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Cultural Implications of Religions in Public Life:
Keeping the Deeper Questions Alive

     I begin by citing from the striking statement of Pope Benedict XVI made last year at this
Center on the occasion of his Meeting with Representatives of Other Religions:

[R]eligious freedom [and] interreligious dialogue . . . aim at something more than a
consensus regarding ways to implement practical strategies for advancing peace. The
broader purpose of dialogue is to discover the truth. What is the origin and destiny of
mankind? What are good and evil? What awaits us at the end of our earthly existence?
Only by addressing these deeper questions can we build a solid basis for the peace and
security of the human family, for ‘wherever and whenever men and women are
enlightened by the splendor of truth, they naturally set out on the path of peace’ (Message
for the 2006 World Day of Peace, 3).
     We are living in an age when these questions are too often marginalized. Yet they can
never be erased from the human heart. . . .
     Spiritual leaders have a special duty. . . . to place the deeper questions at the forefront
of human consciousness, to reawaken mankind to the mystery of human existence, and to
make space in a frenetic world for reflection and prayer. . . .
     While always uniting our hearts and minds in the call for peace, we must also listen
attentively to the voice of truth. In this way, our dialogue will not stop at identifying a
common set of values, but go on to probe their ultimate foundation (cf. Message for the
2006 World Day of Peace) (Benedict XVI, “Meeting with Representatives of Other
Religions,” 82-84).

     Now, in a preface to Professor Marcello Pera’s new book, Why We Should Call Ourselves
Christians, Benedict notes the clarity of the professor’s argument that, while an interreligious
dialogue in the strict sense is not possible without setting one’s faith aside, “intercultural
dialogue on the cultural consequences of the basic religious decision has become all the more
urgent.” In what follows I will not focus on the sense in which interreligious dialogue may or
may not be possible, but on what Benedict terms intercultural dialogue. That is, taking the cue
given by Pope Benedict , I will focus on what he suggests is a basic task common to religious
leaders: “to place the deeper questions at the forefront of human consciousness.” What is entailed
by this task, and how might common engagement with this task lead on to dialogue regarding
ultimate foundations of this task? Needless to say, what follows is offered in my own name and
not that of Benedict, though, as will be clear, the line of reflection is to be sure influenced deeply
by my reading of Benedict’s (Ratzinger’s) theology.

     (1) I’d like to begin by drawing on some events dramatically described in a just-translated
book by the late Archbishop Kazimierz Majdanski of Poland. The book, You Shall be My
Witnesses: Lessons Beyond Dachau, recounts the experience of himself and other Polish
seminarians and priests during their time in the early 1940s in Sachsenhausen and the Dachau
concentration camp. Archbishop Majdanski notes some of the rules and principles governing
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behavior in the camp. One of them is well-known: “Arbeit macht frei: work sets one free.”
Another, which is less well-known, states: “Im Lager nur Laufschritt: Only running (brisk
walking) is permitted in camp.” The burden of both of course is to further “productivity.” Only
through incessant movement can time and space, and thus work, be thoroughly instrumentalized.
Stillness or rest in such a context become subversive. Two experiences noted by Majdanski bring
out what is implied by this. He says for example that “the snowy Alps were visible in the
distance from the camp, but no one was able to muster it within himself to give any thought to
how beautiful they really are; this can only be done by one who is able to look at the world with
the eyes of a man, not a slave.” Majdanksi also speaks of the talks he and his fellow clergy
organized clandestinely, each talk given to the others based on one’s own background of study.
The Archbishop says that the talk he remembers most explained “how the arch of Titus can be
considered the synthesis of the art of Ancient Rome.”

     The point, then, is that one can see reality truly only with the eyes of a free man–with free
eyes. And ponder the “useless” meaning (and beauty) of the topic chosen for discussion by the
community of priests and that the Archbishop experienced as the most memorable during his
time in the camps! Majdanski witnesses to us how, in extreme circumstances, what is implied in
keeping the mystery, and the deeper questions, alive. 

     What I want to say in light of these examples, simply, is that true freedom can be realized only
through an essential link with “useless” meaning–beauty and goodness; and that sustaining this
link involves two presuppositions. First, there is a stillness lying at the heart of time and
movement; and second, reality is given to us before it is constructed by us.

     Regarding the first: the stillness to which I refer does not signify inactivity but something like
what Eliot means when he says that the still point is at the heart of the dance (“Burnt Norton”); or
what Benedict means when he says that “life itself . . . a movement towards [God]” (Paris,
“Meeting with Representatives from the World of Culture,” 2). In other words, time in each of its
moments reveals eternity–because time bears a relation to the Creator that abides, and invites
abiding, in the sense of the Gospel of John (ìÝíù, maneo).

     Regarding the second: the meaning of reality–truth and goodness–is inherent in things as
naturally given. In more technical terms, we would say that a thing is verum et bonum first qua
ens (true and good qua being) and not simply quia factum (true and good because and insofar as
it is made to be so by humans: cf. the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico, 1668-1744). To be
sure, things in their naturally given reality are open to and invite human thought and making, but
only as responsive to their originally given order. Most basically, reality is a gift that is always
first to be received–again, because of its relation to the Creator.

     It is in living the intersection of time and eternity and the givenness–i.e., or better, the
giftedness–of reality in these senses alone that we are enabled to look at the world with the eyes
of free men and women–and thus to see reality as it is: to see the beauty of things and especially
the dignity of the human person for what they are, and to rethink and remake reality in accord
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with this beauty and this dignity.

     Genuine freedom and seeing–in a word, human action–are realized only when liberated by
and formed in wonder.

     (2) Now to be sure, the examples I have noted above are tied to extreme circumstances. But
we should recall here that, as Benedict noted last year in his address to the UN General
Assembly, the United Nations (founded in 1945) and the Universal Declaration Human Rights
(issued in 1948) came into being not least because of “the profound upheavals that humanity
experienced [during the events surrounding World War II] when reference to the meaning of
transcendence and natural reason was abandoned, and in consequence, freedom and human
dignity were grossly violated” (95). Benedict’s point is that loss of a sense of the transcendent
origin of things in a Creator–which is to say, in the terms I have adopted, loss of the eternal
meaning of things in time, and of the truth and goodness of things in their natural
givenness–drains all the values intended by the United Nations–its founding concern for peace
and justice and humanitarian cooperation and rights–of their objective foundations. And the Pope
emphasizes this point, of course, because he believes that loss of this sense continues to threaten
human civilization. The lesson, in a word, is still–and always–to be learned.

     What I mean to suggest, then, in this light is that global culture today has its own liberal-
technological version of a world viewed instrumentalistically: its own version of a public order
that effectively permits “nur Laufschritt”: only endlessly dispersing movement and
instrumentalized activity that are, eo ipso, closed to eternity–which is to say, empty of the
stillness or abiding necessary for living time in its genuinely creaturely sense.

     As Ratzinger says, “Technological civilization is not in fact religiously and morally neutral,
even if it believes it is. It changes the way people interpret the world, from the very bottom up.
[It] is like an earthquake that shakes the spiritual landscape to its foundations” (Truth and
Tolerance, 76-77). But the response, he says, is not “a flight into the irrational, but . . . opening
up reason to its true height and breadth” (78)–which is to say, opening it up to eternity.

     Human action, in sum, in Pope Benedict’s view, is a matter most basically of ora et labora:
pray and work–that is, both together but in that order. As the monks affirmed in their founding
contribution to European culture, life rightly understood has its roots in a community formed
around quaerere Deum– the search for God–, and this search involves eruditio–the formation and
education of man in “useless” truth and goodness and beauty–, even as this eruditio then forms
the inner meaning of all “useful” movement and work.

     Benedict reminds us: “What gave Europe’s culture its foundation–the search for God and the
readiness to listen to him–remains today the basis of any genuine culture” (Paris, “Meeting . . .”
6).

     (3) I have not mentioned the strictly political dimension of the matters raised here. It is often
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said today–rightly–that the state is not the source of truth and indeed is not properly responsible
for the ultimate truth of anything. However, as the Pope makes clear in his United Nations
address, this does not mean that the state can govern without intrinsic reliance on some truths.
Despite the claims of many proponents of liberal democracy in Europe and America, the state
cannot take a purely juridical-procedural form. Indeed what I am suggesting in this connection is
that the (would-be) purely juridical state in fact embeds an instrumentalist view of truth. It is not
the truth as such but “truth” qua self-interested expression of factions alone that is legally-
publicly protected by the state, and this is as much the case in America as in Europe, though of
course in different ways.  The result is that the values intended by democracy are undermined by1

what Benedict terms a “narrow utilitarian perspective” (97) leading to relativism.

     (4) In conclusion, then: what I am proposing is that the greatest cultural divide of our age is
between those who live human action from inside the intersection of time and eternity and those
who do not; between those who affirm the truth and goodness of the world as first given–as gift–,
and those who do not. The gravest cultural threat to humanity today, in other words, and I take
this to be the view also of Benedict XVI, lies in humanity’s loss of the capacity to wonder, which
capacity alone in the end enables us to see–to see man and all of reality in their truth as naturally
given rather than as primarily instruments–and hence not as true in a finally binding sense at all.
Here, then, is the root of the relativism that Ratzinger says “is the most profound difficulty of our
age” (TT, 72).

     It is at just this cultural juncture, it seems to me, that a dialogue among the representatives of
the world’s great religious traditions might most fruitfully begin. Jointly they can work to keep
alive the link between meaning and transcendent mystery that is due to time’s openness to
eternity, and in so doing keep alive the deeper questions embedded in man’s nature. Permit me to
cite two exemplary texts in this connection. First, the Jewish thinker, Abraham Heschel says that
“Spiritual life begins to decay when we fail to sense the grandeur of what is eternal in time” (The
Sabbath, p. 6); that “Judaism is a religion of time aiming at the sanctification of time” (p. 8); and
that the “moment we become oblivious to ultimate questions, religion becomes irrelevant, and its
crisis sets in” (God in Search of Man, p. 3). Second, the Islamic scholar Seyyed Nasr says:

“Man . . . penetrates into the inner meaning of nature only on the condition of being able
to delve into the inner depths of his own being and to cease to lie merely on the periphery
of his being. Men who live only on the surface of their being can study nature as
something to be manipulated and dominated. But only he who has turned toward the
inward dimension of his being can see nature as a symbol, as a transparent reality and
come to know and understand it in a real sense” (Man and Nature: The Spiritual Crisis of
Modern Man, 96-97). “[In the end, only] he who is at peace with God is also at peace
with His creation, both with nature and with man” ( Ibid., 136).

     We can surely find in these statements a commonality of perception sufficient for dialogue in
the face of the modern cultural crisis. To be sure, there are differences in the meaning of these
affirmations that are tied already to differences in the ultimate religious foundations.
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Nevertheless, as Ratzinger puts it, here we “cannot avoid reference to the metaphysical
dimension. A meeting of cultures is possible because man, in all the variety of his history and of
his social structures and customs, is a single being, one and the same” (TT, 64). The point, then,
is that both the cultural and religious differences can and should be engaged as honestly and
truthfully as possible, but always while keeping focused on what is the crucial concern that unites
us: to protect against the dissolution of the humanum, of the order of creation itself with the
human person at its pinnacle. Here, it seems to me, is a way of beginning a genuine dialogue
among representatives of the world’s great religions–through gestures of friendship. It is only in
friendship–as Benedict says, in “countless small acts of love, understanding, and compassion”
(Meeting, 85)–that we develop the courage to speak openly to each other, living in time the
mystery of giftedness that englobes all of us. 

     I end with a summary statement by Ratzinger:

Christianity has more in common with the ancient cultures of mankind than with the
relativistic and rationalistic world that has cut loose from the fundamental insights of
mankind and is thus leading man into a vacuum, devoid of meaning, which risks being
fatal for him unless the answer to it comes to him in time. For the knowledge that man
must turn toward God, and toward what is eternal, is found right across all the cultures;
the knowledge about sin, repentance, and forgiveness; the knowledge concerning
communion with God and eternal life; and finally the knowledge of the basic rules of
morality, as they are found in the form of the Ten Commandments. It is not relativism
that is confirmed; rather, it is the unity of the human condition and its common
experience of contact with a truth that is greater than we are (TT, 79).    2

David L. Schindler
John Paul II Cultural Center
21 April 2009
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1.The implication of what I have suggested here is not that religions as such should enter directly into the task of

state governance, but only that they have the cultural task of encouraging their members, in their capacity also as

citizens, to insist that the state favor de jure those institutions in society which most properly do have responsibility

for protecting the transcendent truth and goodness of creation qua given (by the Creator): namely, the institutions of

religion and of family.

2.Confronted with these deeper questions concerning the origin and destiny of mankind, Christianity proposes Jesus

of Nazareth. He, we believe, is the eternal Logos who became flesh in order to reconcile man to God and reveal the

underlying reason of all things. It is he whom we bring to the forum of interreligious dialogue. . . (Meeting, 84).

Endnotes
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