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Encyclical letter Faith and Reason 
of Pope John Paul II to the Bishops of the Catholic Church 

on the Relationship between Faith and Reason 

 

Numbers 1-5. 13 (partly). 25-27. 43-48. 107-108 

Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of 
truth; and God has placed in the human heart a desire to know the truth—in a word, to know 
himself—so that, by knowing and loving God, men and women may also come to the fullness of 
truth about themselves (cf. Ex 33:18; Ps 27:8-9; 63:2-3; Jn 14:8; 1 Jn 3:2). 

INTRODUCTION - “KNOW YOURSELF” 

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). 
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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. 

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 non-
contradiction, 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 
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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. 

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 
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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. 

Reason before the mystery 

13. It should nonetheless be kept in mind that Revelation remains charged with mystery. It is 
true that Jesus, with his entire life, revealed the countenance of the Father, for he came to 
teach the secret things of God. But our vision of the face of God is always fragmentary and 
impaired by the limits of our understanding. Faith alone makes it possible to penetrate the 
mystery in a way that allows us to understand it coherently. 

The Council teaches that “the obedience of faith must be given to God who reveals himself”. 
This brief but dense statement points to a fundamental truth of Christianity. Faith is said first to 
be an obedient response to God. This implies that God be acknowledged in his divinity, 
transcendence and supreme freedom. By the authority of his absolute transcendence, God who 
makes himself known is also the source of the credibility of what he reveals. By faith, men and 
women give their assent to this divine testimony. This means that they acknowledge fully and 
integrally the truth of what is revealed because it is God himself who is the guarantor of that 
truth. They can make no claim upon this truth which comes to them as gift and which, set 
within the context of interpersonal communication, urges reason to be open to it and to 
embrace its profound meaning. This is why the Church has always considered the act of 
entrusting oneself to God to be a moment of fundamental decision which engages the whole 
person. In that act, the intellect and the will display their spiritual nature, enabling the subject 
to act in a way which realizes personal freedom to the full. It is not just that freedom is part of 
the act of faith: it is absolutely required. Indeed, it is faith that allows individuals to give 
consummate expression to their own freedom. Put differently, freedom is not realized in 
decisions made against God. For how could it be an exercise of true freedom to refuse to be 
open to the very reality which enables our self-realization? Men and women can accomplish no 
more important act in their lives than the act of faith; it is here that freedom reaches the 
certainty of truth and chooses to live in that truth. 

Journeying in search of truth 

25. “All human beings desire to know”, (Aristotle, Metaphysics, I, 1.) 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. 
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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”. 

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. 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 



6 
 

of a master. What inspires all of these is the desire to reach the certitude of truth and the 
certitude of its absolute value. 

The enduring originality of the thought of Saint Thomas Aquinas 

43. A quite special place in this long development belongs to Saint Thomas, not only because of 
what he taught but also because of the dialogue which he undertook with the Arab and Jewish 
thought of his time. In an age when Christian thinkers were rediscovering the treasures of 
ancient philosophy, and more particularly of Aristotle, Thomas had the great merit of giving 
pride of place to the harmony which exists between faith and reason. Both the light of reason 
and the light of faith come from God, he argued; hence there can be no contradiction between 
them.44 

More radically, Thomas recognized that nature, philosophy's proper concern, could contribute to 
the understanding of divine Revelation. Faith therefore has no fear of reason, but seeks it out 
and has trust in it. Just as grace builds on nature and brings it to fulfilment, so faith builds upon 
and perfects reason. Illumined by faith, reason is set free from the fragility and limitations 
deriving from the disobedience of sin and finds the strength required to rise to the knowledge 
of the Triune God. Although he made much of the supernatural character of faith, the Angelic 
Doctor did not overlook the importance of its reasonableness; indeed he was able to plumb the 
depths and explain the meaning of this reasonableness. Faith is in a sense an “exercise of 
thought”; and human reason is neither annulled nor debased in assenting to the contents of 
faith, which are in any case attained by way of free and informed choice. 

This is why the Church has been justified in consistently proposing Saint Thomas as a master of 
thought and a model of the right way to do theology. In this connection, I would recall what my 
Predecessor, the Servant of God Paul VI, wrote on the occasion of the seventh centenary of the 
death of the Angelic Doctor: “Without doubt, Thomas possessed supremely the courage of the 
truth, a freedom of spirit in confronting new problems, the intellectual honesty of those who 
allow Christianity to be contaminated neither by secular philosophy nor by a prejudiced 
rejection of it. He passed therefore into the history of Christian thought as a pioneer of the new 
path of philosophy and universal culture. The key point and almost the kernel of the solution 
which, with all the brilliance of his prophetic intuition, he gave to the new encounter of faith 
and reason was a reconciliation between the secularity of the world and the radicality of the 
Gospel, thus avoiding the unnatural tendency to negate the world and its values while at the 
same time keeping faith with the supreme and inexorable demands of the supernatural order”. 

44. Another of the great insights of Saint Thomas was his perception of the role of the Holy 
Spirit in the process by which knowledge matures into wisdom. From the first pages of his 
Summa Theologiae, Aquinas was keen to show the primacy of the wisdom which is the gift of 
the Holy Spirit and which opens the way to a knowledge of divine realities. His theology allows 
us to understand what is distinctive of wisdom in its close link with faith and knowledge of the 
divine. This wisdom comes to know by way of connaturality; it presupposes faith and eventually 
formulates its right judgement on the basis of the truth of faith itself: “The wisdom named 
among the gifts of the Holy Spirit is distinct from the wisdom found among the intellectual 
virtues. This second wisdom is acquired through study, but the first 'comes from on high', as 
Saint James puts it. This also distinguishes it from faith, since faith accepts divine truth as it is. 
But the gift of wisdom enables judgement according to divine truth”. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html#%2418
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Yet the priority accorded this wisdom does not lead the Angelic Doctor to overlook the presence 
of two other complementary forms of wisdom—philosophical wisdom, which is based upon the 
capacity of the intellect, for all its natural limitations, to explore reality, and theological wisdom, 
which is based upon Revelation and which explores the contents of faith, entering the very 
mystery of God. 

Profoundly convinced that “whatever its source, truth is of the Holy Spirit” (omne verum a 
quocumque dicatur a Spiritu Sancto est) Saint Thomas was impartial in his love of truth. He 
sought truth wherever it might be found and gave consummate demonstration of its 
universality. In him, the Church's Magisterium has seen and recognized the passion for truth; 
and, precisely because it stays consistently within the horizon of universal, objective and 
transcendent truth, his thought scales “heights unthinkable to human intelligence”. Rightly, 
then, he may be called an “apostle of the truth”. Looking unreservedly to truth, the realism of 
Thomas could recognize the objectivity of truth and produce not merely a philosophy of “what 
seems to be” but a philosophy of “what is”. 

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. 
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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”. 

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 
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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. 

CONCLUSION 

107. I ask everyone to look more deeply at man, whom Christ has saved in the mystery of his 
love, and at the human being's unceasing search for truth and meaning. Different philosophical 
systems have lured people into believing that they are their own absolute master, able to 
decide their own destiny and future in complete autonomy, trusting only in themselves and 
their own powers. But this can never be the grandeur of the human being, who can find 
fulfilment only in choosing to enter the truth, to make a home under the shade of Wisdom and 
dwell there. Only within this horizon of truth will people understand their freedom in its fullness 
and their call to know and love God as the supreme realization of their true self. 

108. I turn in the end to the woman whom the prayer of the Church invokes as Seat of 
Wisdom, and whose life itself is a true parable illuminating the reflection contained in these 
pages. For between the vocation of the Blessed Virgin and the vocation of true philosophy there 
is a deep harmony. Just as the Virgin was called to offer herself entirely as human being and as 
woman that God's Word might take flesh and come among us, so too philosophy is called to 
offer its rational and critical resources that theology, as the understanding of faith, may be 
fruitful and creative. And just as in giving her assent to Gabriel's word, Mary lost nothing of her 
true humanity and freedom, so too when philosophy heeds the summons of the Gospel's truth 
its autonomy is in no way impaired. Indeed, it is then that philosophy sees all its enquiries rise 
to their highest expression. This was a truth which the holy monks of Christian antiquity 
understood well when they called Mary “the table at which faith sits in thought”. In her they 
saw a lucid image of true philosophy and they were convinced of the need to philosophari in 
Maria. May Mary, Seat of Wisdom, be a sure haven for all who devote their lives to the search 
for wisdom. May their journey into wisdom, sure and final goal of all true knowing, be freed of 
every hindrance by the intercession of the one who, in giving birth to the Truth and treasuring 
it in her heart, has shared it forever with all the world. 

http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_jp-
ii_enc_14091998_fides-et-ratio.html 


