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John-Paul II, Encyclical Letter Fides et Ratio

John-Paul II: Encyclical Letter Fides et Ratio
Introduction - “Know Thyself”
1. In both East and West, we may trace a journey which has led humanity down the centuries to
meet and engage truth more and more deeply. It is a journey which has unfolded—as it must—
within the horizon of personal self-consciousness: the more human beings know reality and the
world, the more they know themselves in their uniqueness, with the question of the meaning of
things and of their very existence becoming ever more pressing. This is why all that is the object of
our knowledge becomes a part of our life. The admonition Know yourself was carved on the temple
portal at Delphi, as testimony to a basic truth to be adopted as a minimal norm by those who seek to
set themselves apart from the rest of creation as “human beings”, that is as those who “know
themselves”.
Moreover, a cursory glance at ancient history shows clearly how in different parts of the world, with
their different cultures, there arise at the same time the fundamental questions which pervade
human life: Who am I? Where have I come from and where am I going? Why is there evil? What is
there after this life? These are the questions which we find in the sacred writings of Israel, as also in
the Veda and the Avesta; we find them in the writings of Confucius and Lao-Tze, and in the
preaching of Tirthankara and Buddha; they appear in the poetry of Homer and in the tragedies of
Euripides and Sophocles, as they do in the philosophical writings of Plato and Aristotle. They are
questions which have their common source in the quest for meaning which has always compelled
the human heart. In fact, the answer given to these questions decides the direction which people
seek to give to their lives.
2. The Church is no stranger to this journey of discovery, nor could she ever be. From the moment
when, through the Paschal Mystery, she received the gift of the ultimate truth about human life, the
Church has made her pilgrim way along the paths of the world to proclaim that Jesus Christ is “the
way, and the truth, and the life” (Jn 14:6). It is her duty to serve humanity in different ways, but one
way in particular imposes a responsibility of a quite special kind: the diakonia of the truth. This
mission on the one hand makes the believing community a partner in humanity's shared struggle to
arrive at truth; and on the other hand it obliges the believing community to proclaim the certitudes
arrived at, albeit with a sense that every truth attained is but a step towards that fullness of truth
which will appear with the final Revelation of God: “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then
face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall understand fully” (1 Cor 13:12).
3. Men and women have at their disposal an array of resources for generating greater knowledge of
truth so that their lives may be ever more human. Among these is philosophy, which is directly
concerned with asking the question of life's meaning and sketching an answer to it. Philosophy
emerges, then, as one of noblest of human tasks. According to its Greek etymology, the term
philosophy means “love of wisdom”. Born and nurtured when the human being first asked
questions about the reason for things and their purpose, philosophy shows in different modes and
forms that the desire for truth is part of human nature itself. It is an innate property of human reason
to ask why things are as they are, even though the answers which gradually emerge are set within a
horizon which reveals how the different human cultures are complementary.
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Philosophy's powerful influence on the formation and development of the cultures of the West
should not obscure the influence it has also had upon the ways of understanding existence found in
the East. Every people has its own native and seminal wisdom which, as a true cultural treasure,
tends to find voice and develop in forms which are genuinely philosophical. One example of this is
the basic form of philosophical knowledge which is evident to this day in the postulates which
inspire national and international legal systems in regulating the life of society.
4. Nonetheless, it is true that a single term conceals a variety of meanings. Hence the need for a
preliminary clarification. Driven by the desire to discover the ultimate truth of existence, human
beings seek to acquire those universal elements of knowledge which enable them to understand
themselves better and to advance in their own self-realization. These fundamental elements of
knowledge spring from the wonder awakened in them by the contemplation of creation: human
beings are astonished to discover themselves as part of the world, in a relationship with others like
them, all sharing a common destiny. Here begins, then, the journey which will lead them to discover
ever new frontiers of knowledge. Without wonder, men and women would lapse into deadening
routine and little by little would become incapable of a life which is genuinely personal.
Through philosophy's work, the ability to speculate which is proper to the human intellect produces
a rigorous mode of thought; and then in turn, through the logical coherence of the affirmations
made and the organic unity of their content, it produces a systematic body of knowledge. In
different cultural contexts and at different times, this process has yielded results which have
produced genuine systems of thought. Yet often enough in history this has brought with it the
temptation to identify one single stream with the whole of philosophy. In such cases, we are clearly
dealing with a “philosophical pride” which seeks to present its own partial and imperfect view as
the complete reading of all reality. In effect, every philosophical system, while it should always be
respected in its wholeness, without any instrumentalization, must still recognize the primacy of
philosophical enquiry, from which it stems and which it ought loyally to serve.
Although times change and knowledge increases, it is possible to discern a core of philosophical
insight within the history of thought as a whole. Consider, for example, the principles of noncontradiction, finality and causality, as well as the concept of the person as a free and intelligent
subject, with the capacity to know God, truth and goodness. Consider as well certain fundamental
moral norms which are shared by all. These are among the indications that, beyond different schools
of thought, there exists a body of knowledge which may be judged a kind of spiritual heritage of
humanity. It is as if we had come upon an implicit philosophy, as a result of which all feel that they
possess these principles, albeit in a general and unreflective way. Precisely because it is shared in
some measure by all, this knowledge should serve as a kind of reference-point for the different
philosophical schools. Once reason successfully intuits and formulates the first universal principles
of being and correctly draws from them conclusions which are coherent both logically and ethically,
then it may be called right reason or, as the ancients called it, orthós logos, recta ratio.
5. On her part, the Church cannot but set great value upon reason's drive to attain goals which
render people's lives ever more worthy. 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.
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Therefore, following upon similar initiatives by my Predecessors, I wish to reflect upon this special
activity of human reason. I judge it necessary to do so because, at the present time in particular, the
search for ultimate truth seems often to be neglected. Modern philosophy clearly has the great merit
of focusing attention upon man. From this starting-point, human reason with its many questions has
developed further its yearning to know more and to know it ever more deeply. Complex systems of
thought have thus been built, yielding results in the different fields of knowledge and fostering the
development of culture and history. Anthropology, logic, the natural sciences, history, linguistics
and so forth—the whole universe of knowledge has been involved in one way or another. Yet the
positive results achieved must not obscure the fact that reason, in its one-sided concern to
investigate human subjectivity, seems to have forgotten that men and women are always called to
direct their steps towards a truth which transcends them. Sundered from that truth, individuals are at
the mercy of caprice, and their state as person ends up being judged by pragmatic criteria based
essentially upon experimental data, in the mistaken belief that technology must dominate all. It has
happened therefore that reason, rather than voicing the human orientation towards truth, has wilted
under the weight of so much knowledge and little by little has lost the capacity to lift its gaze to the
heights, not daring to rise to the truth of being. Abandoning the investigation of being, modern
philosophical research has concentrated instead upon human knowing. Rather than make use of the
human capacity to know the truth, modern philosophy has preferred to accentuate the ways in which
this capacity is limited and conditioned.
This has given rise to different forms of agnosticism and relativism which have led philosophical
research to lose its way in the shifting sands of widespread scepticism. Recent times have seen the
rise to prominence of various doctrines which tend to devalue even the truths which had been
judged certain. A legitimate plurality of positions has yielded to an undifferentiated pluralism, based
upon the assumption that all positions are equally valid, which is one of today's most widespread
symptoms of the lack of confidence in truth. Even certain conceptions of life coming from the East
betray this lack of confidence, denying truth its exclusive character and assuming that truth reveals
itself equally in different doctrines, even if they contradict one another. On this understanding,
everything is reduced to opinion; and there is a sense of being adrift. While, on the one hand,
philosophical thinking has succeeded in coming closer to the reality of human life and its forms of
expression, it has also tended to pursue issues—existential, hermeneutical or linguistic—which
ignore the radical question of the truth about personal existence, about being and about God. Hence
we see among the men and women of our time, and not just in some philosophers, attitudes of
widespread distrust of the human being's great capacity for knowledge. With a false modesty,
people rest content with partial and provisional truths, no longer seeking to ask radical questions
about the meaning and ultimate foundation of human, personal and social existence. In short, the
hope that philosophy might be able to provide definitive answers to these questions has dwindled.
(https://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fideset-ratio.html)
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Epicurus, Principal Doctrines (Κύριαι Δόξαι)Κύριαι Δόξαι)
1. A blessed and indestructible being has no trouble himself and brings no trouble upon any other
being; so he is free from anger and partiality, for all such things imply weakness.
2. Death is nothing to us; for that which has been dissolved into its elements experiences no
sensations, and that which has no sensation is nothing to us.
3. The magnitude of pleasure reaches its limit in the removal of all pain. When such pleasure is
present, so long as it is uninterrupted, there is no pain either of body or of mind or of both together.
4. Continuous bodily pain does not last long; instead, pain, if extreme, is present a very short time,
and even that degree of pain which slightly exceeds bodily pleasure does not last for many days at
once. Diseases of long duration allow an excess of bodily pleasure over pain.
5. It is impossible to live a pleasant life without living wisely and honorably and justly, and it is
impossible to live wisely and honorably and justly without living pleasantly. Whenever any one of
these is lacking, when, for instance, the man is not able to live wisely, though he lives honorably
and justly, it is impossible for him to live a pleasant life.
6. In order to obtain protection from other men, any means for attaining this end is a natural good.
7. Some men want fame and status, thinking that they would thus make themselves secure against
other men. If the life of such men really were secure, they have attained a natural good; if, however,
it is insecure, they have not attained the end which by nature's own prompting they originally
sought.
8. No pleasure is a bad thing in itself, but the things which produce certain pleasures entail
disturbances many times greater than the pleasures themselves.
9. If every pleasure had been capable of accumulation, not only over time but also over the entire
body or at least over the principal parts of our nature, then pleasures would never differ from one
another.
10. If the things that produce the pleasures of profligate men really freed them from fears of the
mind concerning celestial and atmospheric phenomena, the fear of death, and the fear of pain; if,
further, they taught them to limit their desires, we should never have any fault to find with such
persons, for they would then be filled with pleasures from every source and would never have pain
of body or mind, which is what is bad.
11. If we had never been troubled by celestial and atmospheric phenomena, nor by fears about
death, nor by our ignorance of the limits of pains and desires, we should have had no need of
natural science.
12. It is impossible for someone to dispel his fears about the most important matters if he doesn't
know the nature of the universe but still gives some credence to myths. So without the study of
nature there is no enjoyment of pure pleasure.
13. There is no advantage to obtaining protection from other men so long as we are alarmed by
events above or below the earth or in general by whatever happens in the boundless universe.
14. Protection from other men, secured to some extent by the power to expel and by material
prosperity, in its purest form comes from a quiet life withdrawn from the multitude.
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15. The wealth required by nature is limited and is easy to procure; but the wealth required by vain
ideals extends to infinity.
16. Chance seldom interferes with the wise man; his greatest and highest interests have been, are,
and will be, directed by reason throughout his whole life.
17. The just man is most free from disturbance, while the unjust is full of the utmost disturbance.
18. Bodily pleasure does not increase when the pain of want has been removed; after that it only
admits of variation. The limit of mental pleasure, however, is reached when we reflect on these
bodily pleasures and their related emotions, which used to cause the mind the greatest alarms.
19. Unlimited time and limited time afford an equal amount of pleasure, if we measure the limits of
that pleasure by reason.
20. The flesh receives as unlimited the limits of pleasure; and to provide it requires unlimited time.
But the mind, intellectually grasping what the end and limit of the flesh is, and banishing the terrors
of the future, procures a complete and perfect life, and we have no longer any need of unlimited
time. Nevertheless the mind does not shun pleasure, and even when circumstances make death
imminent, the mind does not lack enjoyment of the best life.
21. He who understands the limits of life knows that it is easy to obtain that which removes the pain
of want and makes the whole of life complete and perfect. Thus he has no longer any need of things
which involve struggle.
22. We must consider both the ultimate end and all clear sensory evidence, to which we refer our
opinions; for otherwise everything will be full of uncertainty and confusion.
23. If you fight against all your sensations, you will have no standard to which to refer, and thus no
means of judging even those sensations which you claim are false.
24. If you reject absolutely any single sensation without stopping to distinguish between opinion
about things awaiting confirmation and that which is already confirmed to be present, whether in
sensation or in feelings or in any application of intellect to the presentations, you will confuse the
rest of your sensations by your groundless opinion and so you will reject every standard of truth. If
in your ideas based upon opinion you hastily affirm as true all that awaits confirmation as well as
that which does not, you will not avoid error, as you will be maintaining the entire basis for doubt in
every judgment between correct and incorrect opinion.
25. If you do not on every occasion refer each of your actions to the ultimate end prescribed by
nature, but instead of this in the act of choice or avoidance turn to some other end, your actions will
not be consistent with your theories.
26. All desires that do not lead to pain when they remain unsatisfied are unnecessary, but the desire
is easily got rid of, when the thing desired is difficult to obtain or the desires seem likely to produce
harm.
27. Of all the means which wisdom acquires to ensure happiness throughout the whole of life, by
far the most important is friendship.
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28. The same conviction which inspires confidence that nothing we have to fear is eternal or even of
long duration, also enables us to see that in the limited evils of this life nothing enhances our
security so much as friendship.
29. Of our desires some are natural and necessary, others are natural but not necessary; and others
are neither natural nor necessary, but are due to groundless opinion.
30. Those natural desires which entail no pain when unsatisfied, though pursued with an intense
effort, are also due to groundless opinion; and it is not because of their own nature they are not got
rid of but because of man's groundless opinions.
31. Natural justice is a pledge of reciprocal benefit, to prevent one man from harming or being
harmed by another.
32. Those animals which are incapable of making binding agreements with one another not to inflict
nor suffer harm are without either justice or injustice; and likewise for those peoples who either
could not or would not form binding agreements not to inflict nor suffer harm.
33. There never was such a thing as absolute justice, but only agreements made in mutual dealings
among men in whatever places at various times providing against the infliction or suffering of harm.
34. Injustice is not an evil in itself, but only in consequence of the fear which is associated with the
apprehension of being discovered by those appointed to punish such actions.
35. It is impossible for a man who secretly violates the terms of the agreement not to harm or be
harmed to feel confident that he will remain undiscovered, even if he has already escaped ten
thousand times; for until his death he is never sure that he will not be detected.
36. In general justice is the same for all, for it is something found mutually beneficial in men's
dealings, but in its application to particular places or other circumstances the same thing is not
necessarily just for everyone.
37. Among the things held to be just by law, whatever is proved to be of advantage in men's
dealings has the stamp of justice, whether or not it be the same for all; but if a man makes a law and
it does not prove to be mutually advantageous, then this is no longer just. And if what is mutually
advantageous varies and only for a time corresponds to our concept of justice, nevertheless for that
time it is just for those who do not trouble themselves about empty words, but look simply at the
facts.
38. Where without any change in circumstances the things held to be just by law are seen not to
correspond with the concept of justice in actual practice, such laws are not really just; but wherever
the laws have ceased to be advantageous because of a change in circumstances, in that case the laws
were for that time just when they were advantageous for the mutual dealings of the citizens, and
subsequently ceased to be just when they were no longer advantageous.
39. The man who best knows how to meet external threats makes into one family all the creatures
he can; and those he can not, he at any rate does not treat as aliens; and where he finds even this
impossible, he avoids all dealings, and, so far as is advantageous, excludes them from his life.
40. Those who possess the power to defend themselves against threats by their neighbors, being
thus in possession of the surest guarantee of security, live the most pleasant life with one another;
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and their enjoyment of the fullest intimacy is such that if one of them dies prematurely, the others
do not lament his death as though it called for pity.
(http://www.epicurus.net/en/principal.html)
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THE PROBLEM OF SOCRATES

1

About life, the wisest men of all ages have come to the same conclusion: it is no good. Always
and everywhere one has heard the same sound from their mouths — a sound full of doubt, full
of melancholy, full of weariness of life, full of resistance to life. Even Socrates said, as he died: "To
live — that means to be sick a long time: I owe Asclepius the Savior a rooster." Even Socrates was
tired of life. What does that prove? What does it demonstrate? At one time, one would have said
(and it has been said loud enough by our pessimists): "At least something must be true here! The
consensus of the sages must show us the truth." Shall we still talk like that today? May we? "At
least something must be sick here," we retort. These wisest men of all ages — they should first be
scrutinized closely. Were they all perhaps shaky on their legs? tottery? decadent? late? Could it be
that wisdom appears on earth as a raven, attracted by a little whiff of carrion?

2

The irreverent idea that the great sages are types of decline first occurred to me precisely in a
case where it is most strongly opposed by both scholarly and unscholarly prejudice: I realized
that Socrates and Plato were symptoms of degeneration, tools of the Greek dissolution, pseudoGreek, anti-Greek (Birth of Tragedy, 1872). The consensus of the sages — I recognized this ever
more clearly — proves least of all that they were right in what they agreed on: it shows rather that
they themselves, these wisest men, shared some physiological attribute, and because of this adopted
the same negative attitude to life — had to adopt it. Judgments, judgments of value about life, for it
or against it, can in the end never be true: they have value only as symptoms, they are worthy of
consideration only as symptoms; in themselves such judgments are meaningless. One must stretch
out one's hands and attempt to grasp this amazing subtlety, that the value of life cannot be
estimated. Not by the living, for they are an interested party, even a bone of contention, and not
impartial judges; not by the dead, for a different reason. For a philosopher to object to putting a
value on life is an objection others make against him, a question mark concerning his wisdom, an
un-wisdom. Indeed? All these great wise men — they were not only decadents but not wise at all.
But let us return to the problem of Socrates.

3

By birth, Socrates belonged to the lowest class: Socrates was plebeian. We are told, and can see
in sculptures of him, how ugly he was. But ugliness, in itself an objection, is among the Greeks
almost a refutation. Was Socrates a Greek at all? Ugliness is often enough the expression of a
development that has been crossed, thwarted in some way. Or it appears as declining development.
The anthropological criminologists tell us that the typical criminal is ugly: monstrum in fronte,
monstrum in animo [monstrous in appearance, monstrous in spirit]. But the criminal is a decadent.
Was Socrates a typical criminal? At least that would be consistent with the famous judgment of the
physiognomist that so offended the friends of Socrates. This foreigner told Socrates to his face that
he was a monstrum — that he harbored in himself all the worst vices and appetites. And Socrates
merely answered: "You know me, sir!"

4

Socrates' decadence is suggested not only by the admitted wantonness and anarchy of his
instincts, but also by the overdevelopment of his logical ability and his characteristic thwarted
sarcasm. Nor should we forget those auditory hallucinations which, as "the daimonion of Socrates,"
have been given a religious interpretion. Everything about Socrates is exaggerated, buffo, a
caricature; everything is at the same time concealed, ulterior, underground. I want to understand
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what idiosyncrasy begot that Socratic idea that reason and virtue equal happiness — that most
bizarre of all equations which is, moreover, opposed to every instinct of the earlier Greeks.

5

With Socrates, Greek taste changes in favor of logical argument. What really happened there?
Above all, a noble taste is vanquished; with dialectics the plebs come to the top. Before
Socrates, argumentative conversation was repudiated in good society: it was considered bad
manners, compromising. The young were warned against it. Furthermore, any presentation of one's
motives was distrusted. Honest things, like honest men, do not have to explain themselves so
openly. What must first be proved is worth little. Wherever authority still forms part of good
bearing, where one does not give reasons but commands, the logician is a kind of buffoon: one
laughs at him, one does not take him seriously. Socrates was the buffoon who got himself taken
seriously: what really happened there?

6

One chooses logical argument only when one has no other means. One knows that one arouses
mistrust with it, that it is not very persuasive. Nothing is easier to nullify than a logical
argument: the tedium of long speeches proves this. It is a kind of self-defense for those who no
longer have other weapons. Unless one has to insist on what is already one's right, there is no use
for it. The Jews were argumentative for that reason; Reynard the Fox also — and Socrates too?

7

Is the irony of Socrates an expression of revolt? Of plebeian ressentiment? Does he, as one
oppressed, enjoy his own ferocity in the knife thrusts of his argument? Does he avenge himself
on the noble audience he fascinates? As a dialectician, he holds a merciless tool in his hand; he can
become a tyrant by means of it; he compromises those he conquers. The dialectician leaves it to his
opponent to prove that he is not an idiot: he enrages and neutralizes his opponent at the same time.
The dialectician renders the intellect of his opponent powerless. Indeed, in Socrates, is dialectic
only a form of revenge?

8

I have explained how it was that Socrates could repel: it is therefore all the more necessary to
explain how he could fascinate. That he discovered a new kind of contest, that he became its
first fencing master for the noble circles of Athens, is one point. He fascinated by appealing to the
competitive impulse of the Greeks — he introduced a variation into the wrestling match between
young men and youths. Socrates was a great erotic.

9

But Socrates guessed even more. He saw through the noble Athenians; he saw that his own
case, his idiosyncrasy, was no longer exceptional. The same kind of degeneration was quietly
developing everywhere: old Athens was coming to an end. And Socrates understood that the world
needed him — his method, his cure, his personal artifice of self-preservation. Everywhere the
instincts were in anarchy, everywhere one was within sight of excess: monstrum in animo was the
common danger. "The impulses want to play the tyrant; one must invent a counter-tyrant who is
stronger." After the physiognomist had revealed to Socrates who he was — a cave of bad appetites
— the great master of irony let slip another clue to his character. "This is true," he said, "but I
mastered them all." How did Socrates become master over himself? His case was, at bottom, merely
the extreme case, only the most striking instance of what was then beginning to be a epidemic: no
one was any longer master over himself, the instincts turned against themselves. He fascinated,
being an extreme case; his awe inspiring ugliness proclaimed him as such to all who could see: he
fascinated, of course, even more as an answer, a solution, an apparent cure for this disease.
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10

When one finds it necessary to turn reason into a tyrant, as Socrates did, the danger cannot
be slight that something else threatens to play the tyrant. Rationality was hit upon as a
savior; neither Socrates nor his "patients" had any choice about being rational: it was necessary, it
was the last resort. The fanaticism with which all Greek reflection throws itself upon rationality
betrays a desperate situation; there was danger, there was but one choice: either to perish or — to be
absurdly rational. The moralism of the Greek philosophers from Plato on is pathologically
conditioned; so is their reverence for logical argument. Reason equals virtue and happiness, that
means merely that one must imitate Socrates and counter the dark appetites with a permanent
daylight — the daylight of reason. One must be clever, clear, bright at any price: any concession to
the instincts, to the unconscious, leads downward.

11

I have explained how Socrates fascinated his audience: he seemed to be a physician, a
savior. Is it necessary to go on to demonstrate the error in his faith in "rationality at any
price"? It is a self-deception on the part of philosophers and moralists if they believe that they are
extricating themselves from decadence by waging war against it. Extrication lies beyond their
strength: what they choose as a means, as salvation, is itself but another expression of decadence;
they change the form of decadence, but they do not get rid of decadence itself. Socrates was a
misunderstanding; any improvement morality, including Christianity, is a misunderstanding. The
most blinding daylight; rationality at any price; life, bright, cold, cautious, conscious, without
instinct, in opposition to the instincts — all this was a kind of disease, merely a disease, and by no
means a return to "virtue," to "health," to happiness. To have to fight the instincts — that is the
definition of decadence: as long as life is ascending, happiness equals instinct.

12

Did he himself understand this, this most brilliant of all self-deceivers? Was this what he
said to himself in the end, in the wisdom of his courage to die? Socrates wanted to die: not
Athens, but he himself chose the hemlock; he forced Athens to sentence him. "Socrates is no
physician," he said softly to himself, "here death alone is the physician. Socrates himself has only
been sick a long time."
(http://www.inp.uw.edu.pl/mdsie/Political_Thought/twilight-of-the-idols-friedrich-neitzsche.pdf)
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6

We had perhaps better consider the universal good and discuss thoroughly what is meant by it,
although such an inquiry is made an uphill one by the fact that the Forms have been introduced
by friends of our own. Yet it would perhaps be thought to be better, indeed to be our duty, for the
sake of maintaining the truth even to destroy what touches us closely, especially as we are
philosophers or lovers of wisdom; for, while both are dear, piety requires us to honour truth above
our friends.
The men who introduced this doctrine did not posit Ideas of classes within which they recognized
priority and posteriority (which is the reason why they did not maintain the existence of an Idea
embracing all numbers); but the term 'good' is used both in the category of substance and in that of
quality and in that of relation, and that which is per se, i.e. substance, is prior in nature to the
relative (for the latter is like an off shoot and accident of being); so that there could not be a
common Idea set over all these goods. Further, since 'good' has as many senses as 'being' (for it is
predicated both in the category of substance, as of God and of reason, and in quality, i.e. of the
virtues, and in quantity, i.e. of that which is moderate, and in relation, i.e. of the useful, and in time,
i.e. of the right opportunity, and in place, i.e. of the right locality and the like), clearly it cannot be
something universally present in all cases and single; for then it could not have been predicated in
all the categories but in one only. Further, since of the things answering to one Idea there is one
science, there would have been one science of all the goods; but as it is there are many sciences
even of the things that fall under one category, e.g. of opportunity, for opportunity in war is studied
by strategics and in disease by medicine, and the moderate in food is studied by medicine and in
exercise by the science of gymnastics. And one might ask the question, what in the world they mean
by 'a thing itself', is (as is the case) in 'man himself' and in a particular man the account of man is
one and the same. For in so far as they are man, they will in no respect differ; and if this is so,
neither will 'good itself' and particular goods, in so far as they are good. But again it will not be
good any the more for being eternal, since that which lasts long is no whiter than that which
perishes in a day. The Pythagoreans seem to give a more plausible account of the good, when they
place the one in the column of goods; and it is they that Speusippus seems to have followed.
But let us discuss these matters elsewhere; an objection to what we have said, however, may be
discerned in the fact that the Platonists have not been speaking about all goods, and that the goods
that are pursued and loved for themselves are called good by reference to a single Form, while those
which tend to produce or to preserve these somehow or to prevent their contraries are called so by
reference to these, and in a secondary sense. Clearly, then, goods must be spoken of in two ways,
and some must be good in themselves, the others by reason of these. Let us separate, then, things
good in themselves from things useful, and consider whether the former are called good by
reference to a single Idea. What sort of goods would one call good in themselves? Is it those that are
pursued even when isolated from others, such as intelligence, sight, and certain pleasures and
honours? Certainly, if we pursue these also for the sake of something else, yet one would place
them among things good in themselves. Or is nothing other than the Idea of good good in itself? In
that case the Form will be empty. But if the things we have named are also things good in
themselves, the account of the good will have to appear as something identical in them all, as that of
whiteness is identical in snow and in white lead. But of honour, wisdom, and pleasure, just in
respect of their goodness, the accounts are distinct and diverse. The good, therefore, is not some
common element answering to one Idea.
But what then do we mean by the good? It is surely not like the things that only chance to have the
same name. Are goods one, then, by being derived from one good or by all contributing to one
good, or are they rather one by analogy? Certainly as sight is in the body, so is reason in the soul,
and so on in other cases. But perhaps these subjects had better be dismissed for the present; for
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perfect precision about them would be more appropriate to another branch of philosophy. And
similarly with regard to the Idea; even if there is some one good which is universally predicable of
goods or is capable of separate and independent existence, clearly it could not be achieved or
attained by man; but we are now seeking something attainable. Perhaps, however, some one might
think it worth while to recognize this with a view to the goods that are attainable and achievable; for
having this as a sort of pattern we shall know better the goods that are good for us, and if we know
them shall attain them. This argument has some plausibility, but seems to clash with the procedure
of the sciences; for all of these, though they aim at some good and seek to supply the deficiency of
it, leave on one side the knowledge of the good. Yet that all the exponents of the arts should be
ignorant of, and should not even seek, so great an aid is not probable. It is hard, too, to see how a
weaver or a carpenter will be benefited in regard to his own craft by knowing this 'good itself', or
how the man who has viewed the Idea itself will be a better doctor or general thereby. For a doctor
seems not even to study health in this way, but the health of man, or perhaps rather the health of a
particular man; it is individuals that he is healing. But enough of these topics.

7

Let us again return to the good we are seeking, and ask what it can be. It seems different in
different actions and arts; it is different in medicine, in strategy, and in the other arts likewise.
What then is the good of each? Surely that for whose sake everything else is done. In medicine this
is health, in strategy victory, in architecture a house, in any other sphere something else, and in
every action and pursuit the end; for it is for the sake of this that all men do whatever else they do.
Therefore, if there is an end for all that we do, this will be the good achievable by action, and if
there are more than one, these will be the goods achievable by action.
So the argument has by a different course reached the same point; but we must try to state this even
more clearly. Since there are evidently more than one end, and we choose some of these (e.g.
wealth, flutes, and in general instruments) for the sake of something else, clearly not all ends are
final ends; but the chief good is evidently something final. Therefore, if there is only one final end,
this will be what we are seeking, and if there are more than one, the most final of these will be what
we are seeking. Now we call that which is in itself worthy of pursuit more final than that which is
worthy of pursuit for the sake of something else, and that which is never desirable for the sake of
something else more final than the things that are desirable both in themselves and for the sake of
that other thing, and therefore we call final without qualification that which is always desirable in
itself and never for the sake of something else.
Now such a thing happiness, above all else, is held to be; for this we choose always for self and
never for the sake of something else, but honour, pleasure, reason, and every virtue we choose
indeed for themselves (for if nothing resulted from them we should still choose each of them), but
we choose them also for the sake of happiness, judging that by means of them we shall be happy.
Happiness, on the other hand, no one chooses for the sake of these, nor, in general, for anything
other than itself.
From the point of view of self-sufficiency the same result seems to follow; for the final good is
thought to be self-sufficient. Now by self-sufficient we do not mean that which is sufficient for a
man by himself, for one who lives a solitary life, but also for parents, children, wife, and in general
for his friends and fellow citizens, since man is born for citizenship. But some limit must be set to
this; for if we extend our requirement to ancestors and descendants and friends' friends we are in for
an infinite series. Let us examine this question, however, on another occasion; the self-sufficient we
now define as that which when isolated makes life desirable and lacking in nothing; and such we
think happiness to be; and further we think it most desirable of all things, without being counted as
one good thing among others- if it were so counted it would clearly be made more desirable by the
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addition of even the least of goods; for that which is added becomes an excess of goods, and of
goods the greater is always more desirable. Happiness, then, is something final and self-sufficient,
and is the end of action.
Presumably, however, to say that happiness is the chief good seems a platitude, and a clearer
account of what it is still desired. This might perhaps be given, if we could first ascertain the
function of man. For just as for a flute-player, a sculptor, or an artist, and, in general, for all things
that have a function or activity, the good and the 'well' is thought to reside in the function, so would
it seem to be for man, if he has a function. Have the carpenter, then, and the tanner certain functions
or activities, and has man none? Is he born without a function? Or as eye, hand, foot, and in general
each of the parts evidently has a function, may one lay it down that man similarly has a function
apart from all these? What then can this be? Life seems to be common even to plants, but we are
seeking what is peculiar to man. Let us exclude, therefore, the life of nutrition and growth. Next
there would be a life of perception, but it also seems to be common even to the horse, the ox, and
every animal. There remains, then, an active life of the element that has a rational principle; of this,
one part has such a principle in the sense of being obedient to one, the other in the sense of
possessing one and exercising thought. And, as 'life of the rational element' also has two meanings,
we must state that life in the sense of activity is what we mean; for this seems to be the more proper
sense of the term. Now if the function of man is an activity of soul which follows or implies a
rational principle, and if we say 'so-and-so-and 'a good so-and-so' have a function which is the same
in kind, e.g. a lyre, and a good lyre-player, and so without qualification in all cases, eminence in
respect of goodness being idded to the name of the function (for the function of a lyre-player is to
play the lyre, and that of a good lyre-player is to do so well): if this is the case, and we state the
function of man to be a certain kind of life, and this to be an activity or actions of the soul implying
a rational principle, and the function of a good man to be the good and noble performance of these,
and if any action is well performed when it is performed in accordance with the appropriate
excellence: if this is the case, human good turns out to be activity of soul in accordance with virtue,
and if there are more than one virtue, in accordance with the best and most complete.
But we must add 'in a complete life.' For one swallow does not make a summer, nor does one day;
and so too one day, or a short time, does not make a man blessed and happy.
Let this serve as an outline of the good; for we must presumably first sketch it roughly, and then
later fill in the details. But it would seem that any one is capable of carrying on and articulating
what has once been well outlined, and that time is a good discoverer or partner in such a work; to
which facts the advances of the arts are due; for any one can add what is lacking. And we must also
remember what has been said before, and not look for precision in all things alike, but in each class
of things such precision as accords with the subject-matter, and so much as is appropriate to the
inquiry. For a carpenter and a geometer investigate the right angle in different ways; the former does
so in so far as the right angle is useful for his work, while the latter inquires what it is or what sort
of thing it is; for he is a spectator of the truth. We must act in the same way, then, in all other
matters as well, that our main task may not be subordinated to minor questions. Nor must we
demand the cause in all matters alike; it is enough in some cases that the fact be well established, as
in the case of the first principles; the fact is the primary thing or first principle. Now of first
principles we see some by induction, some by perception, some by a certain habituation, and others
too in other ways. But each set of principles we must try to investigate in the natural way, and we
must take pains to state them definitely, since they have a great influence on what follows. For the
beginning is thought to be more than half of the whole, and many of the questions we ask are
cleared up by it.
Trans. W.D. Ross (http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.2.ii.html)
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Finnis, John. Fundamentals of Ethics, Washington D.C., Georgetown University Press, 1983.
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1

Virtue, then, being of two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual virtue in the main owes
both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires experience and time),
while moral virtue comes about as a result of habit, whence also its name (ethike) is one that is
formed by a slight variation from the word ethos (habit). From this it is also plain that none of the
moral virtues arises in us by nature; for nothing that exists by nature can form a habit contrary to its
nature. For instance the stone which by nature moves downwards cannot be habituated to move
upwards, not even if one tries to train it by throwing it up ten thousand times; nor can fire be
habituated to move downwards, nor can anything else that by nature behaves in one way be trained
to behave in another. Neither by nature, then, nor contrary to nature do the virtues arise in us; rather
we are adapted by nature to receive them, and are made perfect by habit.
Again, of all the things that come to us by nature we first acquire the potentiality and later exhibit
the activity (this is plain in the case of the senses; for it was not by often seeing or often hearing that
we got these senses, but on the contrary we had them before we used them, and did not come to
have them by using them); but the virtues we get by first exercising them, as also happens in the
case of the arts as well. For the things we have to learn before we can do them, we learn by doing
them, e.g. men become builders by building and lyreplayers by playing the lyre; so too we become
just by doing just acts, temperate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts.
This is confirmed by what happens in states; for legislators make the citizens good by forming
habits in them, and this is the wish of every legislator, and those who do not effect it miss their
mark, and it is in this that a good constitution differs from a bad one.
Again, it is from the same causes and by the same means that every virtue is both produced and
destroyed, and similarly every art; for it is from playing the lyre that both good and bad lyre-players
are produced. And the corresponding statement is true of builders and of all the rest; men will be
good or bad builders as a result of building well or badly. For if this were not so, there would have
been no need of a teacher, but all men would have been born good or bad at their craft. This, then, is
the case with the virtues also; by doing the acts that we do in our transactions with other men we
become just or unjust, and by doing the acts that we do in the presence of danger, and being
habituated to feel fear or confidence, we become brave or cowardly. The same is true of appetites
and feelings of anger; some men become temperate and good-tempered, others self-indulgent and
irascible, by behaving in one way or the other in the appropriate circumstances. Thus, in one word,
states of character arise out of like activities. This is why the activities we exhibit must be of a
certain kind; it is because the states of character correspond to the differences between these. It
makes no small difference, then, whether we form habits of one kind or of another from our very
youth; it makes a very great difference, or rather all the difference.
Trans. W.D. Ross (http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.2.ii.html)
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Robert Stern, ‘The Expressions of Life: Does K.E. Loegstrup's
Ethics Require a Concept of God?’ (Extract)
The Character of the Radical Ethical Demand
Loegstrup speaks most prominently of a radical ethical demand in his first major work, The Ethical
Demand, while in later writings from 1968 onwards he talks more about "sovereign expressions of
life" - though, as we shall see, there are important connections between the two ideas.
Loegstrup introduces the idea of radical ethical demand by reflecting initially on the religious
proclamation of Jesus - in particular, the commandment "to love thy neighbour as thyself."
However, he says he wants to make sense of this in more than just theological terms, for:
"[if] the religious proclamation is not understandable in the sense that it answers to
decisive features of our existence, then accepting it is tantamount to letting ourselves
being imposed upon, either by others or by ourselves - for faith without understanding is
not faith but coercion."
Thus, he writes later in the book reflecting on what he has achieved: "We took the proclamation of
Jesus as the point of departure for our reflection on the ethical demand ... [and] we have tried [to
account for it] in a purely human manner." As this suggests, Loegstrup's approach is to examine
what ethical outlook is embodied in the love commandment by considering in more detail what it is
to love the neighbour, and then to consider how to make sense of that commandment in terms of
"decisive features of our existence," which include the metaphysical implications of taking it
seriously.
At the outset, Loegstrup states that the "character of the demand contained in the proclamation of
Jesus" is that it is "silent, radical, one-sided and unfulfillable," characteristics to which he then adds
further related features - namely, that it is "invisible," "isolating" and that no one has a right to make
it. All these characteristics set the ethical demand apart from conventional social demands and
norms.
By claiming that the ethical demand is silent, Loegstrup means that it cannot be articulated in two
fundamental respects: first, in responding to the needs of another person, you cannot just do
whatever it is that they ask you to do, because that may not reflect their genuine needs; and, second,
you cannot just appeal to established social norms and conventions, because there may not be any
such norms and conventions governing the case, and even if there are, in the ethical situation it is up
to you to take responsibility for how you decide to act, rather than just relying on such norms.
The ethical demand is thus radical in the sense that you must determine for yourself how to act and
bear responsibility for it, as opposed to cases where one just follows prevailing conventions. As a
result, Loegstrup argues, the demand isolates the individual on whom the demand falls, and makes
them into "a singular person" because they cannot then submerge themselves in following these
conventions or what the other person wants.
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Loegstrup goes on to suggest that the demand is radical in the sense that it can only be fulfilled
unselfishly and so may require us to act in ways that go against our own interests; this means that it
may then "intrude disturbingly into my own existence," where we in general prefer to be left to just
get on with our lives. At the same time, however, he rejects the idea that the demand is "limitless"
and requires us to have "responsibility for everything under the sun".
Third, Loegstrup claims that the "radical character" of the demand "manifests itself also in the fact
that the other person has no right themselves to make the demand, even though it has to do with the
care of their own life." The demand is one-sided, he argues, in the sense that it does not involve
reciprocity or the right to make "counter-demands," so that if I act for your good, this does not
entitle me to ask for something in return.
Fourth, Loegstrup says that the demand is unfulfillable, but not in the sense that it is exorbitant and
limitless, but in the sense that if it is felt as a demand and thus as something one is required to do,
one has already failed as a moral agent. Genuinely to love the other is not to feel under any
obligation to act on their behalf.
Finally, in addition to these central features of the demand, Loegstrup also mentions that the
demand is invisible because Loegstrup thinks we can never be entirely sure if we have acted out of
love for the other, or for more selfish or conventional motives, where this opacity applies not just to
our understanding of others, but equally to ourselves.

Life as a Gift
Now, up to this point, Loegstrup can be read as simply "unpacking" the love commandment and the
ethical demand it embodies, taking it for granted that the commandment corresponds to something
many people see as a fundamental ethical norm, which Loegstrup summarizes as follows: "The
radical demand says that the other's life should be cared for in a way that best serves the other." He
thus takes himself to have brought out how this demand operates and what it asks of us, in ways that
he hopes we will recognise and acknowledge.
But if we accept something like the radical ethical demand as characterised above, what are its
broader metaphysical commitments? What "features of our existence" and view of the world do we
need to take seriously in order to make sense of the ethical demand as Loegstrup has presented it?
One answer Loegstrup offers is relatively straightforward: that the love commandment and thus the
ethical demand is only really intelligible given the fact that we are dependent on one another otherwise, it would lose all normative force, as the need for care would not arise at all. Thus, the
demand would not hold in a world in which "human beings were so independent of one another that
the words and deeds of one were only a dispensable luxury in the life of another and my failure in
the life of the neighbour could easily be made up later." But, of course, this is not the case - even
though by falsely exaggerating our own autonomy and sovereignty we often overlook this fact,
while we are also disturbed by the degree in which we hold the life of other people in our hands,
and so try to ignore this dependence as much as we can.

65

Robert Stern, ‘The Expressions of Life: Does K.E. Loegstrup’s Ethics Require a Concept of God?’
As Loegstrup emphasizes, however, as soon as one thinks about such a basic phenomenon as trust,
one sees immediately the extent to which we rely on others within a thoroughly social world, and
that without this reliance we would not be the kind of creatures we are.
While this claim may be highly plausible, nonetheless Loegstrup thinks that more is required to
make sense of the ethical demand. For, Loegstrup argues, a further metaphysical step is needed namely, to accept that "life is a gift." This is the step that raises the question about creation with
which I began: does conceiving life-as-a-gift necessarily involve conceiving life as something given
by God, and if so how could this be made consistent with Loegstrup claim to be operating in a
"purely human manner"? Or might it be understood in a way that does not require any appeal to the
notion of a creator at all, in a form that is straightforwardly humanistic and secular?
Robert Stern ABC Religion and Ethics 8 Feb 2018
Recovered on 11th February 2018 http://www.abc.net.au/religion/articles/2018/02/08/4800861.htm
where the whole article can be read.
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Further Reading
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics.
- Easily available in several different translations and editions, this is probably the most
important philosophical work ever written on ethics. Its take is very close to the one we will
be adopting throughout this Sapiens Program. However it’s not always easy reading: see
bibliographical entry under “Vanier, Jean” for a very good introduction.
Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae.
- This monumental work of theology contains many philosophical nuggets in an Aristotelian
vein, although it can be difficult at times to work out their relation to the over-arching concern
which is that of Christian, revealed theology. Can be found online, e.g. at
https://dhspriory.org/thomas/summa/ Worth dipping into, and rewarding if perservered with.
Also see bibliographical entry under “Pieper, Joseph” for introductory works.
Finnis, John. Fundamentals of Ethics, Washington D.C., Georgetown University Press, 1983.
- Insightful if dense work that brings out the contrasts between the Aristotelian approach and
other contemporary currents in ethical theory (utilitarianism, consequentialism...).
Foot, Philippa. Virtues and Vices, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 2002.
- A stimulating and fairly accessible book representative of the resurgence of interest in “virtue
ethics” among English and American philosophers in the second half of the twentieth century.
Kenny, Anthony. A New History of Western Philosophy, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2006-7.
- Good introduction to the history of philosophy, with chapters on ethics in each volume. Some
passages merit discussion.
MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue, 3rd ed., London, Bloomsbury, 2007.
- Wide-ranging and challenging work that claims that moral discourse is falling into evergreater crisis in our society due to a lack of shared references. Essential reading to understand
the relationship of our society to the classical tradition, but difficult.
Pieper, Josef. Happiness and Contemplation, South Bend, Indiana, Saint Augustine Press, 1998.
Id. The Four Cardinal Virtues, Notre Dame, Indiana, Notre Dame University Press, 1966.
- Pieper is a very accessible Thomistic philosopher. His books are easy to get hold of and give
good bite-size ways of getting to know Aquinas from different topical points.
Pinckaers, Servais. The Sources of Christian Ethics, Edinburgh, T&T Clark, 1995.
- This concentrates more on the history of moral theology, i.e. ethical reflection based on
Christian revelation, but is very enlightening as to the way in which different theological
perspectives influenced the development of contemporary secular ethics. Not less deep for
being accessible.
Vanier, Jean. Made for Happiness: Discovering the Meaning of Life with Aristotle, London, Darton,
Longman and Todd, 2001.
- An excellent and very accessible introduction to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, written by
a philosopher with very practical credentials as living what he preaches.
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Wang, Stephen. Aquinas & Sartre. On Freedom Personal Identity, and the Possibility of Happiness,
Washington, D.C., Catholic University of America Press, 2009.
- A thorough work that compares Aquinas and Sartre on three ethical topics, and argues for a
greater proximity than one might think at first.
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Who are the Brothers of St
John?
Like the apostle John, living together as
friends of Christ and witnessing to his light
and his love.
We are religious, anchored in the tradition of the
Church, living vows of poverty, chastity and
obedience. Our charism is characterised by
communal prayer and fraternal charity, lived out
in small priories. This religious setting is the
source of the brothers’ apostolic vitality, which is
expressed in many different ways according to
the requests of local bishops and the brothers’
own creativity.
Our charism is lived concretely in our religious life through four essential pillars :
prayer, fraternity, study and apostolic activity or mission.
We were founded in 1975 by the French Dominican Marie-Dominique Philippe, at
the request of a group of his students who felt called to follow God in the ways he
was indicating through his preaching and teaching.
The first priory of the Brothers of St John in the United Kingdom was founded in
East London in 2008, in Canning Town. We moved to our current location in Forest
Gate (E7) in 2012. There we minister to a large, multi-cultural parish as well as
having ministries in central London. Among these are regular classes of philosophy,
theology, spirituality and Church history in the Institute of St John, which meets
weekly in Bayswater.
Our love for philosophy stems from a desire to convert our own intelligences to the
truth we discover in God’s world, in complementarity with that truth we receive
directly from him in faith. It is also motivated by an intention to reach out to and
dialogue with those who have yet to encounter Jesus.

Brothers of St John, 56 St Antony’s Road, E7 9QB.
london@stjean.com / www.isjlondon.com / www.fb.com/saintjohnlondon
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Outline of the Sapiens Program
Ethics: Living the Examined Life

1 The Rut: Why am I stuck - and can philosophy really help?
- fr Philip-Thomas and br Michael-Paul

Jan 17

2 Awakening: What are my goals - and are they up to me?
- fr Louis-Xavier and fr Philip-Thomas

Jan 24

3 Spring Cleaning: What needs to change in my behaviour?
- br Michael-Paul

Jan 31

4 Progress Not Perfection: The journey ahead
- fr Louis-Xavier

Feb 7

5 Free… For What?: The good life in today’s world
- fr Philip-Thomas

Feb 14

We would like particularly to thank Fr Chris Vipers, parish
priest of St Mary Moorfields, and Fr Andrew Chamiec for
welcoming and greatly facilitating this Sapiens Program, and
for all those who are helping with food.
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