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Atheist scholar is ally (with reservations) in Bene dict’s fight against relativism
All Things Catholic by John L. Allen, Jr
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Bible scholar rips pope's book, warns of chilling e ffect

By JOHN L. ALLEN JR.
Lugano, Switzerland
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INQUIRER.net

Inquirer Opinion / Columns

hitp:/fopinion.inguirer netinguirgropinion/columns/view/20080520-137625The-Pope-and-the-atheist
MEWSSTAND

Newsstand : The Pope and the atheist

By John Mery
Philipging Daily Inguirer

Posted date: May 20, 2008

MANILA, Philippines—If everything is opinion, is discourse still possible?

The Cambridge philosopher Simon Blackbumn, addressing a conference in Lugano, Switzerand last weekend on “Truth in Science,
Humanities and Religion,” phrased the problem in familiar terms. “Suppose | voice an honest and hearifelt opinion about anything, from
mathematics to assthetics. The conversation-stopping remark That's just your opinion’ is not only beside the point, but more
impaortantly dehumanizing. It signals that your words do not deserve to be taken seriously, but only taken as symptoms, like signs of a
disease”

Perhaps this explains why, in the so-called blogosphere where opinion is the coin of the realm, there is so much incivility. The diseased
are conversing, through a fog of symptoms. (| confess | have been sometimes snide myself, in my own blog.) But the dehumanizing
tendency is present in other media too, and indeed even or especially in our un-mediated expenences. Perhaps out of an excess of
agood will, of fellow-fesling, we often act as though one opinion is as good as any other.

* w ok

Blackburn was taking part in an “intemational symposium” convenad by the International Balzan Foundation—something many of us
wouldn't have heard about had John Allen not reported from Lugano.

I've written about John Allen before, the Mational Catholic Reporter mainstay and 3 peerless guide to Vatican news. (Two quick notes.
One, Vatican spokesperson Federico Lombardi had occasion to acknowledge Allen's preeminence, when he chose Allen to ask the
first question during Pope Benedict XVI's news conference en route to the United Siates. The transcript is available on the NCR
wehsite. And two, it was the Pope's decision to highlight the sexual abuse issue on his US visit—guestions from journalists had been
submitted heforehand, so Allen’s raising of the issue was not only expected but part of the plan.)

Allen frames the Lugano conference as a response to a “papal challenge.” His report begins: “Ever since his famous warning about a
‘dictatorship of relaivism’ shortly before his election three years ago, Pope Benedict X1 has been irying to kick-start a global
conversation about truth.”

The conceit in Allen's report is that high-profile thinkers, even a happy atheist like Blackbum, have tumed up in Lugano to rev up the
engine of conversation. His report includes an interview with Blackbum, who after some initial hemming-and-hawing admits that: “There
is a way of educating people in the West, which | don’t approve of, and which allows a ceriain comosiveness, a certain exireme
skepticism about values, to hecome part of the discourse. It's the ‘whatever of the British teenager, who just shrugs his shoulders and
turms his back on everything the older generation stands for." (Read the rest of the provocative interview at
hitp:increafe.orgnode1824)

* w ok

It is important to remember that the attack on the dictatorship of relativism was in the context of a homily; the pope-to-he was talking to
fellow cardinals about the meaning of scripture. In particular, he spoke about maturing in the faith.

“More precisely, in accordance with the Greek text, we should speak of the ‘measure of the fullness of Christ that we are called o attain
if we are to be true adulis in the faith. We must not remain children in faith, in the condition of minors. And what does it mean to be
children in faith? St Faul answers: it means being “tossed here and there, camed about by every wind of doctring’ (Eph 4: 14). This
description s very timelyl”

“How many winds of docirine have we known in recent decades, how many idealogical currents, how many ways of thinking. The small
hoat of the thought of many Christians has often been tossed about by these waves .. Today, having a clear faith based on the Creed
of the Church is often labeled as fundamentalism. Whereas relativism, that is, letting oneself be tossed here and there, carmed about by
avery wind of doctrine,' seems the only attitude that can cope with modem times. We are building a dictatorship of relativism that does
not recognize anything as definitive and whose ultimate goal consists solely of ong's own ego and desires.”

That the Fope's representatives took part in a symposium on truth with the likes of Blackburn is an encouraging sian. To he sure, | think
Cardinal Ratzinger in April 2005 was talking about a religious truth, in the sense that religion is fundamentally about what it means to be
human. But his words became a catchphrase because relativism has become almost absolute.
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A three-point platform for détente with secularism

By John L. Allen Jr Daily
Created May 26 2008 - 06:19

By JOHN L. ALLEN JR.
New York

For centuries, Catholicism and secularism i the West have circled one another warily — occasionally m open
conflict. more often smoldering i a sort of Cold War-era sense of mutual suspicion and uneasy détente.

Eecentlv, however, both sides have taken tentative steps towards the other. Some secularists have come to
regard Catholicism as a bulwark agamst several currents they regard as worrisome: a frivolous relatrvism
that makes any truth claims suspect; a fundamentalist brand of Christiamty that contmually surprises
secularists with its social capital. for example in clashes between evolution and creationism: and the sudden
rise of [slam across much of Europe.

On the Catholic side, gestures of reconciliation can also be heard. At a recent symposmumn of Western
intellectuals 1n Lugano, Switzerland. gathered under the auspices of the Balzan Foundation. two senior
Vatican officials presented what might be described as the church’s “peace platform™ with regard to the
secular academy.

Weaving together bits and pieces from presentations by Swiss Cardinal Georges Cottier. former Theologian
of the Papal Household under Pope John Paul II. and Argentine Bishop Marcelo Sanchez Sorondo,
Chancellor of the Pontifical Acadenues of Science and of Social Science, that platform could be said to
consist of three points:

» Respect for freedom of conscience
* Good fences make good neighbors
» The rationality of faith

Freedom of conscience

Cottier acknowledged that Christiamity’s emphasis on absolute truth over has bred concerns the centuries
about mtolerance. He msisted, however, that truth and tolerance are not mcompatible.

“We need full respect for other forms of knowledge, and other ways of belief ™ Cottier said. “This 15 actually
an mtrmsic requirement of our theology.”™

“Fanaticism 15 the idea that we possess the absolute truth, and therefore we can act violently towards other

people.” Cottier said. “An act of fatth, on the other hand. must be a free act. A behever 1s someone who 1=
free to act and to choose. Imposition 1s not belief, which requires tolerance and dialogue.”

On the basis of this distinction, Cottier praised what he called the “great mtuition™ of Pope John Paul II to
ask Christians to apologize for their historical failures. especially times when they used force m defense of
the truth.



)0

“In Christian thought. there 1s always this idea of questioning oneself about past and present faults,” Cottier
said. “We cannot promote and mmplement the truth at anv price.”

“Truth only imposes itself through its own force,” he said. “which 15 at once a soft and vet powerful force.”
“Real farth.” Cottier said, “entails belheving i this mtrinsic power of the truth.”
Good fences make good neighbors

In lus presentation, Sanchez quoted Kant's famous line about the two things that filled his spirat with
veneration: ~the starry skv above me and the moral law mside me ™

In effect, Sanchez argued. these two “spectacles,” as Kant called them, represent two different realms of
reality: the observable, external world, as measured and understood by natural science; and the subjective,

mterior realm, as probed by philosophy and theology.
The external and the mternal. Sanchez said, mtersect m the human person.

These two zones of reality can achieve “reconciliation” and “pacification,” he said. so long as “positivist
ideology does not claim the night to abolish the border between the sciences of nature and the sciences of
man, and to annex the latter to the former.™

With thar in mind, Sanchez said, 1t’s possible to bring peace to one of the most contentious flashpoints in
recent debates between science and religion — the theory of evolution.

Moting that the science of heredity was actually discovered by an Augustiman monk, Gregor Mendel,
Sanchez said that Christian theology has no objection to the 1dea that genetic mutations and natural
selection drive biological development.

“No external inmt can be imposed on the hypothesis accordmg to which random vanations, given changes,
have been established and remforced m order to ensure the survival of a species, and thus of the human
species as well,” he said. “Of course recently this [view]. to quote John Paul II, has become ‘more than a
hypothesis,” and we have historical evidence of it, even if we do not have proof at the level of physics and
biology.”

What’s important m this discussion, Sanchez said, 1s to avoid confusion between two different senses of the
word “origm” when talking about the origm of species. and thus of humanity: “origin™ i the sense of
genetic derivation, and "origm” in the sense of ontological foundation.

Though Sanchez did not quite tease out the conclusion himself what he clearly implied is that as long as
scientists remain vigilant that their conclusions do not trespass into the latter domain, there’s no reason why
evolutionary theory and religious belief ought to be at odds.

In an mterview on the margins of the Lugano symposium, Sanchez confirmed that view.

“Naturally, 1t can happen that science presents its magnificent discoveries as the only truth.” he said. “Truth
becomes only that which can be discovered m the scientific sense. There’s a tendency to linut the truth to
nature.”

“¥et,” Sanchez added. “T would say that for the most part, that's not the case. The great scientists that I've
known i my experience of ten years at the Academy all have an openness to transcendence, meaning to a
truth that’s different from the truth one discovers in nature, even 1f it’s grounded m that truth.™
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