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IV. THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN FAITH AND REASON 

The drama of the separation of faith and reason 

  

45. With the rise of the first universities, theology came more directly into contact with 
other forms of learning and scientific research. Although they insisted upon the organic link 
between theology and philosophy, Saint Albert the Great and Saint Thomas were the first to 
recognize the autonomy which philosophy and the sciences needed if they were to perform 
well in their respective fields of research. From the late Medieval period onwards, however, 
the legitimate distinction between the two forms of learning became more and more a 
fateful separation. As a result of the exaggerated rationalism of certain thinkers, positions 
grew more radical and there emerged eventually a philosophy which was separate from and 
absolutely independent of the contents of faith. Another of the many consequences of this 
separation was an ever deeper mistrust with regard to reason itself. In a spirit both sceptical 
and agnostic, some began to voice a general mistrust, which led some to focus more on faith 
and others to deny its rationality altogether. 

In short, what for Patristic and Medieval thought was in both theory and practice a 
profound unity, producing knowledge capable of reaching the highest forms of speculation, 
was destroyed by systems which espoused the cause of rational knowledge sundered from 
faith and meant to take the place of faith. 

46. The more influential of these radical positions are well known and high in profile, 
especially in the history of the West. It is not too much to claim that the development of a 
good part of modern philosophy has seen it move further and further away from Christian 
Revelation, to the point of setting itself quite explicitly in opposition. This process reached 
its apogee in the last century. Some representatives of idealism sought in various ways to 



transform faith and its contents, even the mystery of the Death and Resurrection of Jesus, 
into dialectical structures which could be grasped by reason. Opposed to this kind of 
thinking were various forms of atheistic humanism, expressed in philosophical terms, which 
regarded faith as alienating and damaging to the development of a full rationality. They did 
not hesitate to present themselves as new religions serving as a basis for projects which, on 
the political and social plane, gave rise to totalitarian systems which have been disastrous 
for humanity. 

In the field of scientific research, a positivistic mentality took hold which not only 
abandoned the Christian vision of the world, but more especially rejected every appeal to a 
metaphysical or moral vision. It follows that certain scientists, lacking any ethical point of 
reference, are in danger of putting at the centre of their concerns something other than the 
human person and the entirety of the person's life. Further still, some of these, sensing the 
opportunities of technological progress, seem to succumb not only to a market-based logic, 
but also to the temptation of a quasi-divine power over nature and even over the human 
being. 

As a result of the crisis of rationalism, what has appeared finally is nihilism. As a philosophy 
of nothingness, it has a certain attraction for people of our time. Its adherents claim that the 
search is an end in itself, without any hope or possibility of ever attaining the goal of truth. 
In the nihilist interpretation, life is no more than an occasion for sensations and experiences 
in which the ephemeral has pride of place. Nihilism is at the root of the widespread 
mentality which claims that a definitive commitment should no longer be made, because 
everything is fleeting and provisional. 

47. It should also be borne in mind that the role of philosophy itself has changed in modern 
culture. From universal wisdom and learning, it has been gradually reduced to one of the 
many fields of human knowing; indeed in some ways it has been consigned to a wholly 
marginal role. Other forms of rationality have acquired an ever higher profile, making 
philosophical learning appear all the more peripheral. These forms of rationality are 
directed not towards the contemplation of truth and the search for the ultimate goal and 
meaning of life; but instead, as "instrumental reason", they are directed-actually or 
potentially-towards the promotion of utilitarian ends, towards enjoyment or power. 

In my first Encyclical Letter I stressed the danger of absolutizing such an approach when I 
wrote: "The man of today seems ever to be under threat from what he produces, that is to 
say from the result of the work of his hands and, even more so, of the work of his intellect 
and the tendencies of his will. All too soon, and often in an unforeseeable way, what this 
manifold activity of man yields is not only subject to 'alienation', in the sense that it is 
simply taken away from the person who produces it, but rather it turns against man himself, 
at least in part, through the indirect consequences of its effects returning on himself. It is or 
can be directed against him. This seems to make up the main chapter of the drama of 
present-day human existence in its broadest and universal dimension. Man therefore lives 



increasingly in fear. He is afraid of what he produces-not all of it, of course, or even most of 
it, but part of it and precisely that part that contains a special share of his genius and 
initiative-can radically turn against himself".53 

In the wake of these cultural shifts, some philosophers have abandoned the search for truth 
in itself and made their sole aim the attainment of a subjective certainty or a pragmatic 
sense of utility. This in turn has obscured the true dignity of reason, which is no longer 
equipped to know the truth and to seek the absolute. 

48. This rapid survey of the history of philosophy, then, reveals a growing separation 
between faith and philosophical reason. Yet closer scrutiny shows that even in the 
philosophical thinking of those who helped drive faith and reason further apart there are 
found 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 experience, 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. Deprived of what Revelation offers, 
reason has taken side-tracks which expose it to the danger of losing sight of its final goal. 
Deprived of reason, faith has stressed feeling and experience, and so run the risk of no 
longer being a universal proposition. It is an illusion to think that faith, tied to weak 
reasoning, might be more penetrating; on the contrary, faith then runs the grave risk of 
withering into myth or superstition. By the same token, reason which is unrelated to an 
adult faith is not prompted to turn its gaze to the newness and radicality of being. 

This is why I make this strong and insistent appeal-not, I trust, untimely-that faith and 
philosophy recover the profound unity which allows them to stand in harmony with their 
nature without compromising their mutual autonomy. The parrhesia of faith must be 
matched by the boldness of reason. 

  

 

53. Encyclical Letter Redemptor Hominis (4 March 1979), 15: AAS 71 (1979), 286.  

 


