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Abstract
This study elaborates, illustrates and evaluates two different
reading trajectories for approaching Fides et Ratio. The first
trajectory, from the perspective of reason, points to the
continuity between reason and faith; however, from the
perspective of faith it shows the discontinuity between the
two. The encyclical presents a pre-modern model of philoso-
phy, which has left the modern philosopher shocked and the
theologian vexed. It led to a confusion of philosophical and
theological discourse. The second trajectory, from the per-
spective of an inner-theological reading, understands the
encyclical’s aspirations as fides quaerens intellectum. In devel-
oping a sacramental concept of truth, the encyclical bears
within itself the deconstruction of the defensive, anti-modern
position of the first trajectory. A theology, which takes ac-
count of the actual, post-modern critical consciousness will be
able to find in Fides et Ratio a basis for further reflection.

Introduction
The first reactions to the encyclical Fides et Ratio ranged from

cautiously positive to critical disapproval. Many observers pointed
to the ambiguities which they perceive in the encyclical, probably
due to the several hands which participated in its writing process.
Our paper takes this ambiguity as its starting point to develop two
different keys to read the text, resulting in divergent interpreta-
tions and evaluations.

In what follows, I would like to suggest a theological reading
of the papal encyclical Fides et Ratio. Such a reading (as the
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encyclical itself envisages with respect to the task of theology
[§§39, 65, 93]) takes the standpoint of the “believer in search of
insight” as its point of departure. It consists of a reflection rooted
in a faith option, guided by revelation and tradition. The presen-
tation of a theological reading of Fides et Ratio, however, imme-
diately and of necessity implies a particular understanding of the
relationship between faith and reason. Indeed, side by side with
a perspective on the papal position in this matter itself, a reading
report on the encyclical will also provide an insight into the
standpoint of the one giving the report.

Furthermore, in order to correctly understand the following
observations, it is important to note that for a theologian who
confesses membership in the Catholic ecclesial community this
encyclical (like all encyclicals) enjoys a quite distinct status given
its magisterial roots. Fides et Ratio is not simply an upgraded set
of classroom notes dragged from the dusty archives by an old
Polish professor who long ago used to teach philosophy. However
Catholic theologians receive and evaluate Fides et Ratio, their
relationship to the Catholic tradition implies that they cannot
treat the text with complete neutrality. An encyclical is a signifi-
cant expression of the authentic teaching of the ordinary
magisterium of the pope. Any evaluation of Fides et Ratio af-
fects—and respectively is affected by—the ecclesial involvement
of the theologian(s) engaged in evaluation.

As indicated, we will elaborate, illustrate and evaluate two
different reading trajectories for approaching the pope’s words on
faith and reason: using a closed interpretative key and an open
interpretative key respectively.

1. The Wings of Reason Clipped? The Truth about Reason.
Should one wish to prevent a swan from escaping its captivity

one could clip one of its wings so that the noble animal is left
unable to find the necessary balance for take off and flight. In
Fides et Ratio Pope John Paul maintains that a similar clipping of
wings has been the ultimate fate of reason in modern times.
Having lost its openness to revelation, modern philosophy has all
too often made it impossible for “the human spirit to rise up to
the contemplation of the truth.”
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Many a philosopher and indeed theologian will be tempted to
suspect the opposite, however, when they come to read Fides et ratio.
Because of the very fact that the encyclical does not take modern
and contemporary philosophy seriously, it would appear, in their
opinion, that the pope has done what he evidently intended to
avoid, namely clipped the wings of reason. Reason and the truth
it seeks are far too easily subordinated to or brought into line with
the truth of faith which is only available in its fullness via
revelation. The modern separation of faith and reason has indeed
redefined the autonomy of philosophy once again, as one can
analogously determine with respect to the domains of science,
politics, economy etc. The heavenly canopy which once spread its
wings over pre-modern culture and society is no longer with us.
Many, moreover, are no longer inclined to judge this disappear-
ance as purely negative, emphasizing the positive aspects of this
evolution along with the negative ones. In addition, whenever the
plurality of religions and other fundamental life options is af-
firmed as one’s point of departure, the authoritatively exclusive
Christian perspective on truth and rationality appears to be more
of a hindrance than an invitation when it comes to strengthening
the bonds between faith and reason.
The first reading trajectory to be developed at this stage is aimed
at a deeper study of this initial observation. The concept “reading
trajectory” implies something of a selective reading of the text.
The development of a second reading trajectory is intended to
make such selectivity explicit—and vice versa. The line of thought
developed in what follows is quite evident if one approaches the
encyclical from the perspective of contemporary theology and/or
philosophy. Time and again the encyclical’s archaic language and
argumentation as well as its pre-modern and anti-modern per-
spectives, come as a surprise to such a reader.

The philosopher shocked
Fides et Ratio sketches the relationship between faith and

reason from the perspective of revealed truth which is professed to
be objective, universal and absolute. Insight into revealed truth in
its totality can only be accessed in faith. Given the premise that
there is only one truth (§79)—which is a premise rooted in
human reason, attested by the principle of non-contradiction and
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confirmed with certainty by revelation (§34)—the two orders of
knowledge have the same goal and lead to the same truth, which
one order of knowledge, namely faith, already has at its disposal
via revelation. Furthermore, the scope of reason is limited because
of, on the one hand, the at least partly supernatural character of
the fullness of truth (§8), and, on the other, free will, sin (§19) and
the inconstancy of the heart (§28). Since reason does not have
access to all truths (§§9, 76) it must oblige itself in its quest for the
truth to seek to be informed by revelation.

20. Seen in this light, reason is valued without being overval-
ued. The results of reasoning may in fact be true, but these
results acquire their true meaning only if they are set within
the larger horizon of faith […]. In brief, human beings attain
truth by way of reason because, enlightened by faith, they
discover the deeper meaning of all things and most especially
of their own existence.

At the very least, such an all-encompassing and totalitarian
perspective both relativizes and subordinates reason. When rea-
son attempts to claim a larger share on revelation by striving to
reflect autonomously (its limits no longer determined by faith)
without embracing it, it is guilty of the sin of hybris. In so doing,
reason no longer aligns itself with the true “point of reference” set
within history by revelation (§§14, 15). It is in this sense that the
encyclical upholds the “Christian myth” that the Church Fathers
had ultimately brought ancient philosophy to its completion
(§§36-41). Philosophy is preparatory to faith (§76), praeparatio
evangelii, praeparatio fidei (§61).

This implies, of course, that if reason goes in search of truth,
the result of its quest ought, at the very least, to be in harmony
with the truth as it is known from revelation (truth which is
preserved by the magisterium). To put it more positively: the
correct use of reason leads to God. The philosophical endeavor,
searching for the truth within the natural order, reaches its end—
at least by implication—in the supernatural (§75). A variation on
this theme is often referred to as the “theory of the two books.”
Because “the book of nature” and the Scriptures have God as their
author, the study of both by reason and faith respectively, leads
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to the same God (§19). To the same Lord Jesus Christ as “Eternal
Word in whom all things are created” and “Incarnate Word who
in his entire person reveals the Father” (§34). The appeal made to
Dei Filius confirms this perspective (§§8, 53). A natural theology
is possible and in fact unavoidable for recta ratio. A further
variation on the theme focuses on the human person as a being in
search of truth (§§1, 28), which is too easily interpreted in the line
of the classical desiderium naturale videndi Deum (§17). The
person who has no access to Christian revelation, however, who
neither wants nor is able to enjoy such access, remains continually
“seriously handicapped by the inherent weakness of human
reason” (§75).

Considered from the perspective of reason, this reading
trajectory points time and again to the continuity between reason
and faith. Viewed from the perspective of faith, however, frequent
reference is made to the discontinuity between the two: faith
appends, completes, fulfils; it does not reject reason, it perfects it
(analogous to gratia non destruit sed perficit naturam [§§43, 75]).
This is further accentuated by pointing to “the circular relation-
ship between theology and philosophy”: “Theology’s source and
starting-point must always be the word of God revealed in
history, while its final goal will be an understanding of that word
which increases with each passing generation. Yet, since God’s
word is Truth (cf. Jn 17:17), the human search for truth—
philosophy, pursued in keeping with its own rules—can only help
to understand God’s word better. […] This circular relationship
with the word of God leaves philosophy enriched, because reason
discovers new and unsuspected horizons” (§73).

It is precisely from this perspective of discontinuity that the
encyclical warns against the danger of slipping into totalitarian
philosophical positions (§4), the danger of forgetting “that men
and women are always called to direct their steps towards a truth
which transcends them” (§5). The encyclical repeatedly condemns
actual philosophical positions which are rooted in the “drama of the
modern rupture between faith and reason”: rationalism, idealism,
materialism, immanentism, atheistic humanism, Marxism, com-
munism, forms of evolutionism, existentialism and historicism,
experientialism/positivism/scientism, subjectivism, pragmatism,
agnosticism, relativism and undifferentiated pluralism, nihilism,
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scepticism, indifferentism, certain post-modern positions, the
mistrust of reason (the end of metaphysics), fragmentation,
eclecticism etc. (§§5, 45-48, 52, 54-55, 80-81, 85-91) It is
precisely because of this separation that philosophy has become
unable to meet its higher calling (§§49). Philosophy has degen-
erated into the “wisdom of the world,” representing a view of
reason which has become its own prisoner (§§22-23) and which
does itself serious injury because of its illegitimate high-handed-
ness (§75).

Because of this, and in its capacity as the servant of the truth,
the magisterium claims the right to intervene in philosophical
matters in order to formulate the necessary characteristics of good
philosophy (which means: “not counter to revelation” [§49]). As
a witness to the truth, the magisterium thus leads to completion:
“fulfilling a humble but tenacious ministry of service which every
philosopher should appreciate, a service in favor of recta ratio, or
of reason reflecting rightly upon what is true” (§50). Of course,
the intervention of the teaching authority of the Church is
positively intended: it wants to support philosophy in its self-
criticism and issue a warning against totalizing statements, if for
no other reason than “all of reason’s inherent and historical
limitations” (§51). For this very reason, good philosophy should
have a sapiential, cognitive and metaphysical dimension, as is
demanded by the Word of God (§§81-84).

Even though Fides et Ratio states on three occasions that the
Church has no philosophy of its own and that it does not
“canonize” any particular philosophical school (§§64, 72, 76), it
becomes evident from reading the encyclical that every good
philosophy must have a religious and even Christian finality.
That is why the encyclical emphasizes the need for a “close
relationship of continuity between contemporary philosophy
and the philosophy developed in the Christian tradition” (§86).

What the pope appears to have in mind here seems, à la limite,
to be a pre-modern model of philosophy inspired by an anti-modern
attitude which runs counter to the present day “emancipation” of
modern reason. The autonomy which the pope believes to be set
aside for philosophy and which he refers to repeatedly, is not the
autonomy which philosophy would consider itself to have legiti-
mately achieved in modernity. The very examples proposed by
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the encyclical make this manifestly clear. Besides the significant
place ascribed to Thomas Aquinas (§§43, 69), Augustine (§40)
and Anselm of Canterbury (§§14, 42) are proposed as models par
excellence. When one is aware that contemporary philosophy—
without reference to the Christian tradition—has come to its own
awareness of the boundaries of reason and has developed a
sensibility for plurality and alterity (with far reaching conse-
quences for epistemological and metaphysical questions), the
contrast with the papal convictions found in the encyclical
becomes all the more acute.

The theologian vexed
From the perspective of the first reading trajectory, more-

over, theologians will not surprisingly be tempted to wonder
whether theology as such is actually waiting around for the kind of
philosophy presented by the encyclical. If theology is truly
contextual (§72), then contemporary philosophy is its dialogue
partner par excellence, whether the latter complies with the
encyclical’s prescribed model or not. Such theologians have
serious difficulties with the fact that the teaching authority of the
Church has expressly claimed the right to intervene in matters
philosophical when philosophy engages in a dialogue with theol-
ogy as ancilla theologiae (§77). And to take contemporary philoso-
phy seriously means to develop a dogmatic and fundamental
theology which will have a different shape or form from that
described in the encyclical (§§66-68). In this regard, the very
emphasis on the difference between philosophical and theologi-
cal discourse—a lesson drawn from modernity—is of major
importance. From this perspective, it is a pity that one of the most
open passages, which speaks of the assistance which various trends
in philosophy can offer with respect to our reflection on the bonds
between truth and life, between event and doctrinal truth, is not
to be found in the systematic theology section of the encyclical
but in the section dealing with catechesis (§99).

Even though both orders of knowledge are kept apart at the
conceptual level, the confusion of philosophical and theological
discourse appears to be the order of the day. The most revealing
example of this is the encyclical’s treatment of the concept of
truth. While truth is ultimately linked to revelation (and thus to
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mystery), the majority of definitions are taken from classical
philosophy: truth is universal, absolute and objective; truth is
transcultural (§69), truth is representation (and not the result of
consensus [§56]), truth is adaequatio rei et intellectus (§82).
Truth, moreover, can be expressed in propositions. Language is
capable of expressing this truth even if only by way of analogy
(84). Such a classical philosophical approach is partly responsible
for the fact that theologians, who precisely venture to enter into
dialogue with contemporary philosophy, are no longer able to
locate themselves in the philosophical framework proposed by
the encyclical for such a dialogue. The very moment at which
philosophers and theologians are ready to draw attention to the
structural distinction between the god of philosophy and the God
of Christian faith, their efforts, or so it would seem, are subject to
rejection.

The clipping of the wings of reason, however, also has an
effect on faith. Indeed, the very emphasis on the continuity
between natural and supernatural truth goes hand in hand with
a rigid definition of faith as the acceptance of propositions (§48)
(albeit by free choice), in order to share in the mystery (§66).
Insight into these propositions (individual, independent truths)
is provided by reason (§76), which casts them in a universal and
communicable form: reason universalizes faith (§48). In this
regard, the easy transition from empirical knowledge to knowl-
edge of faith (acceptance on the authority of others [§§31-32]) is
also rather striking.

A final remark and indeed poignant example of the refusal to
enter into dialogue with contemporary philosophy is the
encyclical’s historicizing reading of the book of Genesis, most
likely in line with Paul’s exposition thereof in the letter to the
Romans:

22. […] The blindness of pride deceived our first parents into
thinking themselves sovereign and autonomous, and into
thinking that they could ignore the knowledge which comes
from God. All men and women were caught up in this primal
disobedience, which so wounded reason that from then on its
path to full truth would be strewn with obstacles. From that
time onwards the human capacity to know the truth was
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impaired by an aversion to the One who is the source and
origin of truth.

According to this first reading trajectory, reason is truly the ancilla
theologiae, the maidservant of theology. It, however, is clearly not
to be envisaged as a torchbearer, illuminating the way of faith.

2. The Perspective of the Dove: Reason and the Truth of Faith
It remains a question whether the image of a swan ascending

is the most opportune image for demonstrating what Fides et
Ratio is all about. An alternative key to reading the text might use
the image of a dove descending from heaven in search of a place
to land and build its nest. In an endeavor to clarify this second
reading trajectory I will return to one of my opening consider-
ations. The document before us is an encyclical, one of the highest
forms of authentic teaching of the ordinary magisterium of the
pope. This implies that the position of the author is resolutely
qualified from a theological perspective.

Magisterial teaching
(a) Magisterial teachings automatically and irreducibly de-

part from within the option of faith, from a being placed within a
particular tradition. It follows that the truth claimed by such
teachings precisely concerns a truth which becomes clear, and can
only become clear, from within the experience of the said faith and
the said tradition. From this perspective, therefore, it is only
evident that truth should be so immediately associated with
revelation. For this is the primary message of Christianity: in the
history of the Jewish people, and more so in Jesus Christ, ultimate
truth has been revealed.

(b) Furthermore, we are dealing here with a teaching of the
magisterium, carrying out its task of preserving the depositum fidei,
in service of the Church community. As the first witness to and
protector of the depositum fidei, the magisterium occupies the
“place of the divine truth” of the Christian faith before the
Church and world community. The author of the encyclical does
not operate as an “expert,” therefore, but as a “master” whose
intention it is to show the way to Christian truth while steeped in
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the uniqueness of the Christian tradition. In other words, by
occupying “the place of the truth” within the Church commu-
nity, the magisterium simultaneously occupies the place of an
“opposite” to this community.

From the very beginning, therefore, the encyclical presents us
with a particularized teaching which operates on the level of
internal discourse. Such discourse (a) departs from within the
tradition and brings to the fore a truth claim, which, stemming
from a faith option, is lived existentially, and (b) is conscious of
the specific task it has been assigned within the tradition. Thus the
encyclical presents us with a Christian or theological dogmatic
understanding of reality, rooted (a) in the Christian faith experi-
ence and (b) to be perceived in light of the unique task of the
teaching authority of the Church. Such a—(from the outset)
theological—view of reality is sustained by faith without which it
cannot be adequately understood. From the philosophical per-
spective, such an understanding of reality might best be described
as “(inter)rupted immanence.”

At the very least, then, a magisterial teaching is a unique kind
of discourse, a theologically speaking dogmatic teaching of truth
which, internally, does not particularize itself, and given the
origin of truth within the faith option, cannot do so. Therefore,
it should not come as much of a surprise that the teaching
authority of the Church perceives its teachings as diakonia to the
truth while standing in the truth (§2). Such teachings have their
roots in the mystery of faith and never extend beyond its bound-
aries. On the level of internal discourse such teaching appears to
be propositional, but according to its genre it is symbolical or
sacramental (see below).

A useful key to reading the encyclical from this perspective is
to introduce parenthetical comments such as “from the perspec-
tive of the Christian faith,” “Christians believe that…,” “from
within the Christian faith option,” “in a Christian way of under-
standing reality,” etc.. before each of the encyclical’s proposi-
tions. While this does not bring absolute clarity, in many cases it
tends to soften the—for our context intolerable—absolutizing
and totalitarian perspective to which the first reading key referred.
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This is certainly the case if one rereads §§ 80 and 100, for
example. The magisterium’s concern then becomes easier to
understand.

Point of departure: a dogmatic understanding of reality grafted to
a sacramental understanding of truth

We have already pointed out that using reading trajectories
implies a certain degree of selectivity. The core of the second
reading trajectory is to be found in the sacramental concept of truth
(elaborated in chapter 1 on revelation). It should not come as
much of a surprise that an explicitly “theological” reading of Fides
et Ratio opts for this very point of departure: the mystery of the
revelation of God of which our knowledge is “always fragmentary
and impaired by the limits of our understanding” (§13). Before
further examining the “truth” dimension of the mystery (and our
knowledge and expression thereof), it should be made clear from
the outset that we are dealing here with a “salvific truth,” a
gratuitous gift of God for the salvation of human beings (§7). The
encyclical reminds us that the Second Vatican Council also
emphasized the salvific character of revelation in history (§10), to
be situated within an eschatological frame (§11). Believing,
submitting oneself to revelation, is first and foremost an accep-
tance of this offer of salvation. Therefore, submitting oneself to
the truth of the mystery and the freedom enjoyed by Christians
are co-relative (§15). Such a mysterious, salvific truth—which
can only be grasped by faith—has an irremovable sacramental
character: precisely in the very living of one’s recognition of the
mystery as mystery salvation meets us half-way.

At the same time, the specificity of revealed truth becomes
apparent in the vocabulary which is woven around it: truth is the
vision of God’s face, a gift to be understood from a perspective of
interpersonal communication; faith is assenting to divine wit-
ness, an obedient response to God’s summons, entrusting oneself
to God, the highest expression of human freedom (§13). Faith
begins in an encounter which unveils the mystery so long hidden
from our eyes (§7).

In addition, there are signs in which this mysterious truth
presents itself as mystery. These signs are revealed, to be perceived
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as the entering of the transcendent in time and history: “History
[…] becomes the arena where we see what God does for human-
ity” [§12]. Given their relationship with revelation, it is only in
faith that these signs are accessible in their character as signs.
While they can be studied by reason according to the methods it
considers its own, they simultaneously urge reason:

13. […] to look beyond their status as signs in order to grasp
the deeper meaning which they bear. They contain a hidden
truth to which the mind is drawn and which it cannot ignore
without destroying the very signs which it is given.

Such an activity of reason thus presupposes faith and it is only from
the perspective of faith that the signs sacramentally reveal the
depths of the mystery. The truth of faith thus has a eucharistic
character. In other words, the truth of faith becomes really present
without being ontologically available (in the latter case reason
would suffice). The sign of the Eucharist thus reiterates the
mystery of the incarnation in Jesus Christ,

[…] the Eucharist, in which the indissoluble unity between
the signifier and signified makes it possible to grasp the depths
of the mystery. In the Eucharist, Christ is truly present and
alive, working through his Spirit; yet, as Saint Thomas said so
well, “what you neither see nor grasp, faith confirms for you,
leaving nature far behind; a sign it is that now appears, hiding
in mystery realities sublime.”

The text continues:

[…] the knowledge proper to faith does not destroy the
mystery; it only reveals it the more, showing how necessary it
is for people’s lives: Christ the Lord “in revealing the mystery
of the Father and his love fully reveals man to himself and
makes clear his supreme calling” (Gaudium et Spes, 22), which
is to share in the divine mystery of the life of the Trinity (Dei
Verbum, 4).

In the Eucharist and in the mystery of the incarnation, the
believer can have access to the truth of faith, respecting the
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mysterious character thereof. All speech concerning this truth,
therefore, necessarily maintains a sacramental character and only
from this sacramental perspective can it be understood as absolute,
universal and even objective—with all the implications such a
position carries with respect to the understanding of these char-
acteristics. Thus the attestation of these characteristics can only
take place strictly from within the context of the faith option.

To repeat: for the believer, the mystery of the incarnation
remains the point of focus for understanding the puzzle of human
existence, creation and even Godself. This is precisely the very
essence of the Christian faith. Therefore, it is also from the
perspective of faith that philosophy is pressed to its limits and
reason is summoned to adopt a logic which can break through the
boundaries which encompass reason (§80) in order to make space
for the mystery and the Christian understanding of reality con-
tained therein.

Of course, within such a context it is evident that faith as faith
can never have its foundation in reason. The encyclical confirms
this point time and again, underlining the freedom which must
be involved in the option for faith (a.o. in §§14, 52, 54, 55, 79).
It is perhaps the position of Dei Filius, maintained against
rationalism, which confirms this the most (§52: Dei Filius is the
standard reference for a correct and coherent Christian way of
thinking). The two orders of knowledge do not only refer to two
different ways of knowing but also to two different objects of
knowledge. The transcendence of the mysteries of faith with
regard to the discoveries of philosophy is thereby confirmed
(§53). The discontinuity between faith and reason is thus effec-
tively brought to the fore. It is only within this discontinuity—
and, of necessity, from the perspective of faith—that the unity of
truth can be claimed, and that reason, as God’s creation, can be
deigned incapable of contradicting faith. While it is true that faith
is subject to growth and can increase in its authenticity “when it
is wedded to thought and does not reject it,” this never precludes
faith as an option in freedom: “If there is no assent, there is no
faith, for without assent one does not really believe (Augustine,
De fide spe et caritate, 7)” (§79). The very possibility of reason’s
access to natural knowledge of God is thus a presupposition
postulated from the perspective of revelation, from the faithful
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confession that the world is created by God. The way in which a
dove finds its way is not open to discovery and can never be
discovered theologically.

It is becoming more and more evident, therefore, that a
reading of the encyclical from the level of internal discourse, from
the particular perspective of a Christian understanding of faith,
can only speak of reason and philosophy in relation to this under-
standing of faith. While reason by itself does not lead to faith, faith
is in need of a rational and thus ultimately philosophical knowl-
edge in order to grasp an understanding of faith (§53). This is why
we can understand the affirmation of the encyclical, that reason,
between the poles of revelation and human spirit, has its own field
“in which it can enquire and understand, restricted only by its
finiteness before the infinite mystery of God” (§14).

If the magisterium considers itself capable of intervening in
matters philosophical, therefore, its intervention should only be
viewed from this perspective. The same is true when the Church’s
teaching authority argues in favor of a sapiential and metaphysical
dimension in philosophy. In order to support its own self-
knowledge, faith needs to develop patterns of thinking which can
allow it to speak reflectively about transcendence—a dimension
of transcendence which the encyclical, from its faith perspective,
perhaps too easily identifies with “God.”

Of course, it is a completely different matter to maintain that
every other form of philosophizing—those which do not have
their roots in the faith option—is illegitimate. This, however, is
what the encyclical clearly does (although not always).

The relationship between theology and philosophy—
and the status of philosophy for theology

If the “perspective of the dove” is to be maintained, then the
text on the relationship between theology and philosophy should
only be read from within the perspective of faith. It is faith which
must ascertain what reason has to offer for its self-understanding
and not the other way round. We would be correct, therefore, in
describing the encyclical’s aspirations as a fides quaerens intellectum
(a classical expression from Anselm of Canterbury which, strangely
enough, is not mentioned in the encyclical). In this regard, two
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principles require re-examination: philosophy as praeparatio fidei
(§61) and philosophia ancilla theologiae (§77). What might these
principles mean today and how do they effect the autonomous
status of philosophy? It should be clear, in the meantime, that
from the perspective of faith and within a theological framework,
the autonomy of philosophy must be relativized in light of the
understanding of faith.
Praeparatio fidei. At the very outset, one who strives to come to
an understanding of faith is in need of conceptual frameworks
which can clarify the precise status of the faith option, which can
elucidate the discontinuity between reason and faith made evi-
dent by faith, and which, in so doing, do not disqualify the faith
option as such. Philosophy is helpful to theology—certainly to
fundamental theology—when it leads to the boundary of faith as
an option. From this perspective, it is worthwhile to reread §67,
e.g.: “[…], fundamental theology should demonstrate the pro-
found compatibility that exists between faith and its need to find
expression by way of human reason fully free to give its assent.”
Philosophy which excludes a priori any space for the option of
faith must be subject to criticism on theological grounds. Once
again we can refer in this regard to §65 of the encyclical in which
philosophy is characterized as the ideal preparation for a correct
auditus fidei.

To assist in establishing the reflexivity within the faith
option, philosophy appears as ancilla theologiae, as a provider of
conceptuality and schemes of argumentation. However, from the
moment theology itself—in order to express its own intellectus
fidei—adopts philosophy’s conceptuality and schemes of argu-
mentation, these cease to be purely philosophical and are given a
theological qualification. The fact that §77 of the encyclical refers
to the Church Fathers is not without significance in this regard.
In §§39-40, the encyclical maintains that the Church Fathers
were both critical and creative in their adoption of “autonomous”
ancient philosophies, precisely on account of their desire as
believers to express “the true doctrine about God.” § 65 of the
encyclical also speaks of the “adoption” of ideas and conceptual
patterns from particular philosophical traditions. In this regard,
philosophies which do not have a Christian pedigree but are
nevertheless capable of exposing a dimension of transcendence or
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alterity are considered of great value and can offer patterns of
thought which theology can make use of. It is probably unwise,
however, to brand such input too easily as natural theology since
the identification of the transcendent and God (as a philosophical
category) stems from a period in which cultural differentiation
did not occur. If, in a second step, the theologian goes on to
elaborate this dimension in terms of the divinity, he or she is
already participating in theological discourse.

The twofold task which the Church, according to the encyc-
lical, ascribes to philosophy remains operative:

5. […] She sees in philosophy the way to come to know
fundamental truths about human life. At the same time, the
Church considers philosophy an indispensable help for a
deeper understanding of faith and for communicating the
truth of the Gospel to those who do not yet know it.

It is for this reason that the encyclical repeatedly insists that
philosophy must strive to excel in its endeavors (a.o. §56) and
frequently warns theologians against bypassing philosophy.

With this in mind, a re-reading of the text on the relationship
with modern and contemporary philosophy need not necessarily
lead to the inevitable defamation raised by our first reading
trajectory. In modern philosophy, which is the result of the
growing division between faith and philosophical reason, one also
finds

48. […] at times precious and seminal insights which, if
pursued and developed with mind and heart rightly tuned, can
lead to the discovery of truth’s way. Such insights are found,
for instance, in penetrating analyses of perception and expe-
rience, of the imaginary and the unconscious, of personhood
and intersubjectivity, of freedom and values, of time and
history. The theme of death as well can become for all thinkers
an incisive appeal to seek within themselves the true meaning
of their own life. But this does not mean that the link between
faith and reason as it now stands does not need to be carefully
examined, because each without the other is impoverished
and enfeebled.
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Moreover, the encyclical honors the many attempts of Christian
philosophers to develop—in full autonomy and with the help of
more recent methods and schools of thought—a philosophical
way of thinking which lends itself to the aforementioned tasks:

59. […] Some devised syntheses so remarkable that they stood
comparison with the great systems of idealism. Others estab-
lished the epistemological foundations for a new consider-
ation of faith in the light of a renewed understanding of moral
consciousness; others again produced a philosophy which,
starting with an analysis of immanence, opened the way to the
transcendent; and there were finally those who sought to
combine the demands of faith with the perspective of phe-
nomenological method. From different quarters, then, modes
of philosophical speculation have continued to emerge and
have sought to keep alive the great tradition of Christian
thought which unites faith and reason

On several occasions the encyclical emphasizes the legitimate
diversity of philosophy (a.o. §§4, 72 [Greek thinking is not the
only partner for theology]), maintaining that the Church does
not intend to canonize a specific philosophical approach (§§64,
72, 76).

One might ask oneself why the growing separation between
faith and reason is so virulently subject to rejection, unless this
very rejection only applies to those philosophies which
reductionistically exclude the option of faith altogether or are
unable to integrate a transcendent dimension into the grammar
of their argumentation. Theologically speaking, the existence of
genuinely autonomous philosophies which are located outside
the Christian symbolic universe is not really a problem. A
theological criticism thereof remains a possibility and, at the level
of reason, the revealed truth of faith remains inaccessible without
the option of faith. See, in this regard, the mention of such
philosophy as the first stance of philosophy with regard to
Christian faith (§75); it is remarkable, however, that this para-
graph of the encyclical explicitly excludes modern philosophy
from this position.

To round off this section we return to those segments of the
text which deal with the cognitive and metaphysical dimensions
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which are considered essential to philosophy in light of revelation.
The need for a cognitive dimension (§82), which insists that reason
is capable of objective knowledge defined as adaequatio rei et
intellectus, or, in other words, that reason can penetrate to the
essence of things, is demanded, once again, on theological grounds:
philosophy would otherwise be unable to engage in a deeper
exploration of the abundance to be found in the Word of God.
While “radical phenomenological and relativistic philosophies”
are set in contrast to this cognitive dimension, there are still many
intermediate positions between such philosophies and an equally
radical, representational epistemology. Moreover, when one con-
structs true statements on theological grounds, even if one
employs philosophical categories in the process, one is already
entangled in theological discourse.

In conclusion, one might be tempted to ask whether the
metaphysical range demanded by the encyclical does not do an
injustice to our endeavors provided thus far by, for example, re-
introducing onto-theological thought categories. It appears from
a re-reading of the relevant text (§83), however, that “metaphysi-
cal range” concerns the availability of structural space for tran-
scendence in philosophical patterns of thought. The text itself
maintains that, far from implying a particular philosophical
school or tendency, the term “metaphysics” primarily insists that
reality does not simply coincide with the factual and the empiri-
cal. The text reads as follows:

83. […] I want only to state that reality and truth do transcend
the factual and the empirical, and to vindicate the human
being’s capacity to know this transcendent and metaphysical
dimension in a way that is true and certain, albeit imperfect
and analogical. In this sense, metaphysics should not be seen
as an alternative to anthropology, since it is metaphysics which
makes it possible to ground the concept of personal dignity in
virtue of their spiritual nature. In a special way, the person
constitutes a privileged locus for the encounter with being,
and hence with metaphysical enquiry.

Wherever men and women discover a call to the absolute and
transcendent, the metaphysical dimension of reality opens up
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before them: in truth, in beauty, in moral values, in other persons,
in being itself, [and for Christians] in God. [my parenthesis; for
a motivation, cf. supra.]

Also in this case, the legitimation is theological:

[…] a philosophy which shuns metaphysics would be radically
unsuited to the task of mediation in the understanding of
Revelation. The word of God refers constantly to things which
transcend human experience and even human thought; but
this “mystery” could not be revealed, nor could theology
render it in some way intelligible (Dei Filius, IV [DS 3016]),
were human knowledge limited strictly to the world of sense
experience. Metaphysics thus plays an essential role of media-
tion in theological research.

3. Conclusion: the Swan or the Dove?
The point of departure and the elaboration of our second

reading trajectory might appear to be rooted in an overly selective
reading and might even come across as something of an extended
tour de force. Many of the elements which constituted the argu-
ments for our first reading trajectory have not been refuted from
the perspective of the second. Nevertheless, there are a sufficient
number of elements available to justify at least an attempted
inner-theological reading of the encyclical. From this follows,
quite remarkably, the observation that the encyclical, in develop-
ing a sacramental concept of truth, bears within itself the
deconstruction of the defensive, anti-modern position which is
pointed to and critiqued by readers using the first reading
trajectory.

Moreover, although the creases have not all been entirely
ironed out and the fundamental ambiguity which gave rise to the
need to develop two different reading trajectories remains, the
positing of such a second reading key has permitted us at least to
go beyond the sterile debate between anti-modern and modern
positions. Furthermore, a theology which takes account of the
actual, post-modern critical consciousness, will be able to find
points of contact for further reflection. In this regard the issues
raised by the encyclical (including the aforementioned ambiguity
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and the negative evaluation of the first reading trajectory) need to
be deepened and broadened in fundamental theological reflec-
tion which aims at bringing fides and ratio together in a contem-
porary manner. In order to set such reflection in motion and
taking the encyclical as my point of departure, therefore, I would
like to conclude with three brief considerations:

(a) Fides et Ratio does indeed insist that there is only one
truth. Given the fact, however, that the fullness of this truth is
linked to revelation, it is immediately understood as mystery and
thus remains inaccessible without faith. Indeed it can only be
given form in a sacramental way. That is why there are two orders
of knowledge: one (reason as a manner of thinking which is active
outside the premises of the Christian symbolic universe) which
can lead us to the edges of the mystery, and one which can
embrace the mystery in faith without neutralizing its quality as
mystery. This implies that we can no longer accept an overly facile
understanding of the continuity between truly autonomous
reason (which is perhaps the intellectus fidei of another symbolic
universe) and theological discourse as our point of departure. At
the very least, this means that truth is a multi-faceted concept and
that in the context of Christian faith it would be better to speak
of the truth of faith. The establishment of a clear distinction
between philosophical and theological discourses, together with
the recognition of their different particular points of departure,
can clear the field of a number of misunderstandings in advance.
This implies, in line with the second reading trajectory, that for
today from the perspective of faith one must take more stock of
the discontinuity between the two orders of knowledge. In
contrast to what is often assumed, this need not stand in the way
of a far-reaching dialogue between faith and reason.

(b) A second underlying presumption, presented in the
encyclical, is the dynamic of faith with respect to culture and vice
versa. Upon encountering a new context, faith should seek to
inculturate itself once again or, in other words, to recontextualize
itself. The encounter between faith and culture can then give rise
to something new (§70). In this way, new contexts are neither
rejected nor stripped of their original richness and vigor (§71:
The encyclical refers at this point, e.g., to the great Asiatic cultures
and the need for an inculturation of Christian faith in these “rich”



Philosophy & Theology 23

contexts). Continuing from our first consideration we can now
pose the following question: should the actual (post-Christian)
Western European context not gradually be considered just such
a new context, one which challenges faith to recontextualisation?
The reflective consciousness of our times is surely more than a bi-
product of the “fatal” modern schism between faith and reason to
be rejected at all costs. The encyclical’s reference to the Church
of the first centuries, which was obliged to steer a path through
diversity and non-Christian rationality and to engage that context
in a critical yet creative dialogue, can surely be enlightening in this
regard (§72). Even Thomas Aquinas, theology’s model par excel-
lence (§78), had to proportion himself with respect to non-
Christian philosophy which had increasingly come to constitute
the critical consciousness of his day. Is it not a legitimate proce-
dure, in our present context, for Christians and the theologians
among them, to attempt to uncover traces of non-Christian
critical consciousness and to enter into dialogue with these? Such
traces may indeed provide concepts and patterns of thinking
which can stimulate reflection on the act of faith and the
intellectus fidei (without founding faith). Is this not the way for
believers (and their communities) to acquire contextual plausibil-
ity both ad intra and (albeit in a limited sense) ad extra? For
believers, both as individuals and as communities, also find
themselves submerged in an actual context which appears to have
few if any points of contact with their faith. As mentioned already,
it is more than a pity that the support which philosophy is able to
give to theology with respect to such recontextualisation in the
Western context is confined to the encyclical’s section on catechesis
(§99):

99. “[…] Philosophical enquiry can help greatly to clarify the
relationship between truth and life, between event and doctri-
nal truth, and above all between transcendent truth and
humanly comprehensible language. This involves a reciproc-
ity between the theological disciplines and the insights drawn
from the various strands of philosophy; and such a reciprocity
can prove genuinely fruitful for the communication and
deeper understanding of the faith.”
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This very issue constitutes the focus of our own research (e.g.
Boeve 1997, 1998).

(c) It remains true, of course, that a theological elaboration on
an explicit, extra-theological evaluation of the actual context of
plurality would have strengthened the position of the magisterium
immensely. Given the authoritative nature of magisterial teach-
ings from the perspective of faith, this would have meant that the
teaching authority of the Church had taken seriously the plurality
to which present day philosophy gives witness. It would likewise
have meant that, from there on, the teaching authority was willing
to open its tradition-bound concept of truth to both challenge
and qualification. Without an external perspective and in light of
the outright rejection of modernity, a negative (because pre-
modern) reading of the encyclical seems unavoidable, even for
those who consider themselves loyal members of the Church
community.
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