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VI. THE INTERACTION BETWEEN PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY 

Different stances of philosophy 

  

75. As appears from this brief sketch of the history of the relationship between faith and 
philosophy, one can distinguish different stances of philosophy with regard to Christian 
faith. First, there is a philosophy completely independent of the Gospel's Revelation: this is 
the stance adopted by philosophy as it took shape in history before the birth of the 
Redeemer and later in regions as yet untouched by the Gospel. We see here philosophy's 
valid aspiration to be an autonomous enterprise, obeying its own rules and employing the 
powers of reason alone. Although seriously handicapped by the inherent weakness of 
human reason, this aspiration should be supported and strengthened. As a search for truth 
within the natural order, the enterprise of philosophy is always open-at least implicitly-to 
the supernatural. 

Moreover, the demand for a valid autonomy of thought should be respected even when 
theological discourse makes use of philosophical concepts and arguments. Indeed, to argue 
according to rigorous rational criteria is to guarantee that the results attained are 
universally valid. This also confirms the principle that grace does not destroy nature but 
perfects it: the assent of faith, engaging the intellect and will, does not destroy but perfects 
the free will of each believer who deep within welcomes what has been revealed. 

It is clear that this legitimate approach is rejected by the theory of so-called "separate" 
philosophy, pursued by some modern philosophers. This theory claims for philosophy not 
only a valid autonomy, but a self-sufficiency of thought which is patently invalid. In refusing 
the truth offered by divine Revelation, philosophy only does itself damage, since this is to 
preclude access to a deeper knowledge of truth. 



76. A second stance adopted by philosophy is often designated as Christian philosophy. In 
itself, the term is valid, but it should not be misunderstood: it in no way intends to suggest 
that there is an official philosophy of the Church, since the faith as such is not a philosophy. 
The term seeks rather to indicate a Christian way of philosophizing, a philosophical 
speculation conceived in dynamic union with faith. It does not therefore refer simply to a 
philosophy developed by Christian philosophers who have striven in their research not to 
contradict the faith. The term Christian philosophy includes those important developments 
of philosophical thinking which would not have happened without the direct or indirect 
contribution of Christian faith. 

Christian philosophy therefore has two aspects. The first is subjective, in the sense that faith 
purifies reason. As a theological virtue, faith liberates reason from presumption, the typical 
temptation of the philosopher. Saint Paul, the Fathers of the Church and, closer to our own 
time, philosophers such as Pascal and Kierkegaard reproached such presumption. The 
philosopher who learns humility will also find courage to tackle questions which are difficult 
to resolve if the data of Revelation are ignored-for example, the problem of evil and 
suffering, the personal nature of God and the question of the meaning of life or, more 
directly, the radical metaphysical question, "Why is there something rather than nothing?". 

The second aspect of Christian philosophy is objective, in the sense that it concerns content. 
Revelation clearly proposes certain truths which might never have been discovered by 
reason unaided, although they are not of themselves inaccessible to reason. Among these 
truths is the notion of a free and personal God who is the Creator of the world, a truth which 
has been so crucial for the development of philosophical thinking, especially the philosophy 
of being. There is also the reality of sin, as it appears in the light of faith, which helps to 
shape an adequate philosophical formulation of the problem of evil. The notion of the 
person as a spiritual being is another of faith's specific contributions: the Christian 
proclamation of human dignity, equality and freedom has undoubtedly influenced modern 
philosophical thought. In more recent times, there has been the discovery that history as 
event-so central to Christian Revelation-is important for philosophy as well. It is no accident 
that this has become pivotal for a philosophy of history which stakes its claim as a new 
chapter in the human search for truth. 

Among the objective elements of Christian philosophy we might also place the need to 
explore the rationality of certain truths expressed in Sacred Scripture, such as the possibility 
of man's supernatural vocation and original sin itself. These are tasks which challenge 
reason to recognize that there is something true and rational lying far beyond the straits 
within which it would normally be confined. These questions in fact broaden reason's scope 
for action. 

In speculating on these questions, philosophers have not become theologians, since they 
have not sought to understand and expound the truths of faith on the basis of Revelation. 
They have continued working on their own terrain and with their own purely rational 



method, yet extending their research to new aspects of truth. It could be said that a good 
part of modern and contemporary philosophy would not exist without this stimulus of the 
word of God. This conclusion retains all its relevance, despite the disappointing fact that 
many thinkers in recent centuries have abandoned Christian orthodoxy. 

77. Philosophy presents another stance worth noting when theology itself calls upon it. 
Theology in fact has always needed and still needs philosophy's contribution. As a work of 
critical reason in the light of faith, theology presupposes and requires in all its research a 
reason formed and educated to concept and argument. Moreover, theology needs 
philosophy as a partner in dialogue in order to confirm the intelligibility and universal truth 
of its claims. It was not by accident that the Fathers of the Church and the Medieval 
theologians adopted non-Christian philosophies. This historical fact confirms the value of 
philosophy's autonomy, which remains unimpaired when theology calls upon it; but it 
shows as well the profound transformations which philosophy itself must undergo. 

It was because of its noble and indispensable contribution that, from the Patristic period 
onwards, philosophy was called the ancilla theologiae. The title was not intended to indicate 
philosophy's servile submission or purely functional role with regard to theology. Rather, it 
was used in the sense in which Aristotle had spoken of the experimental sciences as 
"ancillary" to "prima philosophia". The term can scarcely be used today, given the principle 
of autonomy to which we have referred, but it has served throughout history to indicate the 
necessity of the link between the two sciences and the impossibility of their separation. 

Were theologians to refuse the help of philosophy, they would run the risk of doing 
philosophy unwittingly and locking themselves within thought-structures poorly adapted to 
the understanding of faith. Were philosophers, for their part, to shun theology completely, 
they would be forced to master on their own the contents of Christian faith, as has been the 
case with some modern philosophers. Either way, the grounding principles of autonomy 
which every science rightly wants guaranteed would be seriously threatened. 

When it adopts this stance, philosophy, like theology, comes more directly under the 
authority of the Magisterium and its discernment, because of the implications it has for the 
understanding of Revelation, as I have already explained. The truths of faith make certain 
demands which philosophy must respect whenever it engages theology. 

78. It should be clear in the light of these reflections why the Magisterium has repeatedly 
acclaimed the merits of Saint Thomas' thought and made him the guide and model for 
theological studies. This has not been in order to take a position on properly philosophical 
questions nor to demand adherence to particular theses. The Magisterium's intention has 
always been to show how Saint Thomas is an authentic model for all who seek the truth. In 
his thinking, the demands of reason and the power of faith found the most elevated 
synthesis ever attained by human thought, for he could defend the radical newness 
introduced by Revelation without ever demeaning the venture proper to reason. 



79. Developing further what the Magisterium before me has taught, I intend in this final 
section to point out certain requirements which theology-and more fundamentally still, the 
word of God itself-makes today of philosophical thinking and contemporary philosophies. 
As I have already noted, philosophy must obey its own rules and be based upon its own 
principles; truth, however, can only be one. The content of Revelation can never debase the 
discoveries and legitimate autonomy of reason. Yet, conscious that it cannot set itself up as 
an absolute and exclusive value, reason on its part must never lose its capacity to question 
and to be questioned. By virtue of the splendour emanating from subsistent Being itself, 
revealed truth offers the fullness of light and will therefore illumine the path of 
philosophical enquiry. In short, Christian Revelation becomes the true point of encounter 
and engagement between philosophical and theological thinking in their reciprocal 
relationship. It is to be hoped therefore that theologians and philosophers will let 
themselves be guided by the authority of truth alone so that there will emerge a philosophy 
consonant with the word of God. Such a philosophy will be a place where Christian faith and 
human cultures may meet, a point of understanding between believer and non-believer. It 
will help lead believers to a stronger conviction that faith grows deeper and more authentic 
when it is wedded to thought and does not reject it. It is again the Fathers who teach us this: 
"To believe is nothing other than to think with assent... Believers are also thinkers: in 
believing, they think and in thinking, they believe... If faith does not think, it is nothing".95 
And again: "If there is no assent, there is no faith, for without assent one does not really 
believe".96 

  

 

95. Saint Augustine, De Praedestinatione Sanctorum, 2, 5: PL 44, 963.  

96. Idem, De Fide, Spe et Caritate, 7: CCL 64, 61.  

 


