premise of this useful guide for evangelists seeking to engage with the quest for meaning on the eve of the Third Christian Millennium. The Pope restates a constant thesis of his pontificate: 'The truth is that only in the mystery of the Incarnate word does the mystery of man take on light…Christ…fully reveals man to himself and brings to light his most high calling.'  90

 

Faith and reason 'like two wings' are the means by which the human spirit can find meaning. Consequently theology and philosophy are destined to be partners. 'Fideism', a fundamentalism blind to reason, is as serious an error as 'rationalism'. 'It is the one and the same God who establishes and guarantees the intelligibility and reasonableness of the natural order of things upon which scientists confidently depend, and who reveals himself as the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. This unity of truth, natural and revealed, is embodied in a living and personal way in Christ, as the Apostle reminds us: 'Truth is in Jesus" (cf Eph 4:21) p51-2

The obsession with experience (phenomena) that characterises the end of the 20th Century needs to be pointed forward or deeper towards the mystery of God and the transcendent nature of humanity as foundational. 'Whenever men and women discover a call to the absolute and transcendent, the metaphysical dimension of reality opens up before them: in truth, in beauty, in moral values, in other persons, in being itself, in God…experience does reveal the human being's interiority and spirituality, speculative thinking must penetrate to the spiritual core and the ground from which it rises…' p123. In other words Christianity, by the resurrection of Christ, is of its nature metaphysical. It goes beyond the natural order and what is rational. As such it needs a philosophy humble enough to be its servant in demonstrating, for example, how the dignity of humankind is grounded in its spiritual nature.

'Faith clearly presupposes that human language is capable of expressing divine and transcendent reality in a universal way - analogically, it is true, but no less meaningfully for that' p124. The Pope insists that 'a philosophy denying the possibility of an ultimate and overarching meaning would be..false' p120.

In short the pessimism abroad about the power of reason falls away when it is countered by the acceptance of revelation and cooperates with faith. The scepticism that reduces everything to a matter of opinion denies both truth and freedom to humankind. Fundamentalism in its blindness to reason lends a false security. The Pope points his readers instead to a transcendent view of humanity revealed in Jesus Christ, who is set on engaging both our faith and our reason, as sure as "the truth is in Jesus".
