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Fides et ratio

To the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the relationship between Faith and Reason.

I11. INTELLEGO UT CREDAM
Journeying in search of truth

24. In the Acts of the Apostles, the Evangelist Luke tells of Paul's coming to Athens on one
of his missionary journeys. The city of philosophers was full of statues of various idols. One
altar in particular caught his eye, and he took this as a convenient starting-point to establish
a common base for the proclamation of the kerygma. "Athenians," he said, "l see how
extremely religious you are in every way. For as | went through the city and looked carefully
at the objects of your worship, | found among them an altar with the inscription, 'To an
unknown god'. What therefore you worship as unknown, this I proclaim to you™ (Acts 17:22-
23). From this starting-point, Saint Paul speaks of God as Creator, as the One who
transcends all things and gives life to all. He then continues his speech in these terms:
"From one ancestor he made all nations to inhabit the whole earth, and he allotted the times
of their existence and the boundaries of the places where they would live, so that they would
search for God and perhaps grope for him and find him-though indeed he is not far from
each one of us" (Acts 17:26-27).

The Apostle accentuates a truth which the Church has always treasured: in the far reaches of
the human heart there is a seed of desire and nostalgia for God. The Liturgy of Good Friday
recalls this powerfully when, in praying for those who do not believe, we say: "Almighty and
eternal God, you created mankind so that all might long to find you and have peace when
you are found™.22 There is therefore a path which the human being may choose to take, a
path which begins with reason’s capacity to rise beyond what is contingent and set out
towards the infinite.



In different ways and at different times, men and women have shown that they can
articulate this intimate desire of theirs. Through literature, music, painting, sculpture,
architecture and every other work of their creative intelligence they have declared the
urgency of their quest. In a special way philosophy has made this search its own and, with
its specific tools and scholarly methods, has articulated this universal human desire.

25. "All human beings desire to know",23 and truth is the proper object of this desire.
Everyday life shows how concerned each of us is to discover for ourselves, beyond mere
opinions, how things really are. Within visible creation, man is the only creature who not
only is capable of knowing but who knows that he knows, and is therefore interested in the
real truth of what he perceives. People cannot be genuinely indifferent to the question of
whether what they know is true or not. If they discover that it is false, they reject it; but if
they can establish its truth, they feel themselves rewarded. It is this that Saint Augustine
teaches when he writes: "I have met many who wanted to deceive, but none who wanted to
be deceived™.?* It is rightly claimed that persons have reached adulthood when they can
distinguish independently between truth and falsehood, making up their own minds about
the objective reality of things. This is what has driven so many enquiries, especially in the
scientific field, which in recent centuries have produced important results, leading to
genuine progress for all humanity.

No less important than research in the theoretical field is research in the practical field-by
which I mean the search for truth which looks to the good which is to be performed. In
acting ethically, according to a free and rightly tuned will, the human person sets foot upon
the path to happiness and moves towards perfection. Here too it is a question of truth. It is
this conviction which I stressed in my Encyclical Letter Veritatis Splendor: "There is no
morality without freedom... Although each individual has a right to be respected in his own
journey in search of the truth, there exists a prior moral obligation, and a grave one at that,
to seek the truth and to adhere to it once it is known".2>

It is essential, therefore, that the values chosen and pursued in one's life be true, because
only true values can lead people to realize themselves fully, allowing them to be true to their
nature. The truth of these values is to be found not by turning in on oneself but by opening
oneself to apprehend that truth even at levels which transcend the person. This is an
essential condition for us to become ourselves and to grow as mature, adult persons.

26. The truth comes initially to the human being as a question: Does life have a meaning?
Where is it going? At first sight, personal existence may seem completely meaningless. It is
not necessary to turn to the philosophers of the absurd or to the provocative questioning
found in the Book of Job in order to have doubts about life's meaning. The daily experience
of suffering-in one's own life and in the lives of others-and the array of facts which seem
inexplicable to reason are enough to ensure that a question as dramatic as the question of
meaning cannot be evaded.26 Moreover, the first absolutely certain truth of our life, beyond
the fact that we exist, is the inevitability of our death. Given this unsettling fact, the search



for a full answer is inescapable. Each of us has both the desire and the duty to know the
truth of our own destiny. We want to know if death will be the definitive end of our life or if
there is something beyond-if it is possible to hope for an after-life or not. It is not
insignificant that the death of Socrates gave philosophy one of its decisive orientations, no
less decisive now than it was more than two thousand years ago. It is not by chance, then,
that faced with the fact of death philosophers have again and again posed this question,
together with the question of the meaning of life and immortality.

27. No-one can avoid this questioning, neither the philosopher nor the ordinary person. The
answer we give will determine whether or not we think it possible to attain universal and
absolute truth; and this is a decisive moment of the search. Every truth-if it really is truth-
presents itself as universal, even if it is not the whole truth. If something is true, then it must
be true for all people and at all times. Beyond this universality, however, people seek an
absolute which might give to all their searching a meaning and an answer-something
ultimate, which might serve as the ground of all things. In other words, they seek a final
explanation, a supreme value, which refers to nothing beyond itself and which puts an end
to all questioning. Hypotheses may fascinate, but they do not satisfy. Whether we admit it or
not, there comes for everyone the moment when personal existence must be anchored to a
truth recognized as final, a truth which confers a certitude no longer open to doubt.

Through the centuries, philosophers have sought to discover and articulate such a truth,
giving rise to various systems and schools of thought. But beyond philosophical systems,
people seek in different ways to shape a "philosophy™ of their own-in personal convictions
and experiences, in traditions of family and culture, or in journeys in search of life's
meaning under the guidance of a master. What inspires all of these is the desire to reach the
certitude of truth and the certitude of its absolute value.
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