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F O R W A R D

Robert Pollack*

When Lorenzo and I arranged to have these four lectures presented at 
Columbia in 2008, we both knew we were at once pushing open the gates 
of Columbia and also pushing the buttons of many within those gates. We 
were holding a public discussion of faith organized jointly by Communion 
and Liberation, the Catholic Chaplaincy of the University, and my own 
academic greenhouse, the Center for the Study of Science and Religion. 
Can you imagine?

Our intention was to bring a simple, clear religious message—at which we 
both had arrived by totally different paths—to four different audiences, 
each likely to be filled with young people waiting to have a good laugh at 
our silly, outmoded notions. The lectures were well-attended, and, as you 
will see, he and I did not entirely hide our collaborative scheme from the 
audience.  

Lorenzo was able, by sheer force of his person, to bring these four different 
audiences from four different parts of the secular world to hear, see, and 
feel his radical and counterintuitive message. It was delivered each time in 
a two-step argument. First, that faith is the door to an enhanced reality, 
to a generosity and comfort that cannot be intellectually thought through, 
and to the gifts of wonder and of gratitude. Second, that faith cannot be 
felt without uncertainty, doubt, humility, and, above all, a willingness to 
admit that not everything is or ever will be knowable by anyone.

Come on! as he would say. Unknowable? Give me a break. Yet he was able to 
show, by example more than by argument, how a person can be more of 
a person—more just, more loving, more interesting, more lovable—once 
that person breaks the addictive mental habit of intellectual life, of mea-
suring success by control, by encapsulation, by ownership, rather than by 

* Robert Pollack is Professor of Biological Sciences at Columbia University, and 
co-author with the artist Amy Pollack of The Course of Nature: A Book of Drawings 
on Natural Selection and Its Consequences. 
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modesty, by humility, by not knowing everything.

When I go to pray, I join a large group of fellow congregants at Congre-
gation B’nai Jeshurun in Manhattan. This is an old congregation, founded 
in 1825. Its name translates as “Children of the Upright.” And how do 
we Children of the Upright understand this gift of membership in such a 
family? On the wall facing east is a stained-glass window with a book open 
to one very short excerpt from the five books of Moses. In Hebrew it reads 
tzedek tirdof, which translates as “You shall pursue justice.” Deuteronomy 
16:20 has it repeated: tzedek tzedek tirdof—part of a line that reads, “Justice, 
justice you will pursue, that you may live.”  

Now comes the tip of the hat to Lorenzo: the word tzedek does mean 
justice, but it also means charity; when one gives a gift to a stranger, it is 
called tzedaka. So to close, it is never enough to be a person alone, no mat-
ter how strong. Only by sharing vulnerability can justice ever be reached 
in this world. 
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I N T R O D U C T I O N
In the fall of 2008, Msgr. Lorenzo Albacete gave a four-lecture series at 
Columbia University under the general title “What’s faith got to do with 
it?” The series, organized by Crossroads Cultural Center, addressed the 
relationship between faith and life in four important human phenomena: 
politics, science, economics, and affectivity.

In organizing this series, we tried to avoid two easy traps: the first one is 
to take this relationship for granted, by making an a priori decision that 
faith has everything to do with these phenomena (or, conversely, that faith 
has nothing to do with them). On the contrary, we wanted to put this 
supposedly necessary relationship (or lack of it) to the test, and verify ex-
perientially whether faith can have an interesting, positive, valuable impact 
on these aspects of daily life. The second trap is to assume that, in any 
case, such a relationship affects primarily the ethical realm, that is, how 
someone who has faith should or should not behave. On the contrary, 
we consider that faith is first of all knowledge, through revelation, of the 
mystery of God, which is the mystery of Being, the origin of all created 
realities. If this is so, in the words of Benedict XVI in Regensburg, faith 
should “broaden” our reason, give us a better vantage point to look at the 
world and decipher the workings both of nature and of history.

Politics is a good example. It is almost universally assumed that faith’s 
chief contribution to politics is to provide “values.” Both sides of the po-
litical spectrum claim, to some degree, that Christianity is an important 
source of inspiration. But is the relationship between faith and political 
life just one of ethical guidance? Given that we all agree that Christianity 
helps us appreciate, say, the value of life or the need for social justice, does 
it have any deeper impact on the way we live together in society? Should 
faith have a social role or should it be a strictly private affair?

Take money, for instance. If there is a context in which the relation-
ship between faith and life is commonly understood only in ethical terms, 
it is certainly economics. Or human affectivity: is faith just a source of 
rules, as many people think? Or does it give us a different perspective on 
what the whole business of sex, romance, and love is all about?

In other words, this was the intuition behind this series: How does faith 
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shed new light on each of these four realities? Does faith reveal something 
new and previously unnoticed about these things? Does it change the way 
we should think about them? And then, as a result, does it change the way 
we live them?

Having read God at the Ritz, we knew that Monsignor Albacete was the 
right man to address these questions. He held a degree in Space Science 
and Applied Physics, as well as a Master’s Degree in Sacred Theology from 
the Catholic University of America in Washington, DC. He also held a 
doctorate in Sacred Theology from the Pontifical University of St. Thomas 
in Rome. But above all, he was a man who was never afraid to face any 
question his reason asked, and to put his own faith to the test.
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I. 
Faith and Politics: 

Do They Mix?* 

Albacete: Well, the presentation has two parts. The first part, theory, is held 
here; the second part is the actual lab, featuring Senator Barack Obama 
and Senator John McCain, and that’s on your television set at 9:00 p.m. So 
I’m in a rush to get back. We promised some people who wanted to come 
tonight that you could leave on time to go back and watch the debates. 

My last public appearance was in some kind of encounter with Mr. Chris-
topher Hitchens over at the Pierre Hotel. Lovely; good food, free drinks. 
The only problem is that we couldn’t have any kind of encounter because 
we were not talking about the same thing. The question was: Does sci-
ence render faith obsolete? But as I suspected, his view of faith…[Msgr. 
Albacete’s cell phone rings]…There’s my phone! Wait a minute. [He an-
swers] Hi! Oh good. We’ll take care of that later. Thank you. [He hangs 
up.] It was Mr. Hitchens. He’s converted. [laughter]

Anyway, we weren’t talking about the same thing. I found out that if I saw 
faith the way he did, I was in agreement with him 95% of the time, which 
I kept saying again and again. He got very upset and at one point said, “I’ve 
been deceived! I thought I was coming to debate a man of faith!” So it kind 
of scared me, but anyway, I want to make sure that in this series, at least, 
I make sure that you understand how I see the question of faith. Instead 
of following necessarily my own views—though I will not hesitate to give 
them—I want to make a presentation of what is the contemporary view 
of faith of the Catholic Church and, in particular, of the present Pope. I 
figure that should answer whether I have faith or not. So I want to do that.

As to politics, well, we all more or less have a common view of what that 

* Conference held October 15, 2008 at Columbia University
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may be, but again it is necessary, if we are to understand each other, that we 
have a similar understanding of what these two terms mean, and then the 
proposal can be made of how they are related. I find most of the problems 
have to do with what the terms mean rather than the proposal of how they 
are related. Most of the discussion on faith and politics that I see or hear 
or read about suffer from that point of view. It’s not really a discussion 
because people are talking about different things. So I feel that’s important 
for tonight and all the other upcoming nights. 

I want to begin with something from my own experience. I am a native 
of Puerto Rico, and I grew up in a Latin American, Catholic atmosphere. 
Faith was never questioned. We baptize anything that moves, and have 
lots of celebrations. I never found any conflict with my view of life and 
the proposals of the faith. I never experienced it until the beginning of 
my work as a scientist in a laboratory in the Washington, DC, area. I had 
friends I absolutely admired and wanted as peers in my work, wanted them 
to accept me, to guide me, even; I was a beginner in scientific research. 
Eventually I was not doing too badly, when one of them—I remember it 
as if it were yesterday—said to me, “How can you claim to be a Catholic, a 
Christian, a believer for that matter, and be a good scientist? You come in 
here during the weekend, and there’s no difference between you and us. We 
accept you; you accept us. We are excited together. We follow the rules of 
scientific research today, and you’re totally indistinguishable from any of us 
and a good addition to our group.” (I felt very grateful for that.) “But then 
you walk out of here and on Sundays you claim that a dead man stopped 
being dead! Are you the same person? And these two convictions coexist. 
If you don’t let them mix, then you live two lives.” 

Well, the question hit home. I had never asked it of myself. I did not expe-
rience myself as living two lives. I thought it deserved an answer to them 
and to me because now the question had surfaced inside of me, and I then 
started reading, asking people this or that. It was in the early ‘60s, the time 
of the Second Vatican Council. Just reading The New York Times every day 
you read about what was going on in the Catholic Church and her efforts 
to speak to modernity about faith and culture, that kind of stuff. So I read 
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it. If it mentioned anybody interesting or a book, I would get the book, etc.

The book that launched me into a reflection that has lasted till today was 
a book I read in 1968 called Introduction to Christianity, the very first part 
of which is on faith, on belief. What does it mean to say, “I believe”? I was 
fascinated by it, and very, very much impressed by one point above all. The 
author tells a story which comes from Martin Buber, a Jewish scholar, of a 
young, intelligent man, an atheist, who went around in a kind of Hitchens 
way and made a career of destroying people’s beliefs, of attacking faith, etc. 
And everybody they set up against him was defeated. This guy was very 
smart and could see the faults in the thinking of the scholars that they had 
sent to debate him, so much so that scholars were afraid to confront him, 
which I was told is more or less the case with Mr. Hitchens these days. (I 
didn’t even know I was supposed to be talking with him, so I said “Yes.” )
Anyway, this man finally was taken to see the highest authority possible, 
this rabbi someplace who was the most saintly man known, and the clos-
est to God, and was all day in meditation on the Torah, and he agreed to 
see the young man. So they encountered each other, and the young man 
gave his discourse—the most brilliant ever! He outdid himself. It was just 
awesome, so much so that when he finished everybody was saying, “Oh my 
God! He’ll kill the rabbi. This is just too much. How can the rabbi answer 
that!?” The rabbi was simply holding the books of the Torah, was looking at 
them and looked at the guy and said, “Yeah, alright, but perhaps this is true. 
I cannot put on the table for you the reality of God, of the Kingdom of 
God, the Word of God, I cannot do it, but I can tell you perhaps it is true.” 
Apparently this young man was completely overwhelmed by this perhaps 
because he found in the rabbi a willingness to affirm a perhaps; that is to 
say, the rabbi was a free man. The atheist was a dogmatist; he had a cer-
tainty that the rabbi suggested could not be justified, not totally, anyway.

At the end, the discussion cannot go beyond a mutual acceptance of this 
perhaps. A person of faith accepts and embraces this perhaps. The question 
is: Does the atheist? And from where does his or her certainty come? It’s 
quite a story. It affected me. When I saw that openness, I knew that for the 
rest of my life I would be exploring this mysterious perhaps. 
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So what I will say tonight about faith and politics, at least on the side of 
faith, assumes the perhaps. The question is, does politics? What kind of 
politics is consistent, coherent with this perhaps? What kind of politics is 
open enough to this perhaps? In some ways, as we will see, although in an 
entirely different language, it will be argued that the contribution of faith 
to politics is precisely this perhaps. It’s precisely the opening, the “broad-
ening of reason” that Rita reminded us the Pope called it. It’s the opening 
beyond frozen views, predetermined views, ideological views of human life 
and the human person. An openness to go as far as we can in one’s inves-
tigation, in one’s reasoning, in one’s exploration of the mysterious realm of 
the perhaps once it is admitted. This will be given fancy names, but in my 
opinion this example is exactly the point I want to make. I want to make 
the proposal that faith opens politics to the perhaps. This is my proposal.

The author of the story of the rabbi was Martin Buber, but that was not the 
book I was reading. The book I was reading had another author. He was 
a young German priest. His name was Joseph Ratzinger. And the title of 
the book is Introduction to Christianity, which has been reissued now that 
Ratzinger has found a new job. He wrote a different introduction to it, but 
said he would not change a word of anything inside. So the perhaps and 
the story are there. 

The importance of the perhaps, the importance of this contribution that 
faith can make to politics can be seen also, again following the steps of 
Ratzinger, in a discussion he had less than a year before he was elected 
Pope with the German philosopher Jürgen Habermas, an atheist, secu-
larist—whatever you mean by that—of an unimpeachable fame and in-
telligence. Habermas was concerned about the present inability to find a 
common basis that will serve humankind today to make ethical judgments, 
to guide politics. He was looking for some common ground that would 
make possible a conversation, a dialogue, because people’s ideas of all these 
things, of everything that comes up in the discussion, are radically different 
and determined in their ways, so to speak. So people thought, well, it would 
be fun to have a discussion about that, knowing very well that Ratzinger’s 
also concerned about the same thing. Why don’t we bring them together 
and have a discussion about it? It’s bound to be interesting—the atheist 
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and the almost-Pope. So they did, and you can read it in this book by Ig-
natius Press, The Dialectics of Secularization on Reason and Religion. There is 
Ratzinger; there is Habermas. 

I began with the simplest explanation I can give you of my claim that the 
intersection between faith and politics is primarily the opening up of the 
perhaps. Now we will see this applied in a certain way in this discussion 
between Ratzinger and Habermas.

At the beginning, Ratzinger confirms the motivation for the dialogue. 
“There seems to be no basis today, or agreement on the basis for legal and 
ethical control of power.” It’s put in terms of power. And then you can 
imagine the list of reasons why this is so: “The great changes in all areas 
of human knowledge, the phenomenon of globalization, the interaction 
between different political, economic and cultural mechanisms of power 
control,” all of these things that characterize the present situation. He says, 
“How can cultures encountering one another find ethical bases to guide 
their relationships along the path that will permit them to build up a com-
mon structure that tames power?” because otherwise power is loose. The 
greatest power will affirm itself, and it will rule. Power needs to be tamed, 
but how? What can there be that imposes a legally responsible order on the 
exercise of power? The difficulty today is in finding this acceptable basis to 
agree even on what the common good of the society is. What does it en-
tail? Why must one do good even when it entails harm to oneself ? Based 
on what? Each side or system would have its own answer, but you need one 
at the global level. The collapse of all moral certainties around the world 
today is due to the triumph of relativism. We need to be open to the totali-
ty and the broader dimension of something that will bring us together, that 
can overcome these divisions. The proposal he makes is human experience. 
We need to look at how being human is experienced within these cultural 
political systems, because we can appeal to that if we can find that there 
is some kind of common human experience or experience of the human. 
But “What kind of experience will show this to us?” he asks. Is there such a 
thing as a common experience of our humanity? And then he says, “Con-
sider the question of politics. The task of politics is to apply the criterion 
of the law to power, thereby structuring the use of power in a meaningful 
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manner.” How is that for a precise term? “In a meaningful manner.” This 
raises the question, obviously, of just what a meaningful manner might be. 
How does the law come into being? Because it says “to apply the criterion 
of the law to power” and in this way tame the power. But “the criterion 
of the law”—what does that mean? How does the law come into being? 
What must be the characteristics of law if it is to be the vehicle of justice 
and not the privilege of those who have the power to make the law? 

An apparent solution, a political solution, is immediately thinkable, and 
we all embrace it: the establishment of a democratic society in which all 
collaborate in the genesis of the law. At least this minimizes the chances 
of power affirming itself, the greatest power winning out. But the problem 
is that total consensus is difficult to achieve, democracies of the size, for 
example, of ours, require that the people delegate others to make these 
decisions. That’s why the second part of this presentation tonight is so 
important. We are about to be asked to delegate our involvement to two 
of these four people that are running for national office. We need to elect 
representatives to speak for us. Democracy can only work that way, and 
then we follow the majority rule, more controllable now because it’s within 
the elected representative body. 

“The problem is that the majorities can be blind or unjust. The majority 
principle leaves open the question of the ethical foundation of the law, 
namely, is there something that can never become law, or always remain 
an injustice?” This is the question: “Is there something that can never be-
come law but always remain an injustice?” Is there something that is by its 
very nature law, something antecedent to any majority decision, something 
which must be respected in the decisions of the majority? Some affirm 
“self-subsistent values that flow from the essence of what it means to be 
a human being.” Kind of a natural law, values that are supposed to apply 
globally and multiculturally. But can this claim or this hope be sustained? 
Can this conviction be sustained when it is clear that the obviousness of 
the values is not acknowledged by every culture? The fact of the matter is 
that it’s true. So an appeal to universal values really doesn’t get you any-
where. Think of the discussion about human rights, and in any case, what 
is to be done when some sense of values see no problem with things like 
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terrorism pursued on behalf of a defense of a human right or a value. 

“Another source is religious fanaticism,” says Ratzinger. “It raises the value 
question today: Is religion a saving and healing force, or is it an archaic 
and dangerous force that builds up false universalities, therefore leading 
to conflict, intolerance and terrorism. Must religions be places under the 
guardianship of reason, with carefully marked boundaries, and if so, who 
can do it and by what authority?” It is quite an honest picture of today. I 
am impressed. He doesn’t hold anything back. “Add to the problem the 
new forms of power that we have today. Man is now capable of making hu-
man beings, of producing them in the laboratory. Man becomes a product. 
Man is in touch with the sources of his own existence. How to avoid the 
strength of the temptation to construct the right man at long last?”—the 
eugenics temptation, to experiment with human beings, and then discard 
as rubbish those that are not interesting. In fact, and this well may be the 
ultimate step, we have reached the level at which not only do we have no 
apparent authority found at the global level to deal with this, but there 
doesn’t even seem to be a method; that is to say, we have reached the level 
of questioning the reliability of reason itself; this is all we have. All we can 
appeal to as human beings is reason, a sense of a certain logos, a logic, a 
source of meaning, the reality of meaning—but today this is doubted. It 
has become possible to see no meaning in absolutely anything. Reason, 
some say, has discredited itself. The atomic bomb is a result of reason. Upon 
what, therefore, can we base a common ethical education today? 

The attempt of the natural law is difficult to pursue. “The instrument of 
the natural law has become blunt. I do not intend to appeal to it. The idea 
of natural law presupposed a concept of nature in which nature and reason 
overlap since nature itself is rational. This view of nature has today cap-
sized. Nowadays we hold that nature as such is not rational even if there 
is a rational behavior in nature. So what is left?” He goes back again “to 
have a confidence in the proposal that there is a common experience of 
humanity,” and, as we will see, it is an experience of desire. Being human 
is having certain desires. And he proposes that those desires be “reason-
ably explored,” but can reason do it? In order to do that, we must have the 
broadest possible view of reason. Reason must accept the perhaps. This 
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acceptance of this open field—reason to continue looking for what it is 
that satisfies human desires—“serves as a process of struggling against the 
pathologies of religion, and the pathologies of reason.” He ends with that.

This is very interesting and very important, because it again shows that the 
hope we can move beyond this present impasse—which will get and that 
gets progressively more tense every day—lies in this strange relation be-
tween faith and reason, in which faith opens reason to a perhaps. In order 
to do that, of course, faith must embrace its own perhaps. 

Now, that’s Joseph Ratzinger in 1968; Joseph Ratzinger talking with 
Habermas. When he gets to be Pope and is amongst his own, he sounds 
a little bit different, but makes the same point, only now in a more fancy, 
sophisticated way, a more religious way. I thought we could follow the 
presentation in Deus Caritas Est (“God Is Love”), his very first encyclical, 
which has a strong section on faith and politics. I don’t think we’ll have 
much time beyond that because I have notes from Spes Salvi (“Saved in 
Hope”), and we need to talk some more about faith and desire. But we 
have faith as a common point each week, so we can continue exploring 
what this view of faith really implies.

The section on politics in the encyclical Deus Caritas Est is number 28, and 
it begins with a great quote from St. Augustine. The Pope is very attached 
to St. Augustine. In fact, I’ve been reading an essay he wrote about The 
City of God and St. Augustine’s politics in which he very much sounds like 
himself. I think a lot of his thinking is influenced by St. Augustine. But 
anyway, the famous quote: “If justice is absent, what are kingdoms if not 
a huge empire of theft? Remota itaque iustitia quid sunt regna nisi magna 
latrocinia?” Crooks! That is, applications of selfish power. Kingdoms of the 
world where justice is lacking become instruments of the most powerful 
powers. But where does this sense of justice come from? Not directly from 
faith. The Church recognizes a legitimate distinction between the Church 
and the State that searches for this justice, that is, has the responsibility of 
pursuing this justice. He quotes the words of Jesus about God and Caesar; 
he quotes the Second Vatican Council about the “legitimate autonomy of 
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the temporal sphere.” These two are distinct. The search for justice and the 
application of justice is the task of politics. Keep remembering an earlier 
forum where this is said in a simpler way. You could say that the task of 
politics is to search for justice, but what have you said? Just a bunch of 
words, unless you relate it to something that has awakened your interest 
like the presentation just made. It is up to politics to look for the basis that 
can help us create the global unity that can protect us from the pathologies 
we find both in religion and in politics. 

Politics is more than a mere mechanism for defining the rules of public 
life: its origin and its goal are found in justice, which by its very na-
ture has to do with ethics. The State must inevitably face the question 
of how justice can be achieved here and now. But this presupposes 
an even more radical question: what is justice? The problem is one 
of practical reason; but if reason is to be exercised properly, it must 
undergo constant purification, since it can never be completely free of 
the danger of a certain ethical blindness caused by the dazzling effect 
of power and special interests.

Now this is quite a claim. Is it obvious, or do we feel like questioning this 
because what you will see here is a reference to something that has been a 
constant teaching of the Church, which you can read in St. Augustine and 
The City of God, and it is what is otherwise known as the doctrine of origi-
nal sin, that human reason is weak. It’s all we have, for God’s sake! Nothing 
can violate reason. We can’t accept things that are unreasonable, but reason 
exists in us in a weakened way. Again, if one does not believe in the pro-
posal of original sin, one could still look around to see if there is evidence 
for this weakness, this tendency to follow what he calls “the dazzling effect 
of power and special interests.” I think there is enough evidence that that 
is true, wherever it comes from. 

And then he has this amazing statement right after that line: “Here politics 
and faith meet.” So there is a point of encounter between faith and politics. 
How do we understand that? “Faith,” he says, “is an encounter with a living 
God that opens new horizons extending beyond the sphere of reason,” and 
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to quote our friend Dr. Pollack, “beyond the sphere of the unknown to the 
unknowable.” But just that fact, the proposal that there is an unknowable, 
the inspiration, if you wish, to search for it, just that fact, has an effect that 
opens up reason. It introduces the perhaps into politics, into reason en-
gaged in politics. “From God’s standpoint,” he says, “faith liberates reason 
from its blind spots and therefore helps it to be ever more fully itself. Faith 
[by affirming the reality of the unknowable] enables reason to do its work 
more effectively and to see its proper object more clearly.”

Faith and reason must be in harmony, but faith proposes our ability to see 
more, and as such can strengthen reason in its path towards knowledge 
and in its struggle against ideologies that would stop it, that would want 
to build a fence and not allow reason to go further, and which can then be 
translated into forms of political power. “The aim of the Church,” he says, 
“is not power over the State or to impose on those who do not share faith’s 
ways of thinking or modes of conduct proper to faith. Its aim is to help 
purify reason and to contribute here and now to the acknowledgment and 
the attainment of what is just.” 

We don’t have much more time. I propose to you the argument we have 
heard with the perhaps, with the discussion that Habermas made in a 
much more solemn, encyclical-type, academic way. But to see through this 
academic layer (and I love it, of course; it keeps one employed!) and go to 
the heart again, I would like to end with something that allowed us to see 
once again that the real Ratzinger still lives. It was a speech he could not 
make. He had been invited by the students and the faculty of La Sapienza 
University in Rome to come and address them on some big occasion, but 
some members of the faculty and other student groups objected. They felt 
he was unacceptable. They didn’t know whether to dis-invite him or not, 
and the university was paralyzed, so he just decided to cancel it. But he had 
prepared the speech, so he published it. I’m interested in his conclusion, 
because the question that keeps coming again and again during the speech 
is, “What does the Pope have to say to you today?” Like saying, Why am I 
here? Why do I think I have something to contribute? Or do I just want to 
affirm the whole Catholic thing? Can he make a proposal without it im-
mediately beforehand just being rejected? And he says, “We are in danger. 
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The greatest danger facing the world, especially the Western world, is that 
man is surrendering when faced with the question of truth.” Remember 
the last point? Reason itself is questioned. When that happens, he says, 
“reason ultimately folds up from the pressure of interests and the attrac-
tiveness of utility.” It is the death of reason. Though reason exists, what’s 
left, with a much smaller dimension of acceptance, will eventually go, too.

The Pope’s—and by extension the Church’s, and by extension the faith’s—
contribution to reason and to politics, therefore, because politics is the task 
of reason, is this: “To keep alive the sensitivity for truth.” And that term, 
“sensitivity for truth,” was not original. It was used by Habermas in the 
discussion. By Habermas. We have need today to revive, to light up, and 
not be afraid of truth—a  sensitivity, a love for truth, to keep this alive, “to 
invite reason ever anew to set itself to a quest for the truth, for goodness, 
[for justice] for God”; to have the courage to pursue this task. Once again, 
the point of intersection: the opening, the broadening, the purification of 
reason. Or, as he said back in 1968, just the perhaps.

That’s all for tonight. 
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II. 
Faith and Science: 

Are They in Conflict?* 

Pollack: I’m Bob Pollack. I am indeed a professor of biology and I am 
indeed the Director of the Center for the Study of Science and Religion, 
but I am not here in those capacities. I’m here as a friend of Lorenzo Al-
bacete. Lorenzo and I know each other for more years than we would like 
to admit, and we both have written more or less about the same subject 
with each other in mind, so that makes us friends of a certain sort that goes 
across the borders of professional overlap—physicist and biologist; and 
religious overlap—Catholic and Jew; academic overlap; childhood, place 
of birth overlap—all of those things, set them aside. Lorenzo and I ask, 
I think, the most important question that one can ask in any context and 
that is: How do you know you’re right? And I would just like to say, by in-
troduction of him, that it’s my experience that as a scientist, I know that I 
don’t know I’m right because of the data of nature. And so why I know I’m 
right cannot be drawn from my work. This is a limit on my science. I think 
it is an absolute universal limit on science, and it opens the door to the 
obligation to ask, How then do I know I’m right? And I know no better 
guide to that question than Msgr. Albacete. So here he is.

Albacete: Well I was hoping you’d tell me how I know I’m right. Since 
neither one of us knows we’re right, let’s just call it off. Move on. 

Alright, moving right along towards Faith and Affectivity, the really in-
teresting one, tonight we have to say something about faith and science. I 
want to start with two things that were said last time that seemed to have 
caused a certain surprise, perhaps because of the content or because of the 
author of those views. The author of those views was Joseph Ratzinger, and 
the text where you can find them—Introduction to Christianity, published 
in 1968, in English in 1969, and re-published recently by Ignatius Press 
after the author got another job. The content of those views—the story of 
the perhaps. Faith must be willing to allow a perhaps to its claim. Perhaps 

* Conference held October 22, 2008 at Columbia University
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yes, perhaps not. The faith I practice, the faith I have learned from the 
Catholic Church, and I can only speak about that, allows this perhaps; in 
fact, it requires it in order to be to be true faith. 

The idea comes, in fact, from a Jewish source, as I said, and that was Martin 
Buber, who was quoted by Ratzinger in the book Introduction to Christiani-
ty. Let’s get the actual words, because last time I forgot the book. 

An adherent of the Enlightenment [writes Buber], a very learned man, 
who had heard of the Rabbi of Berditchev, paid a visit to him in order 
to argue, as was his custom, with him too and to shatter his old-fash-
ioned proofs of the truth of his faith. [He’s kind of like the Christo-
pher Hitchens of those days.] When he entered the Rabbi’s room he 
found him walking up and down with a book in his hand, wrapped in 
thought. The Rabbi paid no attention to the new arrival. Suddenly he 
stopped, looked at him fleetingly and said, “But perhaps it is true after 
all.” The scholar tried in vain to collect himself—his knees trembled, 
so terrible was the Rabbi to behold and so terrible his simple utterance 
to hear. But Rabbi Levi Jizchak now turned to face him and spoke 
quite calmly: “My son, the great scholars of the Torah with whom you 
have argued wasted their words on you; as you departed you laughed 
at them. They were unable to lay God and his Kingdom on the table 
before you, and neither can I. But think, my son, perhaps it is true.” The 
exponent of the Enlightenment opposed him with all his strength; but 
this terrible “perhaps” which echoed back at him time after time broke 
his resistance.

And then Ratzinger comments: 

Here we have, I believe—in however strange a guise—a very precise 
description of the situation of man confronted with the question of 
God. [This story, according to Ratzinger, offers us a very precise de-
scription of where we are when we raise the question of God.] No 
one can lay God and His Kingdom on the table before another man; 
even the believer cannot do it for himself. But however strongly un-
belief may feel itself thereby justified it cannot forget the eerie feeling 
induced by the words “Yet perhaps it is true.” The “perhaps” is the un-
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avoidable temptation which it cannot elude, the temptation in which 
it, too, in the very act of rejection, has to experience the unrejectability 
of belief. In other words, both the believer and the unbeliever share, 
each in his own way, doubt and belief, if they do not hide away from 
themselves and from the truth of their being. Neither can quite escape 
either doubt or belief; for the one, faith is present against doubt, for the 
other through doubt and in the form of doubt. It is the basic pattern 
of man’s destiny only to be allowed to find the finality of his existence 
in this unceasing rivalry between doubt and belief, temptation and 
certainty. Perhaps in precisely this way doubt, which saves both sides 
from being shut up in their own worlds, could become the avenue of 
communication.

Last time I proposed to you in the simplest way possible the claim that the 
intersection between faith—and at that time we discussed politics—was 
precisely to allow human reason in the light of this perhaps not to close 
down, not to surrender to the lack of confidence in itself, the lack of confi-
dence in the ability to reach any truth, much less truth itself. And I showed 
you how, when the Holy Father was dis-invited from La Sapienza Univer-
sity and he released his speech, he said that the contribution he wanted to 
make, that the Church, that the Pope, that faith hopes to make to the life 
of the university, is precisely this encouragement to reason, to make sure 
it doesn’t fold down, that it persists in its search, to create space for this 
broadening of reason—one of the favorite terms. And we saw him also in 
the precise discussion on politics with Jurgen Habemas, making essentially 
the same point. In that context he said (this second point apparently sur-
prising some people) that he was not prepared to appeal in his presentation 
to natural law because, he says, today’s view of nature, especially coming 
from biological science, shows a lack of any direction or any particular 
rationality of what to expect; and for that reason, since the natural law 
discourse requires some kind of sense of meaning, of logos, of rationality 
to be discovered in human nature at least, it cannot be used at a time in 
which we have not reached this point. Again, I recommend that you find 
the book Introduction to Christianity. I’m also plugging (I don’t know why, 
since I don’t get paid for this!) The Dialectics of Secularization by Habermas 
and Ratzinger. Good stuff, good material there. 
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Well, he’s right. The second point, the point of where we are at this mo-
ment in the encounter between faith and human knowledge, and now in 
particular scientific knowledge, does present that problem. The argument, 
perhaps the strongest argument about the humaneness of belief, comes 
from this denial that anything in human nature can serve as a guide to the 
natural itself. Questions of meaning and purpose are therefore set aside.

Now at this point, in this particular presentation, whether he were here 
or not, I would like to turn to the work of the man who just introduced 
me. Since he said such nice things about me, I want to make sure that I 
erase all the denunciations of his thought that I had prepared. I am not 
a biologist. I read and write. Every day I read The Anchorage Daily News 
and other journals, and I can only accept what I’m told. And this is what 
he says in the splendid book that I am also plugging: The Faith of Biology 
and the Biology of Faith by Robert Pollack. This is the best stuff around. 
You want to find out what’s going on, and find how he suggests the reality 
of the perhaps, then there’s nothing better. And look—the best books are 
not that big. I just received a book, Do We Manufacture God? or something 
like that, which was the biggest thing and completely incomprehensible. 
But anyway, this is the best. It’s small, very small. Look at how these little 
small books contain everything you want to know, ladies and gentlemen. 
And they’re brought to you, and I am brought to you, by Poland Spring, 
the Water of the Unknowable! Have we taken care of all commercial obli-
gations? We can move on. 

I, in fact, admit in here [God at the Ritz] that whatever I know about this 
situation of science today, this claim, I have learned especially from Bob 
Pollack, so he will correct me. He didn’t say anything when he read it in the 
book, so I think it’s safe to read some of his words, or some of my words 
quoting him.  

According to current scientific thought, [and this is what Ratzinger 
had in mind when he said that we cannot really think of the natural 
law, at least not initially, as a point of encounter between faith and 
human knowledge today, especially when applied to the area of ethics] 
the existence of the human species can be totally explained by ‘natural 
selection.’ All species share a common ancestor. Species compete for 
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survival in a world of limited resources, not to mention unpredictable 
catastrophes. Species can be defined by their genoma, composed of the 
chemical DNA assembled in chromosomes. Each individual of a given 
species carries the defining genome of the species in each of its cells. 
Individuals within a species differ from each other because of errors 
in the copying of the DNA genome from generation to generation. 
Eventually these differences, by enhancing or diminishing survivabili-
ty, lead to the emergence of other species. 

In the human brain, this process has led to that DNA-based config-
uration that enables the human species to acquire and pass on infor-
mation through language, leading to the capacity to formulate, learn, 
and teach the ideas of others. [At this point one is reminded of the 
claims of ] Richard Dawkins…[who] coined the expression “memes” 
(analogous to those DNA sequences called “genes”) to designate those 
ideas that survive the natural selection process. Human life therefore 
could be described as composed “of memes and genes.” All those con-
cepts that deal with purpose and meaning are collections of surviving 
memes. In human societies, it is the “meme struggle” that determines 
society’s fate. 

The meme-constructing capacity is localized in the human brain, but 
we have yet to learn how its integrated operations, which culminate in 
thought and consciousness, are related to specific brain activity. How-
ever complex its operations may be, there is absolutely no scientific 
reason [and this is the point I want to make] to postulate any force 
at work other than the laws of physics and chemistry that guide the 
formation and evolution of all life. Therefore there is no scientific basis 
for the existence of an immaterial, transcendent world.

It’s not just that science, [please understand this particular point] be-
cause of its method of inquiry, is unable to grasp spiritual realities 
[many people see their way out of this by simply claiming that science 
cannot get to these invisible realities that faith somehow grasps be-
cause its method restricts itself in an a priori way to exclude these. And 
fine, maybe it has to, and that is the way it is, period; but one could, in 
theory, argue that that’s not the end of human thought, that scientific 
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reasoning is not the only form of reasoning, and somehow or other 
walk a dualistic way, like I was accused of doing when I started my 
pilgrimage of life that led me here, namely of being faithful to the sci-
entific method Monday through Friday, but on the weekend running 
off and believing things like the dead can rise again. And they asked 
me, “Who is the real you?” That, as I told you last time, started my real 
search]; it’s that the existence of spiritual realities is seen as superflu-
ous. Spiritual realities are not needed to explain all the phenomena as-
sociated with life, including human life. And if they are not needed, it 
makes no sense to explain a phenomenon by introducing more factors 
than are necessary for its comprehension. Of course science cannot 
“prove” that a spiritual order of existence beyond the laws of physics 
and chemistry does not exist, [it cannot prove that] but to believe it 
does exist appears to be a matter of an irrational preference rather than 
fidelity to the concrete evidence available to science.

I would say this is about as radical a claim as one can make. It’s difficult to 
imagine anything else, a claim that makes very difficult what appears to be 
a necessary encounter between the world of religious convictions and secu-
lar life—science, politics, economics, and so forth, as seen in the discussion 
between Habermas and Ratzinger. Upon what can we find some kind of 
agreement so that we can today “tame power”? We must remember the 
concern of that discussion. Or are we at the mercy of the most powerful 
powers at all levels of human life? If there can be no conversation about 
anything in common, between the scientific mind and the religious mind, 
then we’ve got a problem.

When I read Bob’s book, I was very impressed by his clarity of expression 
and his adherence to the view of science’s relation to what is known about 
human life. I read with great interest how he proposed to justify the fact 
that in his own life he has somehow managed, perhaps in recent times, to 
go beyond this impasse, this apparent impasse, and actually be involved 
with something like the Center for the Study of Science and Religion 
here at the university. But especially impressive is his desire to provide 
exactly what Ratzinger and Habermas were talking about—some kind of 
common ground to guide ethical choices that must be made, because the 
danger of being abandoned entirely to the greatest powers around is sim-
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ply too pronounced. 

And so this is more or less how I understand his proposal. (He’s right here 
to denounce it if he wants to.) He postulates that reality can be…I want 
to use the exact words…It can be perceived in some way by postulating 
three areas. Again, the words always fail, especially when one of those areas 
is the unknowable. That’s why I advertised the water as the Water of the 
Unknowable. This is a reality that is intrinsically unknowable, and so what 
else can be said about it? At the moment nothing, since it is unknowable. 
The rest of reality is made of the unknown and the known. The known is 
constantly pressing on the border towards the unknown, expanding the 
area of knowledge, and the unknown continues, one hopes, surrendering 
to this, so that more and more of what is now unknown becomes known. 
The scientific way of understanding reality is at this frontier between the 
known and unknown. The scientific method is designed to be a rational 
way of advancing the frontier of the known into the unknown.

But all this is existing within, if you want, this reality that he calls “the 
unknowable,” and the more you go from unknown to known, the more the 
known advances its frontier, and in no way affects the unknowable that 
remains unknowable.

This seems to suggest a hopeless dualism, as hopeless as it can get since the 
unknowable is always unknowable and never changes from being unknow-
able. Well then, what the heck am I going to do about it? Go have some 
spaghetti or something like that. 

Scientific testings of hypotheses advance the frontier of the known, there-
fore scientific hypotheses about the unknowable are by definition not 
meaningful. What justifies the work of science is the idea, the insight, giv-
ing rise to the hypothesis that is then tested. That’s how science advances. 
That is how the frontier between the known and the unknown is broken. 
These ideas, these insights come, they are formulated as hypotheses and 
then they are tested. Bob asks, “But where does this insight come from?” 
It cannot come from the world of the known; that’s absurd, as all ideas 
are an insight into reality that was not there before. It cannot come from 
the world of the unknowable, because otherwise they would be but logical 
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deductions of what is known. They occur; in fact, they’ve made science 
possible. 

So he postulates that we can see this scientific insight, the human experi-
ence of the scientific insight, as coming from an intersection into the other 
world, the world of the unknowable. “Can these hypotheses,” he asks, “that 
the unknowable exists and that it would remain unknowable, can it be test-
ed through the methods of science?” Certainly not. As they posit notions 
that resist testability, they are nevertheless a fair representation of world-
wide human experience outside of science. Or to the point today, they are 
consistent with the actual experience of scientists and not the institutional 
ideology of organized science. The fact is that science itself depends on the 
periodic emergence of the unknowable for its own progress.

Without the unknowable, there would not be new ideas to test, not really 
new, to test scientifically and move ahead. The point seems to me that this 
moving ahead does nothing to make the unknowable any less unknowable.

I can accept all of this, and certainly use another vocabulary that I will 
briefly propose to see how beautifully it corresponds to the Catholic tradi-
tion. Again, as I say, it’s the only one I can speak from. One of the things 
about the terminology that concerns me—Prof. Pollack knows this and it’s 
in my book—is the fact that he calls the unknowable the irrational part. 
The word irrational—meaning it has no chance of being brought under 
rational control. I understand, but I would, if anything, call it the su-
per-rational or the beyond-rational, because irrational seems too negative 
a term for my own satisfaction.

In the thought of Fr. Giussani, the man I follow in most of these things, 
instead of using the word unknowable he uses the word Mystery. Some 
might use the word God, but the problem with that word is that it means 
everything and nothing. Mystery is exactly what Prof. Pollack understands 
as the unknowable. 

I like his proposal that scientific insight indicates somehow a point of con-
tact that has to be understood better: the emergence, into the world of the 
known and unknown, of something from the world of the unknowable. 
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But in his book he also underlines that this is not the only example of such 
a contact. “There are other events. [I love it immediately because these are 
not in the form of abstract information or ideas; like you’re sitting around 
and suddenly somebody’s whispering in your ear or infusing knowledge 
into your brain. The word event is closer to what this is actually like: it’s 
something that happens, that occurs. It certainly has an intellectual dimen-
sion, and immediately one moves to explore its possibilities, but it’s much 
more than that.] These other events occur rarely, inexplicably, unpredict-
ably, and give meaning to our lives. They are kind of breakthrough mo-
ments, meaning a new understanding drawn from the internal, emotional 
context of the experience of this encounter, of this event. It is a source of 
a sense of meaning.” And again, it is not one derived from the known, un-
known, or possible. It is one encountered. It is based on an experience, and 
it is an experience that gives birth to what we call the sense of meaning or 
purpose.

The question is how to understand this, and with what methods. This is not 
a matter of an intellectual understanding which may follow, as it does when 
experimentation proves scientific insight to be useful. “Meaning, purpose, 
direction, teleology, the end of things—these are not notions that we nat-
urally associate with science, still such experiences are commonly called 
religious. Yet the central event in science is so similar to these religious 
experiences that I see only a semantic difference between scientific insight 
and what is called in religious terms revelation.” That’s quite a statement. 

One could respond that what is not known today must and will be known 
tomorrow or the next day, and that this will go on until everything is 
known; and so to postulate a reality of mystery or the unknowable is, in 
fact, not allowed. It’s not needed. What perhaps one needs is patience and 
big funds so that we can advance the frontier. Money and patience—I love 
that proposal! I would quickly abandon my allegiance to the unknowable 
for big bucks. (Secretly I would believe, though.) The problem with this 
view is that this patience is based on what? What is the origin of such 
certitude? The certitude is not justified by science itself, the certitude that 
with just a little bit of patience and money everything will be known. That 
is a dogma. “The notion that nothing exists except what is knowable is 
entirely unprovable,” he says. “Holding to this belief in the absence of any 
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way to test it through experimentation, and despite the counter-evidence 
of scientific insight itself, puts science at the risk of trapping itself in dog-
ma.” Trapping itself in dogma and restricting possibilities, the process of 
broadening and opening reason is discontinued by an arbitrary limitation; 
it cannot therefore be, although I cannot prove it in any other way. You can 
only hold that sooner or later you will know everything. 

That is like what we saw in politics last week. At that time we saw, for 
those of us who believe, that we can propose that the intersection between 
faith and the scientific enterprise—just as between faith and politics—will 
effect precisely the removing of this limitation to reason, and through that 
perhaps will open the path to greater conversation and mutual understand-
ing through dialogue. 

This broadening of reason appears again as a way of looking at the interac-
tion between faith and the human enterprise, in this case also at the level of 
science. For this to be the case, though, religious proposals, faith-based pro-
posals, must themselves be reasonable, must themselves show this opening. 
If they do not, there will not be a broadening of reason. That’s why I would 
not call the unknowable the irrational. I would use Mystery, because it 
doesn’t commit to anything and, however understood, its unknowability is 
affirmed. Mystery is encounter. The test of such an encounter is insight, but 
I would also underline that this is not just an intellectual insight, but an in-
sight tied to the experience of wonder and awe. This becomes the starting 
point for rational analysis, unleashing within us a hope that encourages us 
and moves us in a real way, in an exciting way to search for its source. 

There’s much more here, but I think we can move on. I want to touch 
again on experience, that point of contact with revelation, using the word 
revelation. We can play a game, if you wish, a mental exercise, using this 
question: If the unknowable exists, if from it emerges an insight or these 
experiences that are suddenly there, if that is the case—(remember the 
words here have to fail)—but if somehow the unknowable, the Mystery 
has intersected with this world, what, other than this experience of an 
absolute amazement, an awe beyond words, a hope, an enthusiasm, could 
help us understand better what to look for to see whether this has hap-
pened? I don’t know if this is clear. In fact, I will go directly to the point 
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that I want to make, and that is the one brought up by the Jewish philos-
opher Levinas in his essay Entre Nous: Thinking-of-the-Other, in which he 
asks such a question in terms of the occurrence of an incarnation. 

It has at the moment absolutely nothing to do with the Christian proposal 
about the Incarnation of the Mystery. This is about the revelation of the 
Mystery. Somehow or other there’s a revelation of the Mystery that we 
grasp—the Mystery has in some way managed to enter the non-unknow-
able world. Can that be? Only if it remains unknowable. But if it remains 
unknowable, doesn’t that render it invisible? Do you understand the prob-
lem? If the unknowable is to remain unknowable, you can stop here and 
say, “Let’s not even talk about it, since there is no way, no rational way, 
no way you could test any evidence of that reality, and that’s that.” But if 
you say, “Oh, there is a way; the unknowable can actually have an impact 
on the world of the known and unknown.” Well, if it has an impact, how 
can I tell that it’s there? What do I look for? Awe, amazement, the rising 
in you of a hope that goes beyond anything—“hope against hope,” as St. 
Paul says. These are all signs that contact has been made, signs that protect 
the unknowability of the unknowable, which we have to protect because 
otherwise we have the unknowable absorbed by the world of the known 
and unknown, or we have the world of the known and unknown totally 
divinized, if you wish, rendered unknowable in order to understand. How 
can we understand this presence? This is a question that Levinas asks him-
self in this essay Entre Nous, and it’s an amazing proposal. His answer is:

“If such an incarnation, [better, maybe that word is too loaded with other 
meanings] if such an intersection can take place, can happen, what we 
would see, what we should be looking for is a manifestation of an absolute 
humility. Immediately the presence of the unknowable in this world would 
invite against it persecution, and you would find it in the circles of the 
persecuted of this world. This is the only way that the unknowable can be 
present without losing the unknowability. It is a way of gnosis.” He calls it 
“the self-inflicted humiliation of the Supreme Being.” These are the words 
of Levinas.

It would show itself, therefore, as a radical otherness present in my world. 
An encounter with it would take me out of myself totally into the embrace 
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of the other. Remember, we’re not talking about a little Mickey Mouse 
emotion here; in fact, the encounter with this reality, with its absolute hu-
mility, its victim nature, if you wish, would immediately illicit from me a 
sense of responsibility, of caring, taking me out of all selfishness, depending 
of course on the degree of the strength of my encounter with this reality.

Therefore, this opening of reason, proposed as the affirmation of the un-
knowable and its possibility of intersecting with our world, will not only 
free, say, scientific research outside the bonds of service to ideology—ide-
ology either of a political nature or of its own manufacturing, and facilitate 
the experiences of newness and hope and enthusiasm. Not only will it do 
that, but at the same time and for the same reason it will open a path of 
ethics and behavior based on absolute respect and an embracing of the 
other as a responsibility. I want to insist that this is not a matter of it teach-
ing us ethics, or of it inspiring us. It is the same phenomenon that expands 
reason this way, the same one that will open up the path to liberation from 
ideologies that are inhuman, that persecute and threaten the other. It’s not 
just the beauty of faith contributing something, an ethical source; it is the 
very nature of the contact between the Mystery, the unknowable and the 
knowable.

So that little perhaps, which is the initial test of whether this is working or 
not, because if either side here is not willing to embrace a perhaps, then this 
little perhaps shows itself to be extremely important. It is a perhaps that 
has to be there, because the point of intersection between the unknowable 
and the known can only unleash a call, an attraction to us to put ourselves 
at the service of the other—but it cannot force us; it has to be a free deci-
sion. What moves us to do it is beauty. Freedom, beauty, responsibility for 
the other, truth—they are inseparable. This is the proposal that animates 
and should animate the exciting dialogue between faith and science today.
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III. 
Faith and Money: 
Do They Add Up?* 

Albacete: It’s good to see everyone who’s been here before be here again. 
This is our third classroom. They keep throwing us out—it’s their resis-
tance to the truth. 

Faith and money, come on! I probably have little of both. But what the 
heck, what I have I’ll try to relate. 

In my world, my Catholicism, where I come from, which is a Latin Ameri-
can cultural setting, the great issue of the question of faith and economy—
economy being  understood as the allocation of resources for the common 
good—has for a long time been lived entirely within the discussion about 
liberation theology. This emerged in the Latin American world after the 
Second Vatican Council, and developed into a full-grown proposal con-
cerning the relation between faith and the development of the world’s re-
sources and the construction of a just society. And everybody knows that 
it was a big controversy in which John Paul II showed an aspect of his 
ministry, of his personality, perhaps, that surprised many people: the de-
termination, sometimes even the apparent anger, with which he reacted to 
the liberation theologians and their activities, which included bishops and 
others promoting the insights of the so-called liberation theology. That 
was interesting, and to this day many people still ask me questions, and I 
explain the Pope’s particularly strong opposition to this. 

Next to the Pope, and perhaps even more vehement in condemning lib-
eration theology, is the man who is now the Pope. When he was Cardinal 
Ratzinger, the Prefect of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, 
he issued document after document opposing the fundamental tenets of 
liberation theology. 

In popular culture, the origins of Latin American liberation theology 

* Conference held October 29, 2008 at Columbia University
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are associated with Brazil. It had the strongest concentration of thinkers 
who developed liberation theology, which was picked up all around Latin 
America and in some areas of the United States, where there’s a big Latin 
American Catholic presence. Brazil is one of the sources of inspiration; 
it had all the big names. The founding books of liberation theology were 
written in Portuguese by Brazilian theologians, thinkers, economists, and 
politicians.

I mention this because I want to raise a little bit of the drama of what 
occurred not long ago. The meeting of the Latin American Bishops 
Conferences, which in one way or another dealt with this, was held in 
Brazil just last year under the new Pope. There was  Joseph Ratzinger, now 
Pope Benedict XVI, addressing the bishops, but everyone was listening to 
find out how he would deal with this chapter of Latin American Catholic 
life—the great influence of liberation theology. So first I would like to go 
over a bit of what he said there, especially as it pertains to the issue under 
discussion, which is the relation between faith and economic resources, 
and the building of just social structures for the common good.

At the beginning there was the usual stuff that was necessary to say, and 
then there was a standard profile of Latin American Catholic religiosity—
the kind of thing we like, the reason why I have in my pocket scapulars, 
sacred stones, and powders. You never know, you know? Let me tell you 
this: when I’m dying with my tongue out I don’t want to be visited by liber-
ation theologians! I want to be accompanied by all kinds of pills. So there’s 
the Latin American Catholicism, the popular religiosity, as it were, that 
he uses, and he spoke about that, giving the acceptable standard profile of 
it. But in any case, soon he insisted that, with respect to the future, with 
respect to the survival of the faith in Latin America, this religiosity was not 
enough. In fact, it may be moving and folkloric, but it did not address the 
great issues of what was the future of the faith in Latin America—such a 
vast Catholic area—and how it is being determined. You could see in his 
works that he was arguing from now on that the controversies over libera-
tion theology were controversies about the nature of faith itself, and about 
the relation between faith and the human reality and the world, which is 
indeed, if you have been coming these past few weeks to our series here, 
a question which this man keeps bringing up again and again, reflecting 
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his conviction that we are, in a certain sense, back at the beginning of the 
Christian entrance into the world. When the Christians moved out of the 
Palestinian area and arrived at the great cities of the empire, they encoun-
tered the Roman/Hellenic world. What do they do? He believes that we 
are in a similar situation now, and so therefore the questions that we face 
are very fundamental and very basic.

We have to show the relation between our faith claims and human life, 
between what is known about our humanity and how it is lived, inasmuch 
as the Christian faith is always mediated, is always some kind of judgment 
statement concerning who Jesus Christ is. The problem, argued the Holy 
Father, which we face again and again is the same one: What is the relation 
between Christ and the human reality? Better, what is the relation between 
Christ and the world? 

Okay, now he’s on his home turf. At the most basic level we have seen, 
when we talked about politics before, and science, the proposal of the 
Pope: that the point of intersection between faith and life is this “broad-
ening of reason.” Rita reminded us that this has been the main point so 
far in the public teaching of Pope Ratzinger. The broadening of reason in 
two ways: in scope, that is to say, the claim is that faith allows you to see 
more than when you don’t have it; but to see, not visions, but to see with 
your reason, to appreciate more of reality; it expands the scope when you 
look out towards life, presumably; this is what the claim says anyway—
faith allows you to see more: you see exactly what everybody else sees, but 
somehow you see more. Not more of a beyond, but more of life now, more 
of what exists at the present time. It’s not that faith allows you to see the 
eschatological future of whatever happens after death or at the end of the 
world, no. The claim is that the “broadening of reason” is something that 
occurs now and it deals with how much you can see, with the horizon of 
how much you can see about reality, about what’s happening now. 

So faith broadens reason in that way, and in another way too—in the way 
of the duration, the strengthening of reason’s energy to continue searching 
for the truth. Remember that was a big point made last time, how faith 
is the enemy, if you wish, of the stagnation of reason or the tiredness of 
reason. The Pope is convinced that one of the main problems that we face 
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today is that we have given up on our ability to know the truth, and there 
can very well be enough arguments that tempt one in that direction; the 
triumph of relativism is something that is not that difficult to understand. 
But faith is precisely the broadening of reason in that it would strengthen 
reason’s determination to continue its search for truth. When reason stops 
its search, it creates ideology. So therefore, faith broadens reason by oppos-
ing that ideological temptation. Still, in order for this to be sustained, the 
burden of proof on the faith is its reasonableness. 

After talking about the Latin American religiosity and saying that it’s not 
enough to heal, that faith is needed to deal with the situations of today, 
the very first area is not discussed by him. It’s not any kind of intra-church 
problem. It’s not about the lack of vocations, the marriage of priests, etc. 
What about globalization? I will read to you his lines. He has said that 
religiosity is not enough; we need to face how the world is today, and in-
terestingly the first topic dealt with is the topic of globalization.

Today’s world experiences the phenomenon of globalization as a net-
work of relationships extending over the whole planet. Although from 
certain points of view this benefits the great family of humanity, and 
is a sign of its profound aspiration towards unity, nevertheless it also 
undoubtedly brings with it the risk of vast monopolies and of treating 
profit as the supreme value. As in all areas of human activity, globaliza-
tion too must be led by ethics, placing everything at the service of the 
human person, created in the image and likeness of God.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, as well as in other regions, there 
has been notable progress towards democracy, although there are 
grounds for concern in the face of authoritarian forms of government 
and regimes wedded to certain ideologies that we thought had been 
superseded, and which do not correspond to the Christian vision of 
man and society as taught by the Social Doctrine of the Church. On 
the other side of the coin, the liberal economy of some Latin American 
countries must take account of equity, because of the ever-increasing 
sectors of society that find themselves oppressed by immense poverty 
or even despoiled of their own natural resources.
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And then he goes on to apply this to the Latin American situation. I bring 
it up only for two reasons, underlining again that the importance of the 
subject—faith and life, and that the relation between faith and the econo-
my is seen in the context of the relation between faith and human life, and 
that the question is: What does faith contribute to our perception of what 
life is all about? 

Recall that the discussion with Habermas was again and again on this 
point. We need a common basis to develop a global ethics that would al-
low us to confront and guide and “tame” the power that is out there today 
in order to really remake human life, and in this case both Habermas and 
Ratzinger agreed that this is an important point. Perhaps it’s the number 
one challenge facing us today, but here he is repeating the same thing, as 
he actually did (if you were here when I read it) when discussing this area 
of concern with Habermas: the economic effects of globalization. 

But that is one subject, the subject that brings us again to the fundamental 
question, and I want to review how he deals with that. For those of us with 
faith, the question lurking behind this concern is the following: What does 
Christ actually give us? And I say that for our purposes here, in most of 
this you could substitute the word faith for the name Christ and turn it 
into a problem for more than just Christians, but the man is the Pope. 

What does Christ actually give us? Why do we want to be disciples 
of Christ? The answer is: because, in communion with him, we hope 
to find life, the true life that is worthy of the name, and thus we want 
to make him known to others, to communicate to them the gift that 
we have found in him. But is it really so? Are we really convinced that 
Christ is the way, the truth and the life?

In the face of the priority of faith in Christ and of life “in him,” [that 
we keep insisting on]…a further question could arise: Could this pri-
ority not perhaps be a flight towards emotionalism, towards religious 
individualism, an abandonment of the urgent reality of the great eco-
nomic, social and political problems of Latin America and the world, 
and a flight from reality towards a spiritual world?
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As a first step, we can respond to this question with another: What is 
this “reality”? What is real? Are only material goods, social, economic 
and political problems “reality”? This was precisely the great error of 
the dominant tendencies of the last century, a most destructive error, 
as we can see from the results of both Marxist and capitalist systems. 
[Both of them] falsify the notion of reality by detaching it from the 
foundational and decisive reality which is God. Anyone who excludes 
God from his horizons falsifies the notion of “reality” and, in conse-
quence, can only end up in blind alleys or with recipes for destruction.

The first basic point to affirm, then, is the following: only those who 
recognize God know reality and are able to respond to it adequately 
and in a truly human manner. The truth of this thesis becomes evident 
in the face of the collapse of all the systems that marginalize God.

I want to underline that he is not here talking about the contribution 
which belief in God makes; he’s not talking about an ethical contribution; 
he’s talking about knowledge of the real, and, in this particular case, of the 
real needs of the human person. The “broadening of reason” is that it makes 
reason more alert to the needs of the human person. The ethical dimension 
comes later. Right now he’s arguing the point of beginning, is seeing more. 

Of course then we say that knowledge of God, faith in general, allows 
us to see this “more.” The question arises next: Who knows God? How 
can we know him? We cannot enter here into a complex discussion 
of this fundamental issue. [Remember it had come up before in the 
discussion with Habermas] For a Christian, the nucleus of the reply 
is simple: only God knows God, only his Son who is God from God, 
true God, knows him. [Then the proclamation of the faith in Christ 
is made.]

God is the foundational reality, not a God who is merely imagined or 
hypothetical, but God with a human face; [recognition of the presence 
of ] God-with-us…[Now] we can ask ourselves a further question: 
What does faith in this God give us? The first response is: it gives 
us a family, the universal family of God… Faith releases us from the 
isolation of the “I” because it leads us to communion: the encounter 
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with God is, in itself and as such, an encounter with our brothers and 
sisters, an act of convocation, of unification, of responsibility towards 
the other and towards others. In this sense, the preferential option for 
the poor [a key phrase used by liberation theology] is implicit in the 
Christological faith in the God who became poor for us, so as to en-
rich us with his poverty (cf. 2 Corinthians 8:9).

Quite a claim here. Faith, God is the horizon, allows me to see more, 
etc. In the area of concern—faith, money, resources, the economy—this 
“broadening of reason” has a particular name: “the preferential option for 
the poor.” This is the claim. This is what he would insist on, we will see, 
again and again. I repeat, the intersection between faith and the economy 
is the emergence in us, in our ability to see, in our desire to respond in such 
a way to the reality of poverty. 

The reason, he explains, for the opposition to liberation theology was not 
the notion of “the preferential option for the poor,” but the notion of faith 
that did not give a broad and adequate enough perception of “the prefer-
ential option for the poor.”

The peoples of Latin America and the Caribbean have the right to a 
full life, proper to the children of God, under conditions that are more 
human: free from the threat of hunger and from every form of vio-
lence. [Then he mentions some of the social teachings of the Church 
on this matter.]… How can the Church contribute to the solution of 
urgent social and political problems? The answer has to pass through 
the creation…[this is another important point of liberation theology, 
which he will now embrace and purify, if you wish: the creation of the 
structures of society. The response to the poor cannot simply be indi-
vidual charity, nor collective charity. It requires a change in the very 
institutions and structures of society that facilitate this vision of the 
needs of the poor.] Just structures are a condition without which a just 
order in society is not possible. But how do they arise? How do they 
function? Both capitalism and Marxism promised to point out the 
path for the creation of just structures, and they declared that these, 
once established, would function by themselves; they declared that not 
only would they have no need of any prior individual morality, but 
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that they would promote a communal morality. All of these ideological 
promises have been proved false. The facts have clearly demonstrat-
ed it. The Marxist system, where it found its way into government, 
not only left a sad heritage of economic and ecological destruction, 
but also a painful oppression of souls. And we can also see the same 
thing happening in the West, where the distance between rich and 
poor is growing constantly, and giving rise to a worrying degradation 
of personal dignity through drugs, alcohol, and deceptive illusions of 
happiness.

Just structures are…an indispensable condition for a just society, but 
they neither arise nor function without a moral consensus in society 
on fundamental values, and on the need to live these values with the 
necessary sacrifices, even if this goes against personal interest. [We’re 
back at the Habermas discussion.]

I am only saying that a society in which God is absent will not find 
the necessary consensus on moral values or the strength to live accord-
ing to the model of these values, even when they are in conflict with 
private interests…[The discovery of these values are a matter of right 
reason]…of recta ratio and they do not arise from ideologies nor from 
their premises. Certainly there exists a great wealth of political experi-
ence and expertise on social and economic problems that can highlight 
the fundamental elements of a just state and the paths that must be 
avoided. But in different cultural and political situations, amid con-
stant developments in technology and changes in the historical reality 
of the world, adequate answers must be sought in a rational manner, 
and a consensus must be created—with the necessary commitments—
on the structures that must be established.

This political task is not the immediate competence of the Church. 
Respect for a healthy secularity—including the pluralism of political 
opinions—is essential in the Christian tradition. If the Church were 
to start transforming herself into a directly political subject, she would 
do less, not more, for the poor and for justice, because she would lose 
her independence and her moral authority, identifying herself with a 
single political path and with debatable partisan positions.
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[Finally], just structures will never be complete in a definitive way. 
As history continues to evolve, they must be constantly renewed and 
updated; they must always be imbued with a political and humane 
ethos—and we have to work hard to ensure its presence and effective-
ness.

Three areas here, three proposals for the intersection between faith and 
the economy. They are not the broadening of reason; they are three ways—
scope; energy, if you wish, endurance; and third, updatedness, creativity, so 
that ideology doesn’t allow you to respond to the situations as they really 
are, so that you are encouraged. With all the rapid changes, it is something 
that must be re-done every day at every time.

In the end, a man that I follow, Fr. Giussani, says, You know, you can read 
all this stuff, you can hear this discourse that may inspire you or may not 
inspire you, but would it really create anything new? Words alone do not 
create anything new. And in any case, faith is not transmitted by words 
alone or by witness to a story, to something that has happened in which 
one can find an echo of our experience, and from that, if it is an experience 
of faith and has been mediated by faith, from that we can look towards, in 
this particular case, society from an economic perspective; and then have 
the energy, the determination, and the capacity to be creative in the area 
of these social structures that affirm “the preferential option for the poor,” 
that respond to what is really being lived at this moment. I thought, there-
fore, that we could benefit from looking at one such case. I must say, to 
drop names, when I met Karol Wojtyla, our discussion was about what was 
the best way to transmit the faith. Since he found out that I had been a 
scientist, he asked me whether science was the best language for the trans-
mission of the faith. By the way, he wasn’t Pope then. He was sitting there 
eating some kind of corn flake for breakfast! 

And I said to him, “Science? When I wanted a woman I didn’t send her a 
post card with equations or formulas!”

And he said, “Very good. So then, what is the best way?” 

And I said, “Why don’t you answer that question? I answered the other 
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one.” 

And he said, “Clearly it is the theater.” 

The theater, poetry, drama—the theater! First of all, you’ve got to under-
stand that this guy sitting there is some kind of cardinal. I had never even 
heard such speech from any bishop or anyone like that. This is amazing, I 
thought. This is an interesting man. I said, “Tell me more about it.”

I was to have opportunities I would never have imagined when he became 
Pope, and a number of meetings with him when he was Pope, and whenev-
er it was the question of the two of us—I was there sometimes with other 
groups to discuss other subjects—whenever we had a personal, one-on-one 
conversation, his question came back again to the same subject. He wanted 
to discuss theater.

I taught a class at the John Paul II Institute on the theatrical writing of 
John Paul II, so he wanted to know, What do students think? What ques-
tions do they ask? Did they understand this point? Did you understand 
this point? He was always claiming that because I was not able to speak 
Polish, I missed 90% of the depth of what he was trying to present. I said, 
“If it cannot be presented in Spanish, it cannot be presented!” So we always 
had that discussion.

It’s amazing how this is the case. But on this topic I proposed to him, Am I 
wrong in thinking that, in the area of liberation theology, if I want to really 
find out what it is that bothers you, and what your argument is all about [it 
obviously went beyond an intellectual argument, given the real excitement 
that he showed], could I simply not say that is all already determined by 
what you wrote in the play Our God’s Brother?

And he said, “Excellent. You do understand.” 

So I thought I would give you a summary of what his argument is, and 
then I’ll conclude with things like the text. Suppose you want to read this? 
You can’t unless you speak Polish or Spanish or Italian. Perhaps it’s been 
published in other languages, but I only know of those three. In English 
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it’s only been published once, in the book, this book, The Collected Plays 
and Writing on Theater by Karol Wojtyla. It is not published by any kind of 
religious or pious house, but by UCLA Press, and it’s out of print. Ignoring 
the ethical part, stealing it from someone might be the way, and then you 
can read something that condemns it, but by then you have the book. 

The name of the play is Our God’s Brother, and it is based on a real life. I 
cannot pronounce the last name of Adam. I myself, in my conversation 
with the Holy Father, called him Adam Gonzales, arguing that in fact he 
was from Puerto Rico and at an early age he went to play baseball in Kra-
kow, but the Pope denied it.

So Adam X was born on the 20th of August, 1845. When he died, he had 
another name, Brother Albert, founder of the Congregation of Albertine 
Brothers and Sisters. He died Christmas Day, 1916. He was beatified in 
Poland on June 22, 1983, and canonized on the 12th of November, 1989. 
It’s the first time in which the author of a play has canonized his main 
character! He desperately wanted to sell books. 

The story deals with this man who is a patriot, an artist, all kinds of won-
derful things. One day, because of inclement weather, he had to find ref-
uge in this apparently empty building only to discover that it really wasn’t 
empty at all: it was packed with homeless and poor people. This was their 
home, they lived there. And he had never seen anything like it. Whatever 
happened, it struck him in a way that it became an obsession, the obsession 
being, I must respond to this situation! Whatever it takes, I must calm 
my conscience. Adam was not given to little guilt trips, as we see in the 
play to follow, but somehow something happens to him that says, I’ve got 
to deal with this. So he begins the great search. What is the responsible 
way to deal with the fact that there are, in the midst of economic success 
and progress, that there is this population of people living sub-human 
lives? And this is the point. A person of faith cannot avoid this problem as 
we saw in Ratzinger’s argument. It immediately strikes you. The point of 
intersection of faith and the economy is what to do about the poor. What 
is responsible? What is the responsible thing to do that is not ideological 
and not just satisfaction on the guilt trip, but that is, in fact, just? That’s the 
question. That’s the question this guy begins to try to answer. 
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There are these characters in the play, some actually historical characters 
from that time, others made up by the author, and each one in a certain 
sense personifies different solutions to this problem of poverty. In a sense, 
the play, the drama, is going on inside this man. And these are various 
temptations, if you wish, although they are personified in a character that 
comes from the outside. They are intended to be aspects of himself. The 
conversation he is having is with himself, and going over, testing each one 
of his experiences, each one is a possible response, and he either accepts it 
or rejects it. 

One of the characters, for example, that emerges first, raises the question: 
Is it really my problem? Is there a way in which I can deal with it? Alright, 
I’ll pay higher taxes. I’m sorry to bring this up. Whatever it is, I’ll contrib-
ute to the second collection, but I didn’t create this and I have my own life 
to worry about. How far is my obligation to solidarity with these people? 
The first character, Max, who is a friend of his, argues this point. “In every 
one of us,” says Max, “there resides both a man exchangeable, like money, 
and in his innermost depth, a non-exchangeable man, known only to him-
self.” This should ring an alarm immediately. Proposal: if you have faith 
and you are addressing this faith to this subject, you would immediately be 
horrified at this statement because it is a dualism; it is a split thing. Part 
of us is negotiable, but part of us is non-negotiable. There are two of us. 
I can deal with this problem of the poor only if it stays at my negotiable 
level. I live my social obligations, my charity obligations, but I will not let it 
enter into me. That part, closed! “A non-exchangeable man, known only to 
himself,” he says. “It is enough for me,” he says, “simply to be aware of the 
other, the non-exchangeable one, and to know that within me there is the 
dividing line between the two.” Otherwise life would become common-
place and stupid. It is enough to be aware of the unchangeable man. How 
do we respond to the exchangeable one? It is enough to be aware of him, 
and through awareness to be separate from him. 

Behind this view is a view of the human being that is an anthropologi-
cal conviction this man, Max, has. Listen to him: “The individual makes 
himself and joins society as an individual. His task, his mission, is first of 
all individual. He has individual responsibility. Society’s fate depends on 
whether the individual accomplishes his task, fulfills his mission, meets 
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his responsibility or makes a mess of it. If he succeeds, society will consist 
of a greater number of worthy individuals and will be rather more worthy 
itself. If he fails, he will find in it more and more poor houses and asylums 
which are of course antisocial phenomena. They are madness drawing hu-
man wrecks and loafers.”

Adam, who is the main character, says, “There is indeed a great deal of 
truth in what you say, but you are ignoring one thing, Max. In this situa-
tion, what do you do? What am I to do?”

“I will explain it to you,” Max replies. “[T]o create values, to create all the 
resources that he finds in his life, and because he finds these resources, he 
himself, he must shut himself up from the rest of the world, otherwise he 
will fritter away what he has, and that would be an anti-social attitude.”

Adam replies, “I thought like that for a long time. My thoughts from even 
two months ago; but since then I have seen that this view is not enough. 
We cannot permit a whole mass of people who swarm through the poor 
houses, leading almost animal lives, gradually deprived of all awareness 
except hunger and fear...no, no, no.”

At one point, the discussion continues, and Max thinks that he is being ac-
cused of running away from responsibility. “How can I be held responsible 
for these people?” He says. 

Adam replies, “Max, the problem is that you still think the pattern of hu-
man poverty corresponds to the pattern of punishment. No matter. But 
this is not just running away from responsibility. It is running away from 
something, or rather someone, in myself and in all those people.” And this 
is as far as his discussion with Max will take him. 

Another character that appears is called the Stranger. The Stranger follows 
the “way of anger,” “creative human anger,” until it reaches the point of 
awareness and revolution. Charity is the enemy of this because charity will 
postpone the revolution. Adam has a vision or experience of this anger 
among the poor. Right after this vision, a new figure emerges to talk with 
him called the Other. The Other describes himself as pure intelligence. 
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He stands for all intellectual, ideological solutions to the human drama. 
Later in the play, he shows his weakness because he is unable to recognize 
a concrete poor man who is standing next to a lamppost. Adam says to 
him, “But look at that guy there.” The Other says, “I don’t see anyone.” He 
is not interested in him. He has to go beyond to mankind. Adam, on the 
other hand, sees in this man what he calls “the image and likeness of God” 
in each person. The Other is furious at this kind of talk. Remember that 
the Other and all these people are the main character himself, the struggles 
within him. I’m sure ol’ Karol Wojtyla would want me to repeat that to you. 

This guy says, “He does not attract my intelligence.” Adam answers, “How 
much is missing in you. How much you miss.” The point is that Adam 
cannot accept the limitation of the problem to an intellectual problem. He 
has to respond to this with an action that is not that of his exchangeable 
self, but that is himself. The other guy, the “creative anger” guy, comes and 
goes. At the end he will be the last one to remain, and the one that Adam 
will recognize as most realistic.

At this point Adam goes to confession and the dialogue has to do with 
his faith in Christ, and the confessor tells him, “Let yourself be molded by 
love.” After that experience, Intelligence pops up again and says, “Last time 
you succeeded in reducing the matter to the limits of knowledge. You will 
not make that mistake again.”

Adam says to him, “I will not accept the limits that you put down because 
now I am letting myself be molded by love. I know one Force that sur-
passes me. It surpasses me infinitely in love. I cannot bear that strain. This 
shames and humiliates me, but it also guides me, lets me develop…I am 
simply overjoyed at the thought that someone as helpless as I, clumsy and 
lame, can rid himself of undeniable intelligence, can possess something 
that bypasses it, something that exposes it, unmasks it, betrays it…I have 
freed myself from the tyranny of intelligence.” 

Finally, the Stranger comes back, the revolutionary, for the final dialogue.

Adam talks to him like this: “Man’s poverty is deeper than the resources 
of all goods. All those goods that man can aspire to by the force of his 
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anger…I am sure, I believe that man is to aspire to all goods. To all. To the 
greatest of them, too. But here anger fails, here Charity is essential. I want 
only to rouse this anger in the right way. It is one thing to cultivate a just 
anger, make it ripen and reveal itself as a creative power, and another to 
exploit that anger, use it as raw material, and abuse it.”

The Stranger says, “The poor will not follow you.”

Adam replies, “No, I will follow them.” 

And his position was to get rid of everything and to go join these people. 
Out of that act came this congregation that he founded, that to this day 
devotes itself to the poorest of the poor.

In the last scene of the play, when he is now Brother Albert, news comes 
that a revolution has begun and this is his reply and the last words: “I knew 
that anger had to erupt, especially such a great anger. And it will last be-
cause it is just. I know for certain, though, that I have chosen the greater 
freedom.”

Why do I bring this up? I certainly have no intention of following in his 
steps. If we all did, that’s the end of the world. It’s stupid. He is brought 
forward not because we are all called to the vocation of making ourselves 
poor, of giving everything to the poor and then following Jesus. This is 
his own charism; this is his own vocation. It’s only for him. In fact, at one 
point in the last scene he advises a member of his congregation to leave, 
because he realizes this way is not the man’s vocation. But it is import-
ant because this is a particular vocation that shows us in a clear, almost 
extremist way what faith intends to do with us, all of us, independent of 
our circumstances and our particular vocations. This “broadening of reason” 
achieves in this area its highest expression in what Fr. Giussani called “the 
virtue of poverty.” And this is the proposal we make to the world, to people 
concerned about economic justice.

Second, this example shows also, again in an extreme case, how this man 
was tempted by ideologically possible answers; again and again and again 
he is able to escape them, even to the point of such a shocking expression, 
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“I have escaped the tyranny of intelligence.” It doesn’t mean he embraces 
stupidity. It means escaping a totally created mental view of human needs 
and human reality. It is said that our enslavement to an intellectual ideolo-
gy is our death. His faith allowed his reason to recognize these temptations 
as insufficient ideologies when compared to the truth about the human 
person, to the depth and real nature of human needs. 
This is what the “preferential option for the poor” moves us to do, to follow 
this path.

Fr. Giussani says, “Poverty [and again I am talking about an interior virtue, 
an interior way of looking] is an expression of true freedom.” Today we 
have this crisis. Right now we are living it. If we look at it from this per-
spective, what can we say? Again, we’re not experts. (Well, some are and 
are able to speak like experts.) The current political season about to end 
has been so centered on things like hope and trust. The present crisis is a 
crisis about hope and trust, without which, if you do not have this hope, 
if you do not have this trust… Hope and trust are needed for a non-ideo-
logical market economy that responds to reality, and not an abstract vision 
of resources, of abstract money that does not reflect the actual value of our 
resources, and which easily becomes the creation of this purely technolog-
ical intelligence immediately at the service of the temptation of greed. Fr. 
Giussani says, “The obstacle from hope to trust is the attribution of this 
certainty in the future [which is real hope] to particular things that we al-
ready possess,” such as money; that is to say, what allows the hope and the 
trust to be possible, to exist, so you can respond to reality, is what he calls 
“the virtue of poverty,” which opens up space for a trust that moves us to 
creative actions based on reality. 

It sounds pious. It sounds pious, if you ask me, to say that in the end pov-
erty is what faith recommends in the name of “the preferential option for 
the poor.” It sounds like an escape, perhaps. But this man is a real man. He 
went through this. We can see this as a temptation, an escape—more on 
the side of the last guy there, Anger, if the awakening of “the preferential 
option for the poor” requires for its maximum expression to own nothing, 
of the virtue of poverty. Doesn’t faith create just a bunch of idealists run-
ning around? Silly.
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But yet, if we know history, who created the great institutions of western 
civilization—hospitals, universities, works for the poor, refuges, schools? 
People who had been called to a life of poverty. Out of this came real insti-
tutions, far more realistically rooted than the creations of the ideologies, be 
they of the Right or the Left. That is a fact. So we are again at a moment in 
history in which we need to re-create the structures of a new economy, of 
a new society, a new just order. Then, really, I realize that without faith as 
challenge—and the name of that challenge is “the virtue of poverty”—we 
will not be able to respond to it. 
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IV. 
Faith and Romance: 

Are They a Good Match?* 

Albacete:  “I have seen the stars./I went up to the highest tree/In the 
whole poplar grove,/And saw thousands of eyes/In my own darkness.” 
Garcia Lorca’s poem “The Encounters of an Adventurous Snail” is about a 
snail, somewhat serene, kind of the gentleman of the forest, but not some-
body over-excited about anything. He keeps running into various animals. 
The first is a bunch of frogs who engage him in a very advanced discussion 
about the existence of God, and by itself that would have been fascinating 
to consider; but then he moves on and runs into this bunch of ants, and 
they are beating up one of the ants, and are about to kill her. And he says, 
“Ladies, what’s wrong? What has she done? Why are you doing this?” 
And it turns out that this ant had disappeared from the colony for a while 
because apparently she didn’t see a tree coming or something, and when 
the tree arrived, she just went up the tree. She looked only straight ahead, 
but when she was going up the tree, she could see the sky, and she saw the 
stars. For the first time in her life, she saw stars. She finally came down and 
could not hold in the news of what she had discovered; that would be awe-
some, thinking (the poor thing) that those who heard her would make an 
effort to see the stars themselves and ask for details: What are stars? What 
is this? But instead they are furious, because of this stupid talk about stars, 
and because she has broken the law of work. The ant’s usefulness, like all 
members of an ant colony, is to be a worker, and she had interrupted that 
for a moment, doing something the others considered absolutely outra-
geous, irrelevant, stupid—looking at the stars! Of course, the snail himself 
has no idea what stars are because he’s never looked up, but he’s intrigued 
and asks the dying ant, “What are stars?” She has no words to describe 
them—“They’re like little eyes,” or something like that, and it’s very beau-
tiful, but then, of course, she dies and the ants move on. While there, the 
snail wonders about the meaning of what has happened, but he’s just too 
tired to look up. Instead he continues his walk. In the distance you hear 
the bells of the church ringing. The snail majestically, slowly, serenely just 
continues on without ever seeing the stars. It’s a lovely poem.

* Conference held November 5, 2008 at Columbia University
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It’s a poem that was a favorite of Msgr. Luigi Giussani’s, the founder of 
Communion and Liberation, who one day was walking around some area 
looking for, I don’t know, a parking space, and there were two people mak-
ing out. What the heck! (That’s why I thought about a parking space. I 
don’t know, whatever you want.) But they were at it rather intensely and 
Msgr. appears in his cassock and everything and says, “Hello.” Well, you 
can imagine! When they saw him he said, “I hate to interrupt; I just have 
one question to ask you: What you’re doing now, what does it have to do 
with the stars?” And he had in mind this poem in which the stars repre-
sent infinity. This is not exactly a confession of faith, it’s the fact that what 
we can grasp, what we can be related to… The word “grasp” is already too 
much of a claim. But “what we can be related to” is this Mystery, the un-
knowable of Dr. Pollack fame. We have this relation, are capable of this 
relationship, and if that is the case then certainly this is bound to have 
some kind of impact on every activity that you perform that is genuinely an 
expression of yourself, because our self is constituted by relationship, and 
certainly you can discover yourself capable of that inexpressible relation-
ship with infinity, with the Mystery, with the stars, with the unknowable. 
This is bound to affect the way you live your humanity in those areas where 
you engage it as such. And we have chosen these four areas because they 
are areas where our humanity is very much engaged in a creative work, in 
a work that expresses oneself. So in each area we have addressed the ques-
tion, “What does it have to do with the stars?”  I want to remain at that 
point. The topics that have been discussed have an enormous literature, 
enormous interest, and it would take a long time, a course, perhaps more, 
to understand all the dimensions and aspects, say, of the relation between 
faith and politics or faith and science. I want to stick to the point of depar-
ture because I think that this will determine everything else. We could be 
wasting our time thinking and discussing the subject if we have not zeroed 
in on the very point where the subject becomes an interesting question, 
a determining factor in one’s life. Otherwise the unpleasantness and the 
inhumanity of a kind of dualistic life in which you live your life according 
to the faith and at other times according to your work, your interests—who 
would want to live such a life? But to sustain this dualism you would need 
too much; usually one of the sides gets ignored anyway. 

So I would search for the point of entry where the reality of what we call 

Faith and Romance: Are They a Good Match?



[ 57 ]

“the stars,” the presence of the relationship of the Mystery to us enters into 
our human life, into our attempts to live the human life. And following 
the magisterium of Pope Benedict (not because the Pope says it, I don’t 
care!—but because it corresponds to my understanding and my own expe-
rience of this), I have chosen the term “the broadening of reason” as in fact 
the point of contact, the immediate effect, the fruit of the impact between 
the stars and the human person. So we have attempted to see how what 
we call “reason”—what it is and what it consists of—can be impacted by 
faith in the areas of politics, science, and the economy. Tonight I would 
like to do exactly the same thing. This is a sex talk, but it’s really about 
the broadening of reason, exactly the same thing. But this time we want 
to put on affectivity—a fancy word. (One of my charisms is to vulgarize 
fancy words.) Everybody here knows what affection is, affectivity. I’m sure 
if you look up “affectivity,” you’ll find page after page of some kind of ency-
clopedia which will quickly remove your affectivity for the subject matter 
at hand. It’s sympathy. It’s good stuff. See? That’s what I mean. It means 
what happens when you say, “You know, that’s good stuff.” This good stuff, 
judgment, has two parts to it, really, two aspects to it. Number one, it’s a 
judgment, it’s an affirmation of reason. That’s good stuff. And number two, 
it’s an affirmation of affection. The same subject, the same face. You look 
at it from one way, it is a judgment; this is so, and therefore a work of rea-
son. With what else do you make judgments? And then, sympathy—yeah, 
wow! Oooh, man...whatever. I’ve underlined this so you can see that reason 
and affectivity are very much interrelated in our daily experience. So there-
fore the broadening of reason must touch the broadening of affectivity 
in the impact of the stars, of faith, the unknowable. Reason is somehow 
a broadening, an expansion of scope on various levels. If that’s what it is, 
well, it is the same for this sympathy, for this affectivity. 

My first point is that it keeps us from being separated from affectivity. If 
you are not prejudiced, examine yourself: What is happening to you when 
you make a statement like (grant you, it is a vulgarization) “good stuff ”? 
But you know what that means. So, all other things being equal, the effect 
of the faith—or again I could just say “the stars” or the unknown—the ef-
fect on our affected sense, our affectivity, is a kind of broadening of reason. 
What could it be like to have one’s affectivity broadened? Again, I can’t 
imagine that you cannot search through your own experiences and see that 
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there’s something you can only describe as a broadening, an intensifica-
tion—let’s try it that way. Does it intensify this thing that we call affectiv-
ity? I would say certainly yes. Does it make you, therefore, care more about 
whatever is provoking this affectivity? I would say yes. The broadening of 
affectivity involves an increasing care, an increasing intensity. But remem-
ber, it should not be detached from the reason part. It is also an intensity in 
your ability to see what’s there. Affectivity alters or impacts what you see, 
and it happens all the time. You come and say that you have fallen in love 
with so-and-so—I’m going crazy about her. This is it! And the person says, 
“What the hell does he see in her?” They use the word “see.” 

You have Garcia Lorca. But leave Garcia Lorca; that’s a fancy reference, 
even too fancy for me! Let’s go to West Side Story, which, by the way, is 
opening again. Those of you who are trying to think of a present to give 
me, buy me the best tickets possible for the re-opening of West Side Story. 
Right before the song “Tonight,” recall that the word “see” comes up. Her 
concern is, when she looks at him, he’s an American and a white person 
full of discrimination towards her because she’s a dark Puerto Rican. And 
she says, “No, when I look at you, I see only you.” And then he says, “See 
only me, Maria.” And then she launches into the song. Lovely stuff. In 
better days I might even sing the song for you, but that’s for follow-ups. 
Affectivity and seeing, as we will see in a moment, are inseparable. The 
claim is that the stars broaden what you see and intensify your caring about 
it, and in a sense guide it. In so doing, they guide it. Guiding what deter-
mines behavior is an ethical thing, values. When our life, according to an 
ethical system, doesn’t correspond to our affectivity, it’s a disaster. It’s an 
imposed morality. It’s inhuman. So you see, in the search for an ethical 
basis in the world today to help us tame power and guide in ways that are 
not destructive of human reality—we talked about that before and we saw 
that the proposal of the Church is this broadening of reason. This includes 
the question of affectivity because the whole idea of values is related to 
affectivity; you care about it. What you value is what you care about, and it 
is in that area—what you see, what you care about, and how much you care 
about it—I propose to you that the intersection occurs between the stars 
and the human, between faith and life.

With that in mind, here I’m guided by the thought of Fr. Giussani. Imme-
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diately we run into a problem. Reason has been detached from affectivity. 
Well, Giussani goes further and tries to look for an earlier disaster that 
leads to that. For the moment, that doesn’t interest us. It is the detachment 
of affectivity from reason that detaches. What does it mean? It means your 
experience of caring for, your experience of meaning, of value, of purpose, 
of that which gives intelligibility to life and makes life something worth-
while, that accounts for the experience of saying “worthwhile,” the sense 
of purpose, destiny, what moves me—that reality has been separated from 
reason. And so the moment that I am going through now, I discover two 
possibilities kept separate. One is the demands of pure, non-affective in-
telligence, and the second one, sheer, non-reasonable affectivity. You see, in 
both, freedom disappears and you find, as we saw in the last section, what 
John Paul II called “the tyranny of intelligence.” Well, when that separa-
tion occurs, you get first of all the tyranny of emotions, and the separation, 
therefore, between reason and affectivity shows itself sooner or later in the 
manifestation of these two tyrannies. 

I want to introduce another term. When they are together, when reason 
and affectivity are not separated, there occurs what you can call your expe-
rience. This is the word I want to talk about, experience. Experience is the 
way reality emerges in your consciousness. Reality becomes transparent 
when an authentic human experience occurs. Again, human experience is 
born of this wedding between reason and affectivity. Experience tells us 
the reality that we are, the reality in which our presence is immersed. This 
is how that broadening occurs, by first becoming aware of the intensity of 
the real as something that has an impact on us, that we have encountered, 
that we did not create. The little ant who saw the stars knew very well 
they were not a product of her imagination. So we have not invented or 
created. My experience occurs because these two, reason and affectivity, 
are together. What happens is the emergence, the taste, the grasping of 
real otherness. What is there is other. If these two, reason and affectivity, 
are separate, the experience of otherness is not possible. Everything is the 
projection of yourself. It is the experience of otherness that is at the ori-
gin of the experience of responsibility. It is the recognition of this reality, 
grasped through reason and affectivity working together, that makes the 
sense of responsibility be born in me. If that experience is absent, if rea-
son and affectivity have been separated, then responsibility is imposed on 
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me. But perhaps I’m scared by that. I would not like to say that; I want to 
consider myself basically a responsible person, an ethical person, so I try to 
do my best. That’s moralism. If it is not born from the real recognition, an 
affective recognition, an affective, reasonable recognition of the other, this 
disappearance of responsibility in the area of friendship and love shows 
itself in what the Bible calls “lust.” 

Remember the play by Karol Wojtyla that we talked about last time, Our 
God’s Brother?  Go back to it. Remember the encounter he had with this 
character called “the Other,” who presents himself as a Pure Intelligence? 
Recall how Adam, the main character, was struggling to get a sense of 
what responsibility means in the light of social injustice, in the light of 
the fact that he has run into these people who have completely just blown 
his mind because he didn’t realize there was such inhuman poverty in 
the world which he loves. This awakens his sense of responsibility but he 
doesn’t know what to do. The discussion is about responsibility, and in this 
play all kinds of people pop up with various proposals, as we said last time. 
According to the author, these are not real characters; these are aspects 
of himself that he is working through within him. These dialogues are 
occurring within himself. So he is talking with this Pure Intelligence char-
acter. Again, he is really talking about an aspect of himself. Remember his 
words: “I have been an intelligence whose entire task is to reveal the true 
image of the world and not care for the rest.” (We are looking at the rela-
tion between caring and the intellect.) “You are an intelligence,” says this 
character to the main character. “That means you are subject to the lawful 
intelligence. It is enough to hold the image of the world in your thought. 
You have no place to put its heavy burden on your back.” There is this man 
who ran into a poor man reclining against a lamppost, and Adam points to 
him, to Intelligence, and Intelligence cannot see him; he’s not interested in 
this concrete individual. His gaze goes past him. Adam says to Intelligence, 
“There is a fear in my sphere, in my thought that you who possess, you who 
are pure, cold, detached-from-affectivity intelligence…there is this fear in 
my thought, in my own intelligence, if you wish, that you do not possess,” 
which means that you do not grow out of my mind like my own thoughts. 
“I have exposed you. I have done so with this image and likeness that you 
do not want to know.” A little fancy here…let’s minimize it and vulgarize 
it. The argument is, aware of this “more” that Adam is aware of, there is 
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more that he has to see, to know; he takes into account more, and all these 
explanations, all these plays of responsibility that tempt him are now away 
from him. See, he has, in a sense, through the encounter with the poor, 
seen the stars, and he simply cannot get rid of that experience. And Pure 
Intelligence is asking him to. “I am Intelligence,” he says, “that is enough.” 
Adam says, “But the facts are reduced. You do not see that man against the 
lamppost.” And the Other says, “He does not attract my intelligence; he 
has ceased to be an issue for me; I can go past him.” Adam replies, “There 
is so much missing in you. You miss too much.” 

Later on, when Adam is going to confession, he says to the priest, “My 
greatest temptation is the thought that one can love with the intelligence 
only and that this will suffice.” The split between intelligence, reason, affec-
tivity, the reduction of what we call experience, shows itself as a limitation 
of vision, as a narrowing. It doesn’t allow us to see the concrete. It only 
allows us to see the generic. We saw how the vision of the stars (remember 
last time?) frees us from the tyranny of intelligence in addressing the prob-
lem of social justice, away from the ideologies that are pure creations of 
intelligence. In this case we see the same thing on the level of caring, about 
affectivity, this split as the defect; it reduces everything to the tyranny of 
just sheer emotions that are, in fact, just that. That is why Adam’s decision, 
following the advice of some other character, is expressed as “to allow my-
self to be molded by God.”

Today the issue of faith and affectivity, the difficulty we have in arriving 
at a satisfactory basic common ground for a way of life that responds to 
our affectivity and our sense of responsibility—“This problem,” affirms Fr. 
Giussani, “is above all a crisis of reason.” Until this is dealt with, a split 
will occur between the subject of action—I, myself, who I am—and reality, 
whether it’s in politics, in economics, in science, or in personal relations, 
because it has to do with the use of reason. We suffer from three great 
reductions of reason today. The proposal is going to be that the stars, the 
birth of faith, addresses this problem and begins to heal us from it. The first 
reduction: ideology takes the place of reality as an event. An event attracts 
our affectivity and reason, but here, when the split occurs, ideology takes 
the place of reason. We saw it last time. The experience of faith, the appear-
ance of the stars, is a response. It comes from that discovery of otherness, 
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from something that enters your life, an event. And it will free reason from 
this reduction to ideology. It will configure and guide us, if you wish. It will 
configure a way of standing before reality. The way in which we look—at 
the end I want to emphasize how much this is related to the question of 
seeing—the way in which we look is an expansion of our looking, a change 
in our gaze before reality. This is the contribution. This is what happens. 
Recall the broadening of reason. Fr. Giussani describes ideology as “the 
logical discourse that starts with a prejudice and wishes to retain it and 
impose it.”

The second reduction is the reduction of the sign to mere appearance. A 
sign is when a reality you grasp, you see, points toward an other, and in that 
sense the path of your deeper growth, both knowledge and affectivity, is 
from sign to sign. But when the split occurs, the sign, in fact, disappears, 
or just simply stays at the level of an ever-changing superficiality, with no 
content. We are caught in the tyranny of appearance. And yet the sign, the 
ability to grasp the sign, to follow a path, is the only way you will reach 
the Mystery, because Mystery is the depth of the sign. “Mystery,” says Fr. 
Giussani, “becomes experience through the sign.” When we have lost the 
ability to grasp the sign, and instead it’s a totally conventional thing for 
us, then there’s no reality that the sign points to, and then the objectivity 
of the Mystery, if you wish, also disappears, and the Mystery question, the 
stars question, is pure abstract discussion. 

And finally, the third reduction is a reduction of the heart, what the Bible 
calls the heart, to pure feelings. It’s sentimentalism. It rules over our per-
sonal dedication and fidelity. Sentiments cannot guide us along the path of 
dedication and fidelity. In the absence of reason, love, in fact, becomes an 
expression of sentimentality. Instead, the heart is precisely reason through 
objectivity. The broadening of reason intensifies, purifies our affectivity. 

I talked about looking, affectivity, caring for, attraction, sentiments; all of 
this can be brought together by talking about looking, about the way we 
look at reality—our outlook which means looking out, the way I look away 
from myself if I can. That is the stage, I propose to you, where the impact 
between faith and affectivity takes place. That is the particular stage that 
belongs to this topic, the stage where our looking is the decisive part. One 
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of the best proposals of how the stars affect our looking on the level of af-
fectivity, personal love relationships, etc., is found again (it’s not surprising, 
given the plays of Karol Wojtyla) in the now-famous book that was for 
many years ignored, Theology of the Body. This is making the rounds. Basi-
cally, I discourage anyone from listening to any lecture on the subject that 
is not given by me. I’m the only one who knows what it says there… Theol-
ogy of the Body, in particular the discussion about lust. The Pope was going 
on and on and on with his Wednesday meetings, reading this stuff. He 
had been prevented from publishing it when he became Pope. Well, this 
book was so good, he planned on publishing it anyway, his own books. The 
Pope here had developed his whole thought, his whole idea of the body 
and science—it’s packed with that kind of stuff. Nobody understood a 
word. People packed St. Peter’s Square for the Wednesday audience, where 
the Pope would generally say a beautiful, inspired thing or two, and then 
that’s that! But he sat there and read this philosophical treatise, and then 
I remember somebody asked him, “Aren’t you concerned? Nobody under-
stands anything.” And he said, “They only come for the show. I can do that, 
and in the meantime I get this stuff out and it can be published.” Anyway, 
let’s not go into the whole thing. It’s awesome. 

But at one point he was discussing the words from the Sermon on the 
Mount when Jesus says, “If you look at a woman lustfully, you have com-
mitted adultery in the heart.” Do you remember that? That was made pop-
ular by Jimmy Carter, those of you who are old enough. And the Pope 
was examining that verse, especially the phrase, “looking with lust.” What 
does that mean? And how does it happen? How do we get out of it? In it 
he said two things: first of all, it’s not only a problem of men, although in 
the Sermon on the Mount it’s a man looking at a woman with lust. But he 
said, “It applies in reverse; it also means a woman looking at a man with 
lust.” Looking with lust is not just a prerogative of guys. Point two: it is 
not limited to a question of looking at somebody else who’s not your wife, 
an extra-marital problem. It occurs within marriage. Within marriage a 
man can look at a woman with lust, and vice-versa. And that is the same 
as adultery, adultery in the heart. Well, when the Pope said that, the whole 
world…what the heck now?! The Catholic Church once again goes crazy 
against sexual pleasure, human sexuality. Now even in marriage you can 
have that thought. There were some serious editorials and some funny col-
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umns making fun of the Pope and the Church, so much so that the Vatican 
felt it had to issue a clarification. And the next week, the Pope himself 
said, “Stop it. I didn’t mean this!” So it was a famous discussion about what 
“looking with lust” might mean. But just listen to the words that describe 
this phenomenon of “looking with lust.” My proposal is that this is the 
outcome of the separation between reason and affectivity and it is the way 
the broadening occurs. Faith is exactly to struggle against this look of lust 
in the area of affectivity. 

He calls looking with lust, “a deception of the human heart in the peren-
nial call of man and woman…” It’s an attraction, a perennial call of sexual 
attraction. Let’s put it that way without even mentioning men and women. 
We could say that looking with lust is a deception, “a lack of the human 
heart in the personal call of love, a call revealed in the mystery of creation 
itself.” That’s interesting. The mystery of creation is perceptible through 
faith. When we use the word mystery, we mean that. So it’s interesting that 
even the reality of this call is the fruit of faith. Anyway, that can be skipped. 
“A call to communion by means of mutual giving, a call inscribed in the 
heart itself is the attraction of this union that occurs through a mutual gift 
of self.” This is what is affected by this lust. He calls it (surprise, surprise) a 
reduction, and then chooses fancy words—“an intentional reduction.” You 
want it better? An axiological intention. This is good stuff. When you are 
attacked by a profound lust, sit down and read this stuff. “Ah, my dear, I 
have suffered from a huge axiological…” You should do these things. Look, 
it isn’t a waste of time. Learn all of this to write little cards to people that 
you want to attract. “My Dear Cynthia,” using a fountain pen, of course. 
Don’t dare use anything else! “My Dear Cynthia, I am moved by a pro-
found axiological intentionality. Let us meet at our usual table at the Cafe 
des Artistes. Ercole.” Cynthia will fall! 

“An intentional reduction”—what the hell is he talking about? “A restric-
tion,” he says, “of closing the doors of the horizon of man and his heart.” 
This is amazing. It is that lust closes the door to the horizon of man, and 
“heart” is the “I,” the self; it’s everything. This is “a reduction of the other 
to being simply a suitable object for gratification. It is the reduction of 
sexuality itself; it is an obscuring of the significance of the body, and of the 
person itself. Lust has the internal effect of obscuring the significance of 
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the body. Femininity and masculinity thus cease being a specific language 
of the spirit.” They lose their character of being a “sign.” An axiological 
intentionality means how you value things, how you look at things. What 
is it worth? Does it attract me? What is it worth to me? The way you look 
at it determines that. He says, “This takes place in the sphere of a purely in-
terior path.” It’s something that happens within, in the heart, an act that is 
expressed by your look. They’re his words. I’ll repeat them: “This reduction 
takes place in the sphere of a purely interior path expressed by the look. 
The look itself is a cognitive act.”

You see, this is the problem because we have separated reason from affec-
tivity, looking, its cognitive dimension, the fact that it is an act of reason, 
how I look. Well, it’s not. And we say then, “well that’s your perspective,” 
so look becomes purely individual perspective. Whereas, he insists, “it is a 
cognitive act.” It is the outcome of a judgment. 

This is the proposal. It’s where faith intervenes—the stars—and broadens. 
It first purifies… It’s interesting because here above all it is proposed that 
what we call faith (I want to make sure I don’t fall into heresy) has its effect 
on the human; that is to say, it is the healing of the human.

What we suffer from, whatever its origin—that’s another question—we 
must overcome this wound, this disaster, this separation. Remember? The 
claim is made that the problem is a problem of reason, and it’s a separation 
from affectivity. This is the proposal. If faith in some way, whether you 
believe in it or not, heals things, if it shows itself in the change it causes 
in your look and your sense of responsibility, then you can see reality in a 
different way. You can see, for example, something going wrong, like in this 
case of the play, a group of inhumanely poor people who are present but 
invisible. You can see them, and your seeing is also accompanied by your 
caring. And this is the origin of ethics. I know, for example, that Professor 
Pollack is very concerned about the environmental crisis. For most people 
it isn’t even seen. You can see what is happening and you care. Faith—it’s 
the claim to the end. I can’t prove it to you on paper, but it brings about this 
deeper seeing and more intense caring on every level. There is the level of 
the environment or the level of politics, or economics, or even science, and 
certainly the level of affective human relationships—love, for example. So 
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the pieces into which everything is broken into, it’s an interesting proposal.

To conclude, I’m going to make a reference to the first work I cited four 
weeks ago, Deus Caritas Est, the encyclical of Benedict XVI, in which he 
talked about the intersection between faith and politics. It was the second 
part [of the encyclical].

The first part is a discussion of love, and it is fascinating. Once again it 
deals with this split, but it identifies precisely how faith begins to affect 
the experience of affectivity and love by going over the two classical words, 
eros and agape. He gives also the Hebrew words. Human love begins with 
an understandable attraction. The sexual is always in it. It begins that way 
and it undertakes a path. Remember we saw that it is a path from sign to 
sign? That word, eros, and the other, agape, which is a divine love, translated 
in many places as charity—in Deus Caritas Est it is the stuff of love that 
defines God. It’s about the Mystery and the stars; you can use these words 
and indicate the need to always go beyond, but I don’t see that you can go 
beyond caritas. For him, the impression that our faith considers these two 
as opposed is wrong, although many times the Church may have expressed 
herself in such a way as to give that appearance. That was Nieczhe’s great 
accusation against Christianity, that it destroyed eros, the erotic, for this 
spiritual abstraction called agape, charity, love, divine love. So the whole 
first part of the document proposes that this isn’t so, that, in fact, the pur-
pose of revelation grasped by faith is in fact the presence of the divine in 
the erotic, and (at this point I should veil my face) the presence of the 
human in the divine.
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