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Faith, Scholarship, and Culture addresses the important question of whether or not religious faith can and should guide teaching and research in the twenty-first century.  It is partially inspired by the Papal encyclical Fides et Ratio, and the work of Jacques Maritain.  Indeed, the nineteen articles of the book are taken from the American Maritain Association annual conference of 2000.  

The book is divided into four sections: (i) Faith and Reason, (ii) Faith and Science, (iii) Scholarship and Education, and (iv) Society and Culture.  Some of the articles are only loosely related to these divisions, though the majority of the articles have a Thomistic bent.  Although I cannot cover all of them here in the depth they deserve, I will comment on some of the dominant themes that run through the book.

Alfred J. Freddoso’s excellent article on Fides et Ratio appropriately opens the book by discussing Pope John Paul II’s challenge to Pragmatist, Nietzchean, and Enlightenment-rationalist conceptions of inquiry, which dominate the twenty-first century.  The Pope, Freddoso explains, stresses the necessity of reason to be informed by faith, even though the Holy Father acknowledges that reason has its own principles and methods, and that it can, when employed correctly, be open to transcendent truths (e.g., God’s existence).  According to Freddoso, “What . . . [this] implies for philosophy is that the mysteries of the Christian Faith must appear as first principles in any successful attempt to articulate the full truth about God, the world, and ourselves.”  Another aspect of the Pope’s account is the need for community, which gives rise to and sustains inquiry.  The emphasis in Catholic Christianity on trust in others, openness to all resources, including faith and reason, and its robust notion of the common good all aid in the pursuit of wisdom. 

To many, however, the Pope’s account of inquiry will seem “radical,” especially since this notion of community leaves room for Church authority to intervene, for the sake of the common good, when philosophical views are incompatible with revealed truth.  Of course, the revealed truth spoken of here is Christian, and Rabbi Leon Klenicki in his article voices concern for such matters since they seem to exclude Judaism and other religions.  Freddoso notes, however, that the Pope’s conception of inquiry is more viable and hopeful than the other views that dominate our century because it can address two important problems of our age: the fragmentation of the intellectual disciplines, and the general pessimism about the ability of human reason to know reality.  Pragmatism, with its pessimism about certitude, and the universal suspicion that characterizes Nietzchean conceptions of inquiry, cannot tackle these problems.  Indeed, both views lead to nihilism.  Enlightenment-rationalist views, held largely by naturalists and some scientists, are not much better.  By exaggerating the autonomy and neutrality of the inquirer, little room is left for community or tradition; and by excluding a priori some sources of cognition, many important questions about the world and the human condition cannot be addressed.


Other articles treat similar themes.  For example, Peter A. Pagan takes up the question of “Christian philosophy” while discussing natural and supernatural modes of thought.  He contends that there are some rational acts that are both philosophical and Christian simultaneously, and that such acts constitute Christian philosophy proper.  According to Pagan, the Christian character comes from the author of the arguments, though in principle the arguments could be produced by unaided reason.  Certainly, this article will be of interest to anyone who has followed the discussions by Maritain, Gilson, Owens, Wippel and others on Christian philosophy.  Heather McAdam Erb tackles the question of knowledge from a different perspective. She turns her attention to the type of knowledge we gain in mystical experience, as discussed by Thomas Aquinas—a matter, I think, that is too often neglected in discussions of faith and reason. 

Gavin T. Colvert discusses the possibility that the spirit of medieval philosophy, “faith seeking understanding,” can help heal our “postmodern world.”  He feels the time is ripe for such dialogue because: “Postmodernity challenges the very conception of reason that sustained modernity’s expulsion of the scholastics from the philosophical fold.”  Those who follow the principles of Richard Rorty, Colvert points out, cannot dismiss a priori “faith seeking understanding” as philosophy because for Rorty all philosophy is socially constructed and ultimately unjustifiable. However, Colvert is cautious as to whether or not “faith can credibly come to the aid of reason and whether commitments to moderate realism and transcendent truth can be sustained” in such an environment.  


In a similar vein, William Sweet challenges the view held by many philosophical liberals, such as Rorty and Rawls, that religious faith should have no place in debates on matters of public policy. Sweet maintains that in a truly pluralistic society Christians should have a role in building community, and that the concept of a pluralistic community is built into Christianity.  For example, as Christians we are called to love one another, spread the “Good News” to all nations, and work with one another to help realize the “Kingdom of God.” Moreover, the aim of both the ecumenical movement and inter-religious dialogue is to promote cooperation between different religions.  This unity, according to Sweet, is “a unity that is consistent with diversity and difference.”  One reason why Christians are especially able to help build community is because many of their values and principles are necessary and fundamental to any human community. Values such as human dignity and human rights have permeated Western society largely due to Christianity, and it is wasteful if a society simply ignores some of its rich resources.  For comparable reasons, Frederick Erb thinks that Catholic Study programs should be opened at many Non-Catholic universities.


John F. Morris raises similar issues as Sweet, but in the narrower context of bioethics, asking the question: “Is there a need for a Catholic identity in bioethics?” Once again, we are reminded that it is wasteful and contradictory for a pluralistic society to exclude a portion of its members, especially since “the Catholic approach brings a unique perspective to the table that is founded on a carefully thought out understanding of the human person.”  And, quite rightly, he is apprehensive about a growing trend in America; namely, that arguments from religious persons are being rejected without any serious consideration merely because they come from religious persons.


Going beyond bioethics, Mariano Artigas focuses on the whole of modern science, taking up the challenge of science to religion.  Unlike others, Artigas does not blame scientific progress for the secularization of the world.  Nor does he hold, as some philosophers do, that the remedy for this secularization is for science to include within itself some philosophy.  Instead, Artigas defends the autonomy of science and asserts that the scientific community, not philosophers, should decide its standards.  According to him, the main culprit is scientism—a naturalistic philosophy that often masquerades as science.  In order to bridge the gap between science and religion he contends a third party, which is neither science nor religion, is necessary and he thinks that philosophy seems to be the only real candidate.  According to his solution, which he discusses in the article but more fully articulates in his book The Mind of the Universe, the dialogue between science and religion should be mediated by philosophy and should focus on “boundary questions.”  Examples of such questions include questions about the presuppositions and implications of scientific progress.  Warren Murray disagrees with Artigas, holding that philosophy must “in some way” come before and be a prerequisite to science: “it is not science that is to dictate to philosophy its principles, but the inverse.”  Murray also contends that the basic principles of the Aristotelian-Thomistic tradition are still vital to science, noting the importance of natural philosophy, with its considerations of nature, causality, motion, time and space to science.


Dallas Willard addresses the state of rational inquiry in American universities, though much of what he says can be extended to other universities.  As he puts it: “the ideal of the intellectual, artistic and academic life as the pursuit of truth, or of just being thoroughly logical, is far beyond being in ‘deep trouble’ in the university today, and in many places is approximating the status of a ‘lost cause’.”  One of the reasons we have lost our commitment to reason and logic, he contends, is that we are no longer morally ashamed for doing so.  Shame should, he says, “accompany the realization that I have not been the person I ought to have been because . . . I have not honored truth and reasoning according to strict logic.” One wonders at first if he is leaving enough room for religious faith, though at the end of the article it is clear he wants to do so.  Also on the topic of Universities, John Goyette discusses the future of Catholic higher education.  He argues that the educational models of Saint Augustine and Cardinal Newman are not as compatible as the Church document Ex Corde Ecclesiae seems to suggest.  Although he does not offer a resolution of the tension between the two, many of his comments should be interesting to those concerned about the current crisis in Catholic education.        


Overall, the book should prove useful to students of various disciplines; in part, because it covers many timely topics, and in part because it is generally accessible, despite some differences in style and method.  Nevertheless, there are a few articles that are rather technical and, perhaps, will attract only a more narrow audience.  More importantly, however, there is an absence of articles by non-Christian scholars. While there is one article on Judaism, there are no articles on Islam or other religions. Perhaps, then, a more appropriate title would have been: Christian Faith, Scholarship and Culture in the 21st Century. Still, these blemishes do not negate the overall high value of the book.

