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In one of the central passages of his rbeautiful encry.cHcal Redemptor 
Hominis John Paul IT declares: 

What is in question here is man in all his trubh, in :his full 
magnitude. We are not dealing .with the "abstract" man, but the 
real, "concrete", "hIstorical" man. We are dealing with "each" 
man, for each . one is jnclUded in the mystery of the RedelllfPtion 
and ,with eacm. one Ohrist has united himself for ever thrOUgh 
this mystery ( ... ) Man as "wiHed"by God, as "chosen" ,by him 
from eternity and destined for grace and glory this is 
"eacm." man, "the most concrete" man, "the most real"; this is 
man in all the fullness of the Ir)sstery in which 'he has become 
a sharer in Jesus Christ, the mystery in which each one of the 
four tJhousand million human !beings living on OUr (planet has 
become a sharer from the moment he is concellved ,beneath the 
heart of his mother C ••• ) Man in the full truth of his existence, 
of his personal being in the sphere of his .own family, in the 
sphere of soc1ety and very diverse contexts, in the sphere of his 
own nation or people (perhaps still only that of his clan or 
tribe), and in the sphere of the whole .of mankind - this man is 
the primary route that the Church must travel in fulfillUng her 
mission: he is the primary and fundamentaJ way for the Church, 
the way traced out by Christ himself, the way that leads in­
variably through the of the Incarnation and the Re­
demption (nn. 13-14) 

'Dhis famous text shows very clearly the anthropological interest of 
John Paul II: everything that he does or says is centred on man, on the 
Christian man, man !both in 'his human and di,vine, na tuml and. super­
natural dimensions. Redemptor Hominis is a marvellOUS, actuaUzed syn­
thesis of Christian humanism. In this authoritative document John Paul 
ItT claims for the Church a hUmanistic im(port that modern culture has 
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never been willing to recognize to her. Laicism and atheism have always 
maintained to be tJhe only defendants of man and the true sUPlPorters of 
humanism. On humanistic grounds they have constantly ,attac,ked the 
Church and religion, assuming that ,by submitting mam to God, they de­
prlve him of his freedom and autonomy, stifle his a;ctivity and hinder !his 
progress. 

John Paul does not pay attention to these big lies, and does not take 
care to defend the Church by condeming atheism, marxism, co:rnrr:l,unism, 
nazism.or other ideologies or anticlerical and irreligious systems that claim 
to enhance the IUberation of man by de;lriving him of 'his religioUs di­
mension and of the Christian faith; but on bhe very subject of humanislll 
the Pope launches a challenge to them and depicts with a firm hand and 
with a poetic language the ima;ge of the greatness and nobility of man, 
as has been planned and willed by God. 

Of man the 'Red emptor Hominis presents two fundamental aspects: 
one based on human reason, the other on Christian faith. Treating the 
first he brings forth the qualities, the powers, the difficulties, the desires, 
the anxieties, the fa):lures of man in this ,present age. Dealing with the 
second he a warm exposition of tJhe Christian doctrine on man: man 
as surrounded by the love.of God and transformed by the grace of Jesus 
Christ, and as object and way of the Church. 

1. The problem of man 

Who is man? This is the big question, the question of all the questions. 
Our mind is assailed by nU!mberless questions, and there are many 

of great interest; yet no other question oomes before this in order of im­
portance, urgency and gravity, for the question "Who is man?" does not 
regard facts, things, persons foreign or far away from us, but concerns 
directly our .own 'being, our origin and our destiny. Before many other 
questions we may keep indifferent and let somebody else look for the 
adequate answer. We cannot take this stand of indifference bef.ore the 
question: "Who is man?", since from its solution depends tJ1e planning 
of our individual and social life, Our behaviour, our relations with the 
other persons and with the world. 

Hence the question "Who is man" is a basic question but a very dif­
ficult one, because of thecomplex~ty of our being, our great dynamism, 
our strong and high aspirations, -our many c8.lpacities for good and evil, 
hate and love, (progress and regress. 

That the problem of man cannot be easily soIved is clearly testified 
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from history: it has always been studied but never defintively solved. There 
is n.o Igreat philosopher who has not coped with it. From iSocrates to 
Plato, fr.om Aristotle to Plotinus, from St Augustine to St. Thomas, from 
Descrates to Spinoza, from Hume to Kant, from Hegel to Marx, from 
Nietzscihe to Freud, from Heidegger to Maritain etc man has always been 
on the forefront of philosophkal research. In the modern times scientists 
have faced the ,problem of man with no less paSSion, looking into his 
physical and psychical, external and internal, individual and social, con­
scious and unconscious, speculative and practicael aspects. But n.ot· 
withstanding so many efforts man continues to remain "a great mystery", 
as St. Augustin used to say. 

In the Redemptor Hominis J.ohn Paul II, according to his peculiar 
style of facing a pr{)lblem gradually, raises the question concerning the 
being of man, his desires and his destiny again and again. He d.oes not pro· 
ceed according to the deductive method Of classical philosophy, that at· 
tempted to explain man's nature in the l:Lght .of the universal princilples of 
,being and knowing, but f{}lil.ows the phenomenologtcal and existential 
method of looking attentively jnto the many aspects and dimensions of 
man's being. By eXPloiting the ,best and sure results of existential analysis 
and 'personalistic phi'losophy the Pope outlines a phenomenological image 
of man, ,whose main mar·ks are the uniqueness, intersubjectivity, Uberty, 
anxiety and manipulation of man. 

First .of alH, man is a "person", that is "in ,his reality he has a history 
of his soul that is his own" (n. 14) Each human being is unique: "in all 
the unrepeatable reality of what he is and what he d.oes, of his intel· 
lect and wil'l, of his conscience and heart" (ibid.) 

Sut this uniqueness does not imply that man is shut in himself, 
that he is a monad "without doors and windows" acoording to Le.iJbnitz' 
saying and as it has been taUght by a great deal of modern philooophy 
from Descartes to Rousseau, from Hegel to :He~degger. Man is essentiaHy 
a soc tal ibeing who hves ,together, works together, corresponds, diaIlogues, 
communicates with others, Without a Thou there is no I. Human existence 
is always a social, intersubjective existence. "In keeping with the openess 
of his spirit iwithin and also with the manY' diverse needs of his body and 
his existence in time, man writes persona:l history thr.ough numer.ous 
bonds,contacts, Situations, and social structures linking him !With other 
men, ,beginning to do so from the first moment of his c.onception and 
birth" (Iibid.) 

Essentially united to the other fellow men, each human person dis­
covers to be deeply divided within htmself. This universal experience of 
interior division, described so well by saint Paul, saint Augustine, Luther 
and many others is vividly portrayed by the Pope when he quotes Gaud[um 
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et spes (liD): "In man himself many elements wrestle iW'ith one another. 
Thus, on the one hand, as a creature he experiences his limitations in a 
multitude of ways. On the other, he feels himself to be !boundless in his 
desires and summoned to a higher life. PUlled by manifold attracti.ons, he 
is ,constantly forced to choose among them and to renOUnce some. ];ndeed, 
as a weak and sinful being', he often does what he would not, and fails to 
do what he would. Hence he suffers from internal divisions, and from 
these flow so many and such great discords in society". 

Coming from nothing and moving toward death, man feels himself 
ceaselessly threatened in his own being. Whereas in the !past he used to 
place the causes of the menace of annihilation in some external powers, 
superior to him (Fate, Gods, Nature), today he has become aware of the 
fact that the mortal dangers that threaten his life are the products of 
his own hands: technology, the H bomb, even the automobile with its 
enomnous consumption of energy. "All too soon, ,and often in an unfore­
seeabl,e way, what this manifold activity of man yields is not only sub­
jected to 'alienation', in the sense that it is simply ta.ken away from the 
person who produces it, but rather it turns against man himself, at least 
in part, through the indirect consequences of its effects returning on him­
self. It is or can be directed against him. This seems to make up the main 
ooapter of the drama of present-day hUman existence in its broadcast 
and universal dimension" (R.H., 15). 

To a threat of mortal dangers naturally fallows fear, m.ore precisely, 
since what is in question is our own beirug, it follows anxiety. We fear that 
at any moment one of the marvel'lous means that we have created escaJl)es 
OUr contr.ol and turns against us. "Man therefore lives increasingly in fear. 
He is afraid that what he produces - not all :of it, of course, or even most 
of it, but part of it and precisely that part that contains a special share of 
his genius and initiative - can radically turn against himself; he is afraid 
tha.t it can become the means and instrument for an unimaginruble se1£­
destruction,compared with which all the ,cataclysms and catastrophes of 
history known to us seem to fade away" (ibid.) Since, however, he does 
not know either the time or the place or the way all this may h3lPPen and 
is unable to localize clearly the danger, his heart becomes fula of anxiety. 

Another sad feeling that c.ontemporary man lives with:in his soul is 
that of being quite frequently object .of man~pulaMon. It is a sad sensation 
about wh1ch much has been written by philosophers and novelists in re­
cent years (E. Fromm, M. Heidegger, J. Moltmann, A. Camus, H. Cox etc.) 
With regard to this e:IDperience of modern ma.n the Pope rwrites: "There 
is a rea.l :perceptible danger that, while man's dominion over the world of 
things is making enormous advances, he should lose the essential threads 
of his dominion and in various ways let his humanity Ibe subjected to 



14 THE CHRISTIAN HUMAN!ISIM OF JOHN PidrUL I[ 

the world and become himself something subject to manpulation in 
many ways - even if the manipulation is often not [pereeptihle directly -
through the :whole of the organization of ,community 'life, throug.h the 
production system and throug:h ,pressure from the means of social com­
munication. Man cannot relinquish himself or the place in the world that 
belongs to him; he cannot become the slave of things, the slaNe of 
economic systems, the slave of production, the sIave of his own products. 
A civilization purely materia,listic in outline oondemns man to suoo 
slavery, even if at times, no doubt, this occurs contrary to the intentions 
and the very premises of its pioneers" (n. 116). 

But even through the feelings of anxiety and, espeoially, through the 
protest and rebellion against '8111 that degrades human existence, the 
greatness of manc,omes to the fore. Such feelings reveal man's capacity 
to overcome any situatioOn, that going ahead, that power of self-tran­
scendence that dearly distinguishes man from animals. In these feelings 
like in every expression of [ove and thought, of culture and technique 
one can see "a continual aspiration to truth, the good, the beautiful, justice 
and love" ('11,14). 

2. Human answers to the man's prohlem 

Man carries on his face the marks of an extraordinary nobility, 
beauty, soveretgnty, greatness. In his works he leaves clear signs of power 
and talent and sometime of great dedication and 'Love. 

But all 'human achievements and man himself seem doomed to des­
struction. Death does not spare any human being a:I1!d corruption assaiJs 
every human work. Th!s experience raises some poignant questions: 
What is man's a,bsolute future? What willI ha,ppen to his person after 
c'.eath? 

To these most serious questions philosophers of all ages ha,ve at­
tempted toO find an answer by studying man's nature or some of his specific 
activities such as knowledge, freedom, language. Many model'll philoso­
phers instead of studying a peculiar activity try to reach a better under­
standing of man by considering that phenomenon so tyn;>ica'l. of him, cal[ed 
self·transcendence: the interior dynamism that drives man to go alw,ays 
ahead, to g.obeyond all that he h&s ibeen able to thi!nk and achieve. Now 
what is the cause and the meaning of this impulsion that leaves man un­
satisf,ied of all his a,chievements and even of hiS awn being? What does it 
reveal of the true reality a,nd destiny of man? What is the aim of aU his 
efforts to go beyond the present situation? 
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The answers that human IwiscLom has found for tih.is tremendous pro­
blem may be reduced to three, that I cal1 egocentric, etero:ce:ntric and 
theocentri.c. 

Alccording to the egocentric solution self-transcendence aims at 
the self-realization of the Ibeing who transcends himself. 

According to the eterocentric or philantrophic soluti,on self-transcen­
dance aims at a further improvement of mankind in the future, 

Finally according to the theocentric solution self-transcendence is 
directed towards God: man by transcending himself moves towards God, 

The dearest eX/position of the egocentr1c solution wasgiiven 'by F. 
Nietzche. In his Zaratustra he asserts that life in general and human life 
in parUcul,ar is a constant effort of overcoming itself, "Life itseilf de­
clares Zaratustra has revealed to me this secret: See, I am a continuous 
necessary overcoming of myself". lAnd eslewhere: "Life seeks to ascend 
more and more, and Iby ascending to over-come itself". According to 
Nietzche the goal of self-transcendence is always man, or rather, the 
super-man: "I teach you the superman. Man must be overcome". In 
order to fully realize himself man must brealc the chains that a culture 
based on logIc, metaphYSiCS 'and religion has laid on his hands and feet: 
it must do alway with logic, metaphysics, morals and reUgion, !but oopedal­
ly must get rid with the idea of God. The messa'ge that Zara:tustra carries 
to mankind is this: "God is dead". 

This inter.pretation of self-transcendence has the merit to show that 
the deep dynamism that drives man to overcome all the goals he has al­
ready rea:ched is no alienation from oneself. The ;purpose of sellf-tran­
scendance is to recover oneself by ,gaining a higher stage of reality, by 
real1izing more fully and completely one's OWn possiJbHities. 

The weak pOint of this interpreta:tion of self-transcendence is that it 
does not show how the achievement of the process of full self-realization 
is possible as long as such enterprise is left to man himself. The 6X1perience 
proves that a great deal of our efforts are vain: we do not succeed in 
reaching either the knoWiledge, or the power, or the pleasure or the ibeing 
we would like to get. But, if it is so, doesn't self-transcendence become a 
meaningless effort? Some contemporary supp-orters of the egocentric 
thesis are of this opinion. But the largest majolity of the philosoip!hers 
refuse this solution as 8Jbsolutely unsatisfactory, since it does not pro­
vide any an'Swer for a very serious problem, and they propound either 
the philanthrop·ic or the theocentric so1'l1tions. 

Marx, Engels, Comte and their disciples believe that self-transcendence 
aims at ·overcoming the confines of egoism and i:ndividualism and dri:ves 
man towards the creation of a new type of society released from individual 
miseries and social injusti:ces and. capable of securirn.g weU"being, justice, 
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freedom and hflJppiness for every,body. According to the neo-marxilst, 
Roger Garaudy, self-transcendence is "the consciousness of the incomple­
teness of man, the dimension of the infinite ( ... ) Man is not simply what 
he is: he is also that which he is not yet, everything that he is stUI lack­
ing. In the language of Christianity one might say that he is that whkh 
transcends him, namely, potentially, all his future, since tihe future is the 
only transcendence recognized by humanism c..) It is a matter of ex­
cluding both the transcendence from below (that of things accomplished 
and! known in a positive way) and the transcendence from above (that of 
an absolute Good, of a God of a revelation)" (R. Garaudy, "Materia· 
lisme et transcendence", in L'homme chretien et l'homme marx.iste, Paris 
1964, pp. 24J215). 

Another neo-marxist, Ernst Bloch, in his nag Prinzip Hoffnung has 
accurately analyzed all the main sides 'Of hl1!man self-transcendence. Man 
is always ahead of himself, 'projected towards the future, the realm of his 
possibilities, of the "noch-nicht". From the N()ich-Nic-ht arises hope, that 
basi,c feeling that sustains self-transcendence in his continl1!ous movement 
A0cording to iBI{)ch, man's self-transcendence is merely historical, not 
metaphysical. For him "Transcendence does, not exist at all". HU!man 
self-transcendence is without Transcendence". 

For sure, there is a positive element in this inter.pretation of self­
transcendence: it is the recognition that the movement of voercoming 
oneself includes a social dimension: it is man as a SOCial ,being and not 
merely as an individual being who transcends himself. Unsatisfactory on 
the oontrary is the attempt to force self-transcendence within the 
boundary of human history, since human history cannot give an 
adequate support to the principle of ho'pe for which they try to make 
room. In fact ,it is obvious that even in the case that one day the effort of 
self-transcendence will result in the construction of a class-less society, 
where everydobyw1:l1 be free and halj)lj)y, tihis will not provide any solution 
for the aspiration .of personal realization that is intrinsic in the very 
movement of self-transcendence. 

The third solution of the problem of self -transcendence, already 
theorized> by Plato, Aristotle, Plotinus, and later on by St lAugustine and St 
Thomas, in Qurcentury has ·been ·carefully sYiStematized Iby Blondel, Rahner, 
Teilhard de Ghardin, De Finance, Lonergan, De Lubac, Moltmann, !Pannen­
berg and others. According to these philosophers the goal of self­
transcendence is God himself; the moving forward of man is not a wan­
dering in the darkness, but a march towards the holy -land, where God 
dwells, and where man will find his final abode and the full realization of 
his being. "Feciste nos Domine ad te, et inquietum est <:or nostrum donee 
requiescat in te", is the 'best formula for this understanding of self-
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tr,anscendence. 
Such is also the way of John Paul II conceives self-transcendence both 

phHosophicaHy and theologically. However in the Redemptor Hominis 
quite naturally, he treats the subject from theologi,cal and pastoral stand­
points. In his encyclical his main ,concern is to proclaim in the more con­
vinciuig and intelligible way the Christran, truth on man. His eXJposition 
however is corroborated with philosophical considerations of great 
interest. 

As we have seen the encydical contains an extensive and deep pheno­
menologtcal analysis, where the Pope carefuUy studies the situations, the 
aspirations and: the problems -of mankind, today. It is not mere a d,escrip­
tive but also, an inquisitive analysis. In accordance with Russerl's teach­
ings, 'Pope John Paul ]I eXip,lores the tphenomena in order to find the es­
sential meanings of reality( of the lived reality). He studies the human 
phenomena in order to discover the meaning that is hidden into it. 

By reading attentively into tIDe prenomenon of self-transcendence 
that is associated with every thought, desire and action of man, he al­
ways finds a theocentric orientation: "Though the routes may ,be dif­
terent, there is but a single goal to which is directed thede€iPest aspira­
ti.on of the human spirit as expressed in its quest for God and also in its 
quest, throUigh its tending towards God, for the fulrr dimension of its 
humanity, or in other words for the full meaning of human Ufe" (H..H., 
n.11). 

These considerations on tile theocentric meaning Df self-transcend­
ence are very important for anthropology: even if they do not fully unveil 
the mystery of man, they already suggest a positive solution of the prob­
lem, by inserting it in the -larger mystery of God, the loving fa1Jher of 
mankind. They are importantoonsiderations also for theology, since they 
provjde it with that rational basis without whiJch it cannot eto its work. 
For it is in the very nature .of theology to estabUsh a di,alogue between 
faith and reason; but in order that this may take place it is not suf­
ficient that God be willing to talk to man; an analogous attitude is neces­
sary in man: his mind must be open and receptive with regard to faith; 
it must be willing to hear the Word of God. Self-transcendence, under­
stood theocentrically, is the sign of such an attitude, of sucha direction 
of the s.pirit. 

With this anthropological prolegomenon the Christi-an ans-wer to the 
problem of man becomes meaningful, especially if it is presented with 
that calor and warm sty,le of which Joohn P'aul I[ is ~ master, particularly 
in the Redemptor Holllinis. 
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3. The Christian answer to the problem of man 

Who is man? 
We have seen the main answers that human wisdom 'has been ruble to 

work out for this huge question .The answer m,ore satisfactory has 
seemed to be that sets the final solution of the problem of man in God 
himself. To this one arrives by examining the phenomenon of self·transcen­
dence: by surpassing oneself, and everything that he is able to conceive 
and achieve, man pOints directly to God. Reason, however is unable to 
find out ,the real meaning of this answer. 

The full meaning of thetheocentric direction that is impressed in 
everything man thinks or achieves, iW,ishes and creates, Ibecomes clear 
only through Christ's revelation, The meaning is that m,an does not 
only tend towards God as ihis final goal, ,but he 'himself becomes, 
entitatively, God. Redoes not ibecome God by means of his !)Jowers and 
initiative, but because of God's ,gracious wil'l and gif,t. This however is a 
gift that moves along the same line, marked by self-transcendance and 
in conformity with the deewest aspirations of the human soul. 

Therefore, Jesus Ghrist is the bright, definiUve answer to the problem 
of man. That whi,c'h he has been is also what man is called to ,become. 
Christ is the ,prototype of man}:c;ind. The substanti.al encounter between 
humanLty ,and divinity has taken place in him, througJh the personal in­
carnation of the Son of God, is the model of the encounter that God in­
tends to reailize with every human being. 

This marvellous and rationally unconcei;vable truth that crowns, 
beyond every eXlPectation, phdlosophical anthropology and natural 
humanism, by tra.nsforming them into a sUipernatural anthropology and 
a 'divine" 'humanism, is the beautiful message that in the Redemptor 
Hominis announces once ,again to mankind at the turn of the century, in a 
moment of darkness and anxiety. 

Right at the beginning of his solemn document the !Pope declares: 
"Through the Incarnation God :gave human life the dimenSion that he in­
tended man to have from his first beginning; he has granted that di­
mension definitively in the way that is pecruliar to him alone, in keep­
ing with his eternal 'love and mercy, with the full freedom of God and 
he granted it also with the bounty that enables us, in considering the 
original sin and the whole history of the sins of humanity, and in con­
sidering the errors of the human intellect, will and heart, to repeat with 
amazemen t the wmds olf the :Sacred UtUT\gy: '0 ih~py faul-t... which 
gained us so great a Redeemer!" (n. 1). 

Inca.rnation, then, is the crowning, the perfect and total realization 
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of that remarkaole design that God has 'conceived from the beginning 
for mankind. It is necessary to ,always in mind this mystery if one 
wants to 'Perceive the whole truth .of man; since, only by iknowLng the 
perfect man, Jesus Christ, one understands the "common" man, who has 
been created after "his image and likeness". 

With regard to this subject the Pope quotes very aptly the tea,ching 
of Vatican II: "The truth is that only in the mystery of the Incarnate 
Word does the mystery of man take on Hight. For Adam, the first man, 
was a tYlPe of him .who was to come CR<lm 5, 115), Chl'hst the Lord. Christ 
the new Adam, in the very revelation of the mystery of the Father and of 
his love, fully reveals man to himself and brings to Ught his most high 
calling. He who is the 'image of the invisiihle Ood' (Col. 1, 115), is himself 
the perfect man who has restored in the children of Adam the likeness to 
God which had libeen disfigured ever since the first sin. Human nature, by 
the very fact that it was assumed, not abs-onbed, in him, has been raised 
in us also to a dignity beyond compare. For, ,by his Incarnation, he, the 
son of God, in a certain way united himself w,ith each man" (.Gaudium et 
Spes 22) 

Of his own the Pope adds some considerations that bring out the 
same truth very nicely: Christ the Redeemer fully reve8lls man to him· 
self. "In the mystery of the Redemption man becomes newly 'expressed' 
and, in a way, is newly ·created. He is newly created! 'There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither male nor 
female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus' (Gal. 3,2:8). The man willo 
Wishes to understand himself thoroughly and not just in accordance 
with immediate, partial, very often superfi.ciSll, SInd even iUusory stan· 
dards and measures of his being he must with his unrest, uncertainty 
and even his weakness and sinfulness, with his life and death, draw near 
t.o Christ. He must, 50 to speak, enter into him with all his own self, he 
must 'appropriate' and assimilate the whole of the reaLity of the Incarna­
tion and ·Redemption in order to find himself." (R.H., n. 1Q) 

In this way, Jesus Christ ;becomes the "fundamental and essential! res· 
ponse" to the question "Who is man?". That movement of sel,f·tran­
scendance that as we ha:ve seen sets to the human reason such problems 
that is can hardly solve, is finally clarif.ied fram Christ himself: "Our 
spirit is set in one direction, the only direction for our jnteHect, wi11 and 
>heart is towards Ghrist our Redeemer, towards Christ the Redeemer of 
man" (n. 7). 

Therefore, in order to know who man truly is one must go to Ghrist 
(though he may previously 'Pay a visiJt to ,Aristotle, Plato, iDescartes, 
Hegel, Marx, Freud, Heldegger etc): "He, the Son of the living God, speaks 
to pooplea,lso as M'ap·; it iE;) hif;l lite that spooks, nis humanity, h~ fidelity 
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to the truth, his all embracing love" (n. 7). Hence, "the man who. wishes 
to understand himself thoroughly ( ... ) must draw near to Cb.rist ( ... ) 
He must 'rupprCl!Priate' and assimilate the whole of the reality of the Incar­
nation and Redemption in order to find himself" (n. 10) 

But what does Ghrist, this fual, perfect, integral man, reveal to us 
common human beings? 

John P,aul II answers categorically that "in Christ and through 
Christ man has acquired full aJWtareness of his dignity, of the heights to 
which he is raised, of the sunpassing !worth .of his OWn humanity, and 
of the meaning of his existence" (n.lll). In partiICular, "the !Redemption 
that took pll3ice through the Cross has definitIvely restored his dignity to 
Tnan and given back meam,ingto his life in the world, a meaning that was 
lost to a c.onsideraJble extent because of sin" (n. liD). Through his Incarna­
tion and Redemjption Christ reveals to man that whereof he feels greater 
need, love: "Man canot Jive without love. He remains a being that is in­
comprehensible for himself, his life is senseIesss, if love is not revealed 
to him, if ihe does not encounter love, if he does not experience it and 
make it his own. This, as has already been said, is why Ohrist the 
Redeemer fully reveals man to himself" (n. W). Wi!th his life, his teacIh­
ing, his example Christ reveals to man the meaning and the value of free­
dom. Historians recognize that freedom is a disco.very and a co.nquest of 
Ohristianity: before Ohr,istianity freedom 'Was not a rIght of ffVery human 
being but a prtvi1ege of few, based on power, riches or race. Ohrist is the 
one "who !brings man freedom based on truth, frees man from what cur­
taUs, dimindSihes and, as it were, breaks off 1lhis freedom at its root, in 
man's so.ul, his heart and his ,conscience. What a stupendous confirmatIOn 
of this has been giJven and is stHl ,given by those who, thaniks to Christ and 
in Christ, haNe reached true freedom Rnd hl3ive manifested it even in situa­
tions o.f external constraint!" (n. 12). 

The Pope amazed 'by the splendor of man's diJgniby and value such as 
they appear through the mystery of Ohrist, declares: "Ohrist, the Redeemer 
of the world,is the one who penetrated in a unique unrepeataible wa;y into 
the mystery of man and entered his heart" (n. 8). 

Everyone who. rightly understands the mysteries of ITincarllJation and 
Redemption may join the Pope in 'asserting that wi:lJh Christ authentf.c 
humanism n()t onLy does not suffer any menomation, but on the contrary 
it reaches its ,culmination, beyondaJll that human reason can expect or 
foresee. Christ accoII:\IPlishes a'll'thenUc humanism in three directions: 
gnoseolol~ic311 in as much as it hel,ps human reason to conquer the full­
ness nf truth; ethicaRy in so far as it strengthens human win and it 
makes it ca..pable of acting in harmo.ny with the dignity and nobHity of 
the human person; finallY, onti~aHYI in as much as it ,changes the very 
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same being of man, by endowirug it with a divine dimensi'On. 
Huma.nism with a divine dimension, revealed and ac,complished by 

Ohrist, is also the task of the Church. The latter is bec'ause of her mission 
and vocati'On necessarily "humanist". The Church js never against man 
but for man. Her main concern is to he1p man to become aware of that 
divine dimension which God is planning for him. 

Naturally, the secularists wh{) have ,been repeating for centur,ies that 
the Church is dishuman, obscurantist, contrary to reason and freedom, 
will find these statements absurd. And yet they are profoundly true, Be­
sides by the teaching of Christ they are corroborated also by the evidence 
of history. This testifies that no other human institution has contributed as 
much as the Ohurch for the human promotion. 

At the end {)f the second millennium, when the threat of a second 
middle ages becomes froOm day to day a very terrilble pOSSibility, the 
Church assumes again her "anthropological", humooist vocati'On. John 
Paul II wishes that this wlll be the main mark 'Of his pontificate. Extreme­
ly human in his person, he gives a human touch to everything he does, 
says or writes. A humanist pr·ogramme is clearly outldned in the Redemp­
tor nominis. Here are some wonderful paragraphs of that programme: 

'''rhe Ohurch's fundamental function in every age and particUll'8..l'ly in 
ours is to direct man's gaze, to point the awareness and eXJperience of the 
whole of humanity towards the mystery of God, to help all men to be 
familiar with the profundity of the Redemption taking place in Christ 
Jesus" (n. 10). "The Church wishes to serve this single end: that ea'cih 
person may be ruble to find Christ, in order that Christ may walk with each 
person the path of life, with the power of the trutha.bout man and the 
wor}d that isconta.ined in the mystery of the iLncarnation and the Redemp­
tion and with the power lOf the love that is radiated Iby th8lt truth ( ... ) 
Out of for Christ and in view of t.l1e mystery that constitutes the 
Church's OWill the Ohurchcannot remain insensible to whatever 
serves man's true welfare, any more than she can remain indifferent to 
what threatens it" (n.l3). "Inspired by eschatological faith, the Church 
considers an essential, unbreaka.ble united element of her mission this 
solicitude for man, for his Ihumanity, for the futUre of man {)n earth and 
therefore also f·or the course set for the whole of development and pro­
gress. She finds the prinriple of this solicitude in Jesus Christ ihimself, 
as the Gospels witness. This js W'hy she wishes to ma}te it grow con­
tinually through her relationshtp w.ith Christ, reading man's situati'On in 
the modern world in accordance with the most important signs of our 
time" (il'5). 

This task is so .important and essential for the Church that John 
PaUll IJ: does n'Ot hesitate to qualify it as tfrle way, as the "primary and 
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fundamental way, the way traced out ,by Christ himself", "the primary 
route that the Church must travel ,in fulfilling her mission", "the way that 
leads invariably through the mystery ,of the In,carnation and the Redemp. 
tion" (n.14). . 

The "anthropological" humanistic vocation of the Church implies 
many different tasks, that the J>qpe e)@lains, very accurately, in the second 
part of the encyclical. First of a,lll the Church should get a bettter 
acquaintance with the present situation of mankind; she should get a 
deeper knowledge of man, "not ·of the abstract man, but of the real con· 
crete, .historical man" man in his ,present situation, with his concerns, 
fears, problems, anxieties. Secondly, she must take side, critically, with 
man, in defence of the rights and the values of man, against the systems, 
the ideologies, the structures whiCih may hinder or destroy them; she 
must fight against all the manipulations of man so frequently ,caused by 
sCience, technology, ,culture, propaganda etc. Finally, following the 
example of Ghrist, takes for herself the responsability of defending man's 
cause before all the tribunals of this world. "Seeking to see man as it 
were with 'the eyes of Ohrist himself', the Church bee-omes more and 
more aware that she is the guardian of a great treasure, which she may 
not waste but must ,continually increase ( ... ) This treasure of humanity 
enriched by the inexpressible mystery of div.ine filiation and by the grace 
of 'adoption as sons in the Only Son of God, through whom we call God 
'Abba, Father'" (n. 1!8) 

Christ and the Church are the most valiant advocates of man and of 
trne humanism, the humanism with a dd:vine dimension. John Paul II as 
vicar of Ohrist on earth and as head of the universal Chumh, has of· 
ficially assumed this duty as the first and most serious engagement of 
his pontifi'cate. 

l:t is 'customary for the popes, at the beginning of their service to the 
Church to let know their program with a brief formula or motto. I think 
that for John Paul I[ the appropriate motto is: Defensor Hominis. Adual· 
ly, in these frightfuL times, no philosopher, no lawyer no chief of govern· 
ment has ,been a better and more persuasive advocate of man than John 
Paul II. 

This lecture was delivered by Professor iMondin during an A1cademy 
held: annually in honour of st. Thomas >Aquinas. 

Such an actiiVity was held jOintly by the Faculty of Theology, Malta 
and the Theologlical Students' AsSOCiation, on February, ,6, 19'80. 


