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"THE APOCALYPSE Is NOT Now"

Kant, who, by contrast to Augustine, considers the world opaque to
the human desire to know the good by reason of intrinsic limits in the
human capacity to know, rather than as an effect of sin,5 6 responded to
Utilitarianism, that it is simply not possible to know what is good in earthly
states of affairs.57 He, correspondingly, requires the State to withdraw out-
right from the quest of the social good, limiting it to enforcing the formal
requirements of a refereed laissez-faire, that is to a role of "Night Watch-
man State."

58

Augustine does not, for his part, go entirely so far as to hold that the
sinful alienation of human beings from God makes the world utterly
opaque to discernment of the good. He holds, rather, that the knowledge
is possible of at least the material and temporal aspect of the good. This
knowledge of the good albeit limited still intelligibly connects the Crea-
tion and the Creator who is at its source. Augustine, thus, considers the
State as realizing an external state of affairs that has an at least an objec-
tively pragmatic value in relation to the human good.

Where Augustine does hold that the darkened character of the
human intellect ineluctably bars the State from advancing any more ulti-
mate vision of human welfare, a key difference arises with Kant. Augustine
offers solace of the "invisible hand" of Divine Providence at work, to some
extent, even within history itself, and, more ultimately, awaiting revelation

56. From this it can also be seen that if one asks about God's final end in
creating the world, one must not name the happiness of the rational be-
ings in it but ... the condition of being worthy of happiness .... For,
since wisdom considered theoretically signifies the knowledge of the sum-
mum bonum ... one cannot attribute to a highest independent wisdom
an end based merely on beneficence. For one cannot conceive the effect
of this beneficence (with respect to the happiness of rational beings) as
befitting the highest original good except under the limiting conditions
of harmony with the holiness of his will.

KANT, CRITIQUE OF PRACTICAL REASON, 109 (5:131) (Mary Gregor trans., Cam-
bridge Univ. Series 1997).

57. [W]oe betide anyone who winds his way through the labyrinth of the
theory of happiness in search of some possible advantage to be gained by
releasing the criminal from his punishment or from any part of it, or who
acts in the spirit of the pharisaical saying: 'It is better that one man
should die than that the whole people should go to ruin.' For if justice
perishes, there is no further point in men living on earth.

Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, supra note 50, at 155. "The proverbial saying fiat iusti-
tia, pereat mundus (i.e., let justice reign, even if all the rogues in the world must
perish) may sound somewhat inflated, but it is nonetheless true. It is a sound
principle of right, which blocks up all the devious paths followed by cunning or
violence." IMMANUEL KANT, Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical Sketch, in POLITICAL WRIT-
INGS 93, 123 (Hans Reiss ed., H.B. Nisbet trans., Cambridge Univ. Press 1991)
(1970).

58. "The Law of Right, as thus enunciated, is represented as a reciprocal
Compulsion necessarily in accordance with the Freedom of every one, under the
principle of a universal Freedom." IMMANUEL KANT, THE PHILOSOPHY OF LAw: AN
EXPOSITION OF THE FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLES OF JURISPRUDENCE AS THE SCIENCE OF
RicHT 48 (W. Hastie trans., T & T Clark 1887). But see generally ROBERT NozIcK,
ANARCHY, STATE, AND UTOPIA (Basic Books, Inc. 1974).
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at the Eschaton through God's Sovereign Act beyond history, righting
every wrong and fulfilling every honest hope, i.e., in the awaited Apoca-
lypse which Is Not Now.

While Kant offers an analogue to the solace Augustine finds in Divine
Providence, he does so, critically, in a secularizing direction. Kant's al-
tered metaphysics places this analogue to providence, within a "lowered"
horizon found inside, rather than beyond history. Kant's "invisible hand,"
moreover, vindicated not that of justice, which, after all, can never be
more adequately realized for Kant, than within the moral agent's own up-
right will, but rather in an experience of the good of happiness that can be
sought and experienced but not objectively known. This future fulfill-
ment within history is effectuated, not by God, as in Augustine, but by
"nature," more specitically, by the "nature of human freedom" when that
freedom receives the imprint of universal coordination under law accord-
ing to the norm of fairness.5 9

Kant, of course, denies that we can anticipate, know, or control this
vindication of the good, just as Augustine denies that we can do so in
anticipation of Divine Providence. Still, Kant takes the essential step,
counter to Augustine, of asserting that "the Apocalypse Is Now." For, he
asserts as a kind of postulate of practical reason that the "New Creation" of

59. The history of the human race as a whole can be regarded as the
realisation [sic] of a hidden plan of nature to bring about an internally-
and for this purpose also externally-perfect political constitution as the
only possible state within which all natural capacities of mankind can be
developed completely.

IMMANUEL KANT, Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose, in POLITICAL

WRITINGs 41, 50 (Hans Reiss ed., H.B. Nisbet trans., Cambridge Univ. Press 1991)
(1970).

I may thus be permitted to assume that, since the human race is con-
stantly progressing in cultural maters (in keeping with its natural pur-
pose), it is also engaged in progressive improvement in relation to the
moral end of its existence. This progress may at times be interrupted but
never broken off I do not need to prove this assumption; it is up to the
adversary to prove his case. I am a member of a series of human genera-
tions, and as such, I am not as good as I ought to be or could be accord-
ing to the moral requirements of my nature. I base my argument upon
my inborn duty of influencing posterity in such a way that it will make
constant progress (and I must thus assume that progress is possible), and
that this duty may be rightfully handed down from one member of the
series to the next. History may give rise to endless doubts about my
hopes, and if these doubts could be proved, they might persuade me to
desist from an apparently futile task. But so long as they do not have the
force of certainty, I cannot exchange my duty.., for a rule of expediency
which says that I ought not to attempt the impracticable .... And how-
ever uncertain I may be and may remain as to whether we can hope for
anything better for mankind, this uncertainty cannot detract from the
maxim I have adopted, or from the necessity of assuming for practical
purposes that human progress is possible .... This, however, calls for
unselfish goodwill ....

IMMANUEL KANT, On the Common Saying: 'This May be True in Theory, but it does not
Apply in Practice, in POLITICAL WRITINGS 61, 88-89 (Hans Reiss ed., H.B. Nisbet
trans., Cambridge Univ. Press 1991) (1970).

[Vol. 53: p. 209
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"THE APOCALYPSE Is NOT Now"

definitive and final progress towards the good of ultimate human happi-
ness is sure to occur within history by some immanent mechanism. This
progress does not reflect Divine Providence and does not link us to our
Creator. It is at this first emergence of the idea in Kant, that German
idealism and the Marxism following upon it, veer definitively into a set of
assumptions at odds with an account of practical and political reason that
Pope Benedict attributes with causing the errors of the Age here termed,
the Age of Social Revolution.

2. Post-Kantian Idealism, and the Definitive Wrong Turn of German Idealism

Kant's idealist successor Friedrich Wilhelm Joseph Schelling contin-
ued Kant's dialectic of subject and object. But, unlike Kant, Schelling
abandoned a framework of dual realms, considering such dualism tran-
scended in the reconciliation of opposites arising through dynamic unity
of art and history. Based on this unity, Schelling is able to propose a meta-
physics less austere than Kant's. In contrast to his implicit appropriation
of elements from Kant, Pope Benedict evinces no interest in Schelling's
metaphysics. Pope Benedict would be even more prepared, than is the
case of Kant, to fault Schelling for asserting an imminent eschatology.
Schelling imagines, for example, that, within the progress of history, one
encounters and, indeed, can know ideas and ideals of ultimate human
fulfillment that ought to come to structure common life.60 The ideas in
myth, rather than reflecting institutions already given within culture, in
Schelling's view, actually, give rise to such institutions, the nation or polity,
for example, and is their cause.6 1 The universal progress in history, which

60. But now so far as the transcendental necessity of history is concerned,
it has already been deduced in the foregoing from the fact that the uni-
versal reign of law has been set before rational beings as a problem, real-
izable only by the species as a whole, that is, only by way of history. We
content ourselves here, therefore, with merely drawing the conclusion,
that the sole true object of the historian can only be the gradual emer-
gence of a political world order, for this, indeed, is the sole ground for a
history.... That the concept of history embodies the notion of an infi-
nite tendency to progress, has been sufficiently shown above.

F.W.J. SCHELLING, SYSTEM OF TRANSCENDENTAL IDEALisM 202 (Peter Heath trans.,
Univ. Press of Va. 1978) (1800).

61. The work of art reflects to us the identity of the conscious and un-
conscious activities. But the opposition between them is an infinite one,
and its removal is effected without any assistance from freedom. Hence
the basic character of the work of art is that of an unconscious infinity [syn-
thesis of nature and freedom]. Besides what he has put into the work
with manifest intention, the artist seems instinctively as it were, to have
depicted therein an infinity, which no finite understanding is capable of
developing to the full. To explain what we mean by a single example: the
mythology of the Greeks, which undeniably contains an infinite meaning
and a symbolism for all ideas, arose among a people, and in a fashion,
which both make it impossible to suppose any comprehensive fore-
thought in devising it, or in the harmony whereby everything is united
into one great whole. So it is with every true work of art, in that every one
of them is capable of being expounded ad infinitum, as though it con-
tained an infinity of purposes, while yet one is never able to say whether

2008]

27

Wagner: To the Age of Social Revolution: As Papal Rejoinder, the Apocalyp

Published by Villanova University Charles Widger School of Law Digital Repository, 2008



VILLANOVA LAW REVIEW

Kant envisions as necessary but in itself unknowable, Schelling suggests
can be known through concepts of the good to be accomplished, knowa-
ble through developments within the history of ideas. Concepts for ena-
bling and then evaluating the realization of this good can be intuited from
history. This knowledge of the fulfillment of the good within history
manifests what the reader will eventually have the opportunity here to rec-
ognize as what Pope Benedict would term the modern fallacy of immanent
necessary historical progress.

Upon arriving at the full maturity of German Idealism in G.W.F.
Hegel, one finds a full-blown philosophy elaborating a structure of reason-
ing regarding successive stages in the realization of ideals that unfolds in a
dialectical pattern of thesis, antithesis and synthesis. 62 In the Hegelian
view, the State itself, when it emerges within history, appears as the realiza-
tion in time of the ideal of justice: in the end, in the manifestation of the
state of the fulfillment of what is right. Hegel offers what purports to be a
scientific analysis of what the realization of the ideal calls for, in all detail,
and of how human beings, in material steps, can definitively and scientifi-
cally foster and advance it.63 Like Schelling's, Hegel's system is not of
interest to Pope Benedict, and, even more than Schelling's, embodies the
fallacy Pope Benedict's Christian account of practical reason rejects.

With certain adjustments, Hegel's philosophy ultimately provides
Hegel's left-wing successor Marx the concepts he needs to formulate his
program of so-called dialectical materialism. 64 Ultimately, it is Marxism

this infinity has lain within the artist himself, or resides only in the work
of art.

Id. at 225.
62. The connection of events above indicated, involves also the fact, that
in history an additional result is commonly produced by human actions
beyond that which they aim at and obtain-that which they immediately
recognize and desire. They gratify their own interest; but something fur-
ther is thereby accomplished, latent in the actions in question, though
not present in their consciousness, and not included in their design....
The purport of their desires is interwoven with general, essential considera-
tions ofjustice, good, duty, etc ..... It is quite otherwise with the com-
prehensive relations that History has to do with. In this sphere are
presented those momentous collisions between existing, acknowledged
duties, laws, and rights, and those contingencies which are adverse to this
fixed system; which assail and even destroy its foundations and existence;
whose tenor may nevertheless seem good-on the large scale advanta-
geous-yes, even indispensable and necessary.... This principle is an
essential phase in the development of the creating Idea of Truth striving
and urging towards [consciousness of] itself. Historical men-World-His-
torical Individuals--are those in whose aim such a general principle lies.

HEGEL, supra note 55, at 27-29.
63. Hegel purports to find a detailed basis for formulating mid-nineteenth

century marriage and family law and the law of business corporations from the
necessity of historical dialectic. See GEORG WILHELM FRIEDRICH HEGEL, PHILOSOPHY
OF RIGHT 111-17, 152-55 (T.M. Knox trans., Oxford Univ. Press 1942).

64. "The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles."
KARL MARX & FREDERICK ENGLES, CAPITAL, COMMUNIST MANIFESTO AND OTHER
WRrrINGS 321 (Max Eastman ed., The Modem Library 1959) (1841).

[Vol. 53: p. 209
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"THE APOCALYPSE Is NOT Now"

that attracts Pope Benedict's most negative assessment in his encyclical,
Deus caritas est.65 Pope Benedict is skeptical of Marxism's claims for a sci-
entific theory of the meaning of history. But, it is the concrete and practi-
cal experience of human misery and want on a global scale caused by
historic Marxist political systems that leads the Pope to denounce the pat-
tern of increasingly broad fallacious assertions within evolving forms of
German idealism. Even as the Pope rejects Idealist immanence, however,
it is not to be overlooked that Pope Benedict simultaneously borrows from
its initial instantiation in Kant, an understanding of morally neutral indi-
vidual interests as a basis of moral agency, to fashion his own contempo-
rary updated revision of Augustine. 6 6

D. Pope Benedict's Political Philosophy

In Deus caritas est, Pope Benedict succinctly but quite comprehensively
sketches a political philosophy in support of his vision of Church and
State. This philosophy is demonstrably Augustinian in its fundamental
outlines, and yet consciously departs from Augustine on key points relat-
ing to the endorsement of a common program of societal fulfillment, rely-
ing on these points, as will be seen below, on elements in Plato and Kant.

1. Pope Benedict's Basic Profile is Augustinian

That the fundamental outlines of Pope Benedict's political philoso-
phy are Augustinian comports with Pope Benedict's assertion, in the en-
cyclical, that the central normative principle of politics, for example, is
justice. He states that "the pursuit ofjustice must be a fundamental norm
of the State"67 and that the "central responsibility of politics" is the organi-
zation of the polity, "governed according to justice" and "the just ordering
of society and the State."68 The Augustinian slant of the Pope's vision of
justice appears more clearly when Benedict states that he simultaneously
regards politics as, intrinsically, channeling "power and special interests,"
the "dazzling effect"69 of which can be to blind practical reason, with the

65. For the idea that one could by entering into the laws of history, ulti-
mately construct something like earthly paradise as the product of all
paths and detours is inimical to freedom and is therefore inhuman. It
presupposes that history will one day no longer be based on freedom but
on definitive structures. The double paradox of this expectation consists
in the fact that one does not wish to free man for freedom but from his
freedom; that one wishes to achieve the absolute-the definitive society-
precisely by excluding the absolute criterion-God.

RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4, at 136. Pope Benedict XVI rejects the
"natural laws of history." Id. at 137.

66. "[In Plato,] a process that repeats itself ever anew. After each fall, history
begins again at the beginning with different subjects. It has no definitive direc-
tion; it is a cycle of repetitions .... [Elverything that has come into being also
perishes." RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4, at 133-34.

67. DEUS CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 26.
68. Id. 28(a).
69. Id. 28(a).

20081
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consequence that politics and the State remain, for Pope Benedict no less
than Augustine, always an ambiguous phenomenon.

In its aggregation of power, the State can, at any time, become an
engine of criminal oppression, as Augustine warns, and Pope Benedict
echoes, "a bunch of thieves."70 Thus, Benedict observes that, as Augustine
asserted, political reason operates in need of "constant purification,"71 is
"so often profoundly obscured in the course of time," 72 and is always sub-
ject to "blind spots" and in danger of a certain "ethical blindness." 73 It
formulates its programs in the context of "conflict with situations of per-
sonal interest. 7 4

Even where man is not blinded, and searches in good faith, Pope Ben-
edict, like Augustine, holds that human b;,-. " are radically without con-
trol over outcomes, asserting that practical reason remains insufficient,
and that "fully resolving every problem" is impossible. 75 In his view, it is
axiomatic that the future always is at best uncertain, "immersed [as] every-
one [is] in the dramatic complexity of historical events."7 6 Life is, to some
irreducible extent, unavoidably lived by men in "bewilderment and [a]
failure to understand the world around them .... ,,77

Pope Benedict does not assert in Deus caritas est that the just ordering
of society can draw effectively on an objectively verifiable set of concepts in
the sense cherished by the thomist-aristotlean tradition. Rather, Pope
Benedict consistently depicts the State as constructing a program on ad
hoc terms of "how justice can be achieved here and now," relying on prac-
tical reason's answers, which arise as matter for politics. 78 In this view, the
ongoing task is the 'just ordering of the collectivity," 79 or, in other parallel
formulations, the "[b]uilding a just social and civil order,"8 0 and "the just
structuring of society,"8 but this task of "greater insight into the authentic
requirements of justice,"8 2 belongs not to a prescriptive cognitively
grounded moral philosophy as such, but rather to "the world of politics,"

70. Id. 28(a). The Pope quotes Augustine: "A State which is not governed
according to justice would be just a bunch of thieves: 'Remota itaque iustitia quid
sunt regna nisi magna latrocinia?"' Id. In A TURNING PoIrNr FOR EUROPE, the Pope
points out that this idea was first pronounced by Seneca, who was killed by Nero,
and later by Tacitius and the Stoics. See RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4,
at 129 (citing ENDRE VON IvANKA, RHOMARREICH UND GoTTESVOLK 17 (Freiburg
1968)) (examining origins of "state as robber band").

71. Deus caritas est, supra note 6, 28(a).
72. Id. 31.
73. Id. 28(a).
74. Id.
75. Id. 36.
76. Id. 38.
77. Id.
78. Id. I 28(a).
79. Id. 26.
80. Id. 28(a).
81. Id. 1 27.
82. Id. 27(a).

[Vol. 53: p. 209
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"THE APOCALYPSE Is NOT Now"

which is, in fact the proper, "sphere of the autonomous . . . reason.18 3

Politics, so conceived, provides the "essential task which every generation
must take up anew."84 "[T]he requirements ofjustice" are "achiev[ed]
politically" 85 and in a "political battle." 86

True, at the heart of this unfolding political struggle to name and
achieve a just society, Pope Benedict acknowledges that practical reason
receives direction from "reason and natural law."8 7 But, this direction lies
primarily through the intelligibility of "the radical question, What is Jus-
tice?"88 Practical reason cares to pursue this question as response to "the
command of love of neighbor [that] is inscribed by the Creator in man's
very nature."89 Motivated by natural social beneficence, practical reason
seeks to develop a "true humanism" that "wants to help [man] to live in a
way consonant with [his] dignity" and respecting the "rights and needs of
everyone."

90

But, again, this knowledge takes shape concretely; it seems, mainly in
"spontaneity."9 1 The knowledge is uncertain and "so often profoundly ob-
scured in the course of time."92 Practical reason functions optimally, only
where animated by a "reawakening of those moral forces,"9 3 that can sus-
tain a requisite "openness of mind and will to the demands of the com-
mon good."94 The demands of the common good are encountered, not
so much through Thomist-Aristotlean concepts of man's social nature, but
especially in the frustration concretely observed in thwarted human needs
and desires. 95 While some nonnegotiable principles are knowable and
call for unqualified respect,96 they are, as Alan Gewirth points out, too

83. Id. 29.
84. Id. 27(a).
85. Id.
86. Id.
87. Id. 28(a).
88. Id.
89. Id. 31. "Thus ajustice that is more than the regulation of group interests

must be subordinate to a universal criterion." RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra
note 4, at 139. The Pope mentions "the universal common good... [t]he good
behind and above all good things .... " Id. at 140.

90. DEUS CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 30(b).
91. Id. 28(b).
92. Id. 31 ("So often profoundly obscured in the course of time.").
93. Id. 28(a). "[S]he has to reawaken the spiritual energy without which

justice, which always demands sacrifice, cannot prevail and prosper." Id.
94. Id.
95. The Pope holds that "[tihe suffering of the oppressed becomes here the

hermeneutical locus in which knowledge of the truth dawns." RATZINGER, A TURN-
ING POINT, supra note 4, at 141. Although he stipulates that this knowledge is speci-
fied "on the basis of what is in accord with the nature of every human being."
DEus CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 28 (a).

96. Thus, the first and most urgent imperative seems to me the renewed
recognition of the place of the moral sphere in its inviolability and dig-
nity. The distinguishing mark of man is that he not only acknowledges
his physical inability to do something as a limit but also freely respects the
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diffuse to be able to give concrete guidance on most issues.9 7 Politics,
then, contributes to a better world by "doing good now, with full commit-
ment and wherever [it] ha[s] the opportunity," transcending all "strate-
gies and programs."9 8

Like Augustine, Pope Benedict sees as a key to the full functioning of
practical reason the necessity of overcoming sin. Admittedly, the sin that
concerns him is not that of unruly private interests requiring a law-and-
order response as in Augustine. Instead, Pope Benedict finds the para-
digm of sin in the functionaries to be overweening state succumbing to
presumption. The correction that is needed, according to the Pope, is the
cultivation of mindfulness of the radical limits in what one can know con-
cerning, and do fulfilling basic human need. Ic suggests that an attitude
of modesty in our moral epistemology opens us to embrace two critical
adjunct supports for authentic practical reason and action, both attitudes
of the will: courage and spiritual energy refusing resignation, on the one
hand; and a readiness to accept self-sacrifice offsetting the ubiquitous
blindness of self-interest, on the other.99

These attitudes have a double application for Pope Benedict. First, in
a parallel to what Augustine would have said regarding the duty of the
State to respect the freedom of the Church in its sphere, Pope Benedict
says that the formation of the State must proceed under a principle of
"subsidiarity" or limited government distinguishing its own making and
execution of law from the open life of society with its free formation of
belief and opinion. 10 0 Second, in society's pursuit of the lractical reason
of politics, in this latter sphere, the distinction must reign that what polit-

moral prohibition against doing something as an equally binding and
real limit.

RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4, at 171.
97. Gewirth observes that the process of specification and deduction stipu-

lated by Thomas Aquinas for deriving concrete norms from the general require-
ments of natural law are underdetermined. See ALAN GEWIRTH, REAsON AND
MORALITY 279 (1978). Pope Benedict asserts that the truth of natural law depends
on a primordial act of recognition by stating "the inner origin of this rationality
and the foundations that make it meaningful-the recognition of the Logos as the
foundations of all things, a glimpse of the truth that is also the criterion of the
good." RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4, at 142.

98. DEUS CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 31(a)
99. Faith's hope always goes infinitely farther than all our realizations,
reaching into the realm of the eternal; but precisely the fact that this
hope is given to us gives us the courage to take up again and again, de-
spte all inadequacy, the struggle for a just order that is the form of free-
dom and builds up a dam against the tyranny of injustice.

RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4, at 77.
100. We have said that the state is not the Kingdom of God; the state
itself cannot generate morality. It remains a good state precisely when it
keeps to these boundaries. But at the same time, it is true that the state
lives on the basis of transpolitical foundations and that it can remain
good only when these foundations, which it does not itself produce, re-
main in force.

Id. at 138.
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"THE APOCALYPSE Is NOT Now"

ics can accomplish although real, as Augustine taught, is strictly limited.
Even at the conclusion of successful political engagement on behalf of
justice and all other aspects of human fulfillment, there remains, mas-
sively, a presence of "incomprehensible and apparently unjustified suffer-
ing in the world."1 01

Man appropriately expresses his will for justice, therefore, not exclu-
sively through his political thought and action, but by a residual religious
response to the totality of lived human experience in an attitude of
"piety," grieving for what he cannot do in the end, acknowledging that
" [i]t is God who governs the world, not we." 10 2 Like Job, man expresses
grief, before God, in a cry from the depths of his soul, over the irremedia-
ble remainder of injustice man is unable to redress. 10 3 Pope Benedict as-
serts, as did Augustine before him, that man, upon acknowledging his own
limits, ought to turn in grief and hope to God.

2. Pope Benedict's Modifications of Augustinianism

The undeniably Augustinian provenance of much of the political the-
ory in Deus caritas est should not distract the reader from the several deci-
sive departures Pope Benedict makes from his great predecessor's
teaching. Augustine assumes that the State serves a largely negative func-
tion of overcoming private sin to ensure minimal public order, but Pope
Benedict takes this function for granted, focusing instead on the State's
role in coordinating and advancing welfare. Where Augustine assumes
that society outside of the Church, dominated by self-love, is incapable of
taking initiatives on behalf of anything more than "splendid vice," Pope
Benedict teaches that society is, in itself, basically good, and capable of
programmatic initiatives for the human good. Augustine considers only
the Church as enjoying an integrity in its initiatives that mandates respect
by the State as inviolable, but Pope Benedict extends this limiting role to
all of civil society to which Pope Benedict gives this non-Augustinian posi-
tive value and within which he has the Church take its own subordinate
place as just one societal actor. Finally, Augustine assumes that political
reason, as exercised by the State, is capable of only calculating stability in
the use of material goods, according to a rough norm of respect for the
equality of persons, but Pope Benedict assumes that both the State and
society are capable of formulating reasonable plans for the substantive ful-
fillment and welfare of the person and the community.

On this last point, so confident is Pope Benedict that a central focus
of his encyclical is his firm endorsement of Activist State bureaucracy. 10 4

101. DEUS CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 38.
102. Id. 35.
103. See id. 38.
104. Modern scientific thought has increasingly shut us up in the prison
of positivism, thus condemning us to pragmatism. Much can be achieved
by doing so; it is possible to journey to the moon and still farther into the
immensity of the universe. Yet in spite of this, man always remains in the
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Pope Benedict squarely asserts that bureaucracy can be trusted to function
in pliant response to the commands of a caring, intellectually modest and
open-minded politics of justice. As such, Pope Benedict presents an ad-
vanced bureaucracy as not merely desirable, but necessary. He depicts bu-
reaucratic means as essential tools, to eagerly be cultivated, developed and
extended. Pope Benedict endorses the Activist State.

Pope Benedict makes room for this turn within his more generally
Augustinian framework, through a means-ends distinction. With regard to
ends, human beings must, in the encyclical's view, acknowledge that the
attainment of many are simply beyond his ability. In keeping with Kant,
Pope Benedict relinquishes the idea that Augustine shared with Plato: the
idea that an elite can govern with privileged insight into basic ends. With
respect to means, man must acknowledge that not all are prudent under
exigent circumstances. But, once one determines that the pursuit of an
end is appropriate and that the means proposed are prudent, Pope Bene-
dict unmistakably departs from Augustine by suggesting that one should
apply the principle of beneficence with a Bentham-like enthusiasm.

Here, the Pope, with his very extensive experience as an administrator
and ecclesiastical diplomat, can only be aware of the unprecedented effi-
cacy of the instrumentalism arising with the elaboration of modern sys-
tems of positive law. This instrumentalism does not present itself to the
Pope as a hypothetical option. The coordination of the lives of billions of
human beings on today's globe already depend upon it. Pope Benedict's
reason for resolving his Augustinian ambivalence towards the State in
favor of affirming the activist bureaucratic State is the sheer and necessary
dependence, he discerns, for teeming thousands of millions of human be-
ings in a global and technocratic era on the machinery of State bureau-
cracy, for their sustenance. Augustine, by contrast, would have considered
human lives to depend not on the machinery of the State, but on "nature."

The articulation and implementation of such systems of law and bu-
reaucracy received a substantial advance through the insight, at the turn
of modernity, of modern philosophies such as the German Idealism of
Kant, cited above, making possible the insight that meaningful and evolv-
ing human initiatives can be formulated without any metaphysics of the
good, or, in any event, with a historically conditioned version of such met-
aphysics. In a sense, Kant, thus, helped open the door to the systematic
use of law as an instrument of the very utilitarianism he abhorred. As
described above, Pope Benedict's own understanding of the human capac-
ity to know the good in most questions of the social concern is arguably,
through the influence of Kant and other related modern moral philoso-
phies, seen to be under-determined and elective.

same place, because he does not surpass the real limit, which is set by
what can be quantified and produce.

JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER, CALLED TO COMMUNION: UNDERSTANDING THE

CHURCH TODAY 144 (Adrian Walker trans., Ignatius Press 1996) [hereinafter RATZ-
INGER, CALLED TO COMMUNION].

[Vol. 53: p. 209
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This viewpoint opens the door to a secular understanding of societal
and governmental initiatives, such that one can, from the perspective of
Christian faith, view them skeptically without, however, having to term
them necessarily as sinful. As such, Kant offers an escape from Augustine's
own excessively dualist and Manichean view of society. The reasoning in
question contributes to our ability to view law itself as a neutral instru-
ment. It is by implicitly adopting an element of metaphysically neutral
description of societal and State action that Pope Benedict is able to fit his
vision of the meaning of the social good neatly within the concept of posi-
tive law as the highly effective technocratic means of advancing whatever
projects society chooses to endorse. Pope Benedict, thus, rephrases and
endorses Platonic and Augustinian elites by envisioning servant adminis-
trators with elite access to technology and bureaucratic technique.

It is, therefore, no accident that Pope Benedict's account of the State
assigns key importance to the role notjust of the State, but also of interna-
tional organizations, as instrumentalities of "planning, foresight and coop-
eration. 1 0 5 In its role as the instrumentality of action on behalf of human
need, the State, in Pope Benedict's view, is obligated to cultivate a cadre of
experts with appropriate professional competencies and assigned respon-
sibilities, "in the many different economic, social, legislative, administra-
tive and cultural areas, which are intended to promote organically and
institutionally the common good."10 6 The State action Pope Benedict cites
as paradigmatic are the technically precise, swift and highly organized
mass relief efforts occurring in international crises and disasters. 10 7 With-
out doubt, Pope Benedict theorizes on behalf of the Activist State as the
tool of practical and political reason, in an era that is irreversibly global
and technocratic.

3. Even so, Pope Benedict Calls for "Augustinian" Checks on the Activist State

Pope Benedict's definite and unambiguous endorsement of the Ac-
tivist State does not prevent him from drawing on the reservoir of his Au-
gustinian moral pessimism to flag the continuing dangers of the abuse of
State power, and even of totalitarianism. Having substituted Kant and
Plato for Augustine as described, the Pope no longer understands these
dangers to arise, as already suggested above, so much from the human
inclination or lust overweeningly to pursue the glamour of power and self-
interest, as in Augustine, as from the human disinclination in pride, once
possessed of governmental authority, to accept an inherent limit in our
capacity to solve problems and, correspondingly, to relinquish control in
the face of ineradicable human want and deprivation. The potential for

105. DEUS CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 31 (b).
106. Id. 1 29.
107. "On the other hand-and here we see one of the challenging yet also

positive sides of the process of globalization-we now have at our disposal numer-
ous means for offering humanitarian assistance to our brothers and sisters in need
.... " Id. 30(a).
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excess now lies in claiming too much for the human capacity to intervene
to right wrongs.

This is the mistake Pope Benedict sees at the root of German ideal-
ism. 108 Pope Benedict may be prepared, implicitly at least, to exploit the
value of the Kantian insight into the descriptive usefulness of the concept
of metaphysically opaque interests, but he draws the line at importing a
mechanism of progress from Kant or his progeny into the necessary dy-
namic of history. This is the balance of Pope Benedict's compromise with
the turn to modernity of German Idealism. Pope Benedict identifies the
later step that he identifies as going too far, with the sin of presumption.
As mentioned above, Pope Benedict cites the collapse of the Marxist re-
gimes in the soviet system at the end of the outgoing century as the lead-
ing historical example of this form of presumption. 10 9

Pope Benedict explains the error in question as arising through phi-
losophies succumbing to the temptation of allowing "the immensity of
others' needs," to "drive" it "towards an ideology that would aim at doing
what God's governance of the world apparently cannot: fully resolving
every problem.""10 The implicit assertion that man can place himself in
the role of God, declaring that "the apocalypse is now!""' "Disdain [ing]"
real humans whom they could see for "a future whose effective realization
is at best doubtful," Pope Benedict asserts that Marxists, then, sacrificed
concrete human lives "to the moloch of the future." 112 He seizes the occa-
sion of the downfall of Marxism, as a teaching moment, to bring home the
decisive turn in his Christian philosophy of politics: in true solidarity with
the victims of history-"as it is yet to come, the apocalypse is not now."

108. In principle, Pope Benedict would presumably find a parallel mistake in
Plato's assurance that organic societal structures can perfect human nature within
the horizon of human history alone.

109. But this means that the field of political activity is not the future but
the present. The politician is not one who arranges a better world that
will arrive at some time or other: rather, his responsibility is that the
world today should be good so that it may also be good tomorrow.... We
must learn to say good-bye to the myth of innerworldly eschatologies. We
then serve tomorrow best when we are good today and when we shape
today in a spirit of responsibility for what is good today and tomorrow.

RATZINGER, A TURNING POINT, supra note 4, at 136-37.
110. "When we consider the immensity of others' needs, we can, on the one

hand, be driven towards an ideology that would aim at doing what God's govern-
ance of the world apparently cannot: fully resolve every problem." DEUs CARITAS
EST, supra note 6, 36. A distortion of practical reason, "the truth with which man
is concerned is neither the truth of being, nor even in the last resort that of his
accomplished deeds, but the truth of changing the world, moulding the world-a
truth centered on future and action." JOSEPH CARDINAL RATZINGER, INTRODUCTION

TO CHRISTIANITY 35 (J.R. Foster trans., Herder and Herder) (1970) [hereinafter
RATZINGER, INTRODUCTION TO CHRISTIANITY].

111. "[D]oing what God's governance of the world apparently cannot: fully
resolving every problem." DEUs CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 36. "It is God who
governs the world, not we." Id. 35.

112. Id. 31(b).

[Vol. 53: p. 209

36

Villanova Law Review, Vol. 53, Iss. 1 [2008], Art. 6

https://digitalcommons.law.villanova.edu/vlr/vol53/iss1/6



"THE APOCALYPSE Is NOT Now"

If Marxism exits the road of practical reasonableness through one
gate, Pope Benedict emphasizes that advanced bureaucratic systems of
contemporary North America and Europe can exit, in a manner no less
regrettable, through another. Where Marxism overstates control over the
realization of a just future, he observes that liberal bureaucracies may be
tempted to treat the law as nothing "more than a mere mechanism for
defining the rules of public life," 113 succumbing to the temptation to "reg-
ulate[ ] and control[ ] everything," "provide everything" and "absorbing
everything into itself,"' 14 excluding the spiritual dimension of human be-
ings, ultimately, thereby, advancing "a materialist conception of man." 1 15

Pope Benedict implicitly follows Augustine in judging that when the pro-
gressive bureaucracy of the liberal State goes that far, it is "incapable of
guaranteeing the very thing which the suffering person-every person-
needs: namely, loving personal concern." 116

The error of such a hyper-governmental-bureaucracy, in the Pope's
view, would be the presumption of the State's failing to acknowledge its
limited role as a mere instrumentality that must yield, at critical points, to
a separate and complementary sphere of human freedom, according to
the principle of "subsidiarity" or limited government. 1 7 Among the di-
verse initiatives undertaken in human society as a matter of freedom,
there is, in Pope Benedict's view, to be found not just a blend of sin and
descriptively neutral self-interest. There is also the genuine expression of
practical reason's fullest orientation to the real demands of justice. The
State, in Pope Benedict's view, must bow to this higher insight, and ac-
knowledge that it is ultimately its tool. Augustine assumed that the virtu-
ous ruler could directly know and carry out the requirements of justice.
Pope Benedict, influenced by modernity, assumes that the ruler can only
do so by enacting the mandate of society's political process. Here Pope
Benedict balances a non-Augustinian endorsement of societal cohesion as
an expression of genuine love of neighbor with a continuing sober Augus-
tinian concern for the potential of abuse of power. The danger he sees in
liberal bureaucracy is not imminent eschatology as in Marxism, but the
nihilism of unchecked State instrumentalism.

113. Id. 28(a).
114. Id. 28(b). "Faith is not the resignation of reason in view of the limits of

our knowledge; it is not a retreat into the irrational in view of the dangers of a
merely instrumental reason." RATZINGER, A TURNING PoINT, supra note 4, at 104.

115. DEus cARITAs EST, supra note 6, 28(b).
116. Id.
117. On another level, the problem is the idea of Enlightenment:
[T] he privatization of morality, on the one hand, and in its reduction, on
the other hand, to the calculation of what will be successful, of what
promises better chances of survival. This makes a society an immoral so-
ciety in its public and communal essence-or, in other words, a society
that attaches no value to what really gives dignity to man and constitutes
him as a human person.

RATzINGER, A TURNING PoINT, supra note 4, at 171.
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3. Pope Benedict's Distinctive Alteration of Augustinian Dualism

Pope Benedict's departures from Augustine ensure that his thought
assumes its own original pattern of dualism. The two spheres, into which
Pope Benedict assigns human experience, are dedicated, on the one
hand, to practical reason, as such, operating within the human capacity to
effectuate outcomes according to the measure ofjustice, politically format-
ted, and, on the other, to a graced love of humanity, overshooting the
limits of what practical reason can know and accomplish politically, in a
constant readiness to volunteer to do more. The reconciliation of
spheres, in this bifurcated view, arises through love's taking, as the subject
matter of its concern, but with its longer view, the very same terms absorb-
ing the sphere of practical action, and by the sphere of practical action's
accepting insight and direction through viewpoints actually steeped in the
attitudes of the sphere of divine love. Functionally, the sphere of love
enters -into the service of the sphere of justice, and the sphere of justice
respects the untouchable freedom of the personal experience of divine
love. Metaphysically, Pope Benedict's dualism resolves to unity through
the human person who at once is of the world and transcends it.

Returning to something like the monism of Plato, Pope Benedict re-
jects the irreducible dualism of both Augustine and Kant. He agrees that
that the dynamic of self-interest fundamentally shapes the world but he
rejects Augustine's assertion that this dynamic is intrinsically depraved and
fallen. He also rejects Augustine's triumphant assumption that the elected
are separated from the world by their alignment with the will of God, sub-
stituting instead that the measure of alignment with God's will is precisely
a confession of a loss of control and a posture of service. On the other
hand, Pope Benedict declines equally Kant's assertion that the dynamic of
the world is one of interests intrinsically and irreversibly opaque to meta-
physical or moral meaning. He also declines Kant's assumption that the
moral agent's interior experience of an upright will be a purely autono-
mous measure of right and wrong.

Pope Benedict's is a mediating position, which refuses, as well, to
adopt the full unity of Plato. Pope Benedict envisions a unity of spheres
that, while overlapping, is not one of simple identity. Human participa-
tion in the sphere of love cannot ever be fully satisfied by its impact in the
sphere of practical reason. It comes to rest, finally, only in a religious
attitude of religious thanksgiving and lamentation, before God, in the face
of the enormity of what human beings cannot accomplish. The sphere of
practical action, moreover, must deal here and now with both sin and vast
numbers of elective imponderables opaque to metaphysical meaning and
moral interpretation, and beyond the competency of the intuition of love
alone.

On a theological level, the balance of unity and disunity Pope Bene-
dict brings to his schema follows, in a variation on Augustine, at once from
both the created nature of the human person and from the Redemption.

[Vol. 53: p. 209
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The fundamental dualism of Pope Benedict's schema arises when the
human being encounters irreducible created limit of what he can accom-
plish for justice. Its bifurcation of basic attitudes in the human response
to reality is brought succinctly to expression in Reinhold Niebuhr's seren-
ity prayer, which becomes a core question at the threshold of practical
reason. The presence of sin in the world makes this adjustment more
anguished and poignant. The insight of reason and the experience of sin
become preambles of faith made possible by the love of God manifest in
Christ. By accepting Christ, man gains entry to the sphere of charity in a
whole new way, and thereby dynamically transforms charity's impact on
the sphere of practical action.

4. Mediating Augustine and Modernity

The normative view of the State Pope Benedict proposes in Deus
caritas est, while undeniably, indeed expressly, Augustinian, 118 overcomes
Augustinian dualism ultimately by rejecting the primacy Augustine gives
sin. 119 Pope Benedict, in pointed contrast to Augustine, specifically
blesses self-interested love, eros, as good, and finds it antecedent in God
himself. For Pope Benedict, in contrast to Augustine, self-interest only be-
comes sinful when it refuses to yield to the self-sacrifice that, at times, in
Pope Benedict's scheme is a requirement of practical reason on behalf of
the common good. Pope Benedict, in pointed contrast to Augustine,
states that the love of neighbor is instilled in man as a matter of his created
nature, to this same extent, uncorrupted by sin. For Pope Benedict, prac-
tical reason possesses, in the political sphere, then, two assets it lacks in
Augustine who remains influenced to that same degree by Manichaeism:
the two well-ordered loves of healthy self-interest and genuine love of
others.

For Augustine, as noted, the sphere of the State, even where governed
with justice, at best, reflects a mere tranquility of material order, and,
within that sphere, the only common dynamic that engages the mass of
society who are fallen, no less than the few who are saved, lies in a predom-
inance of shared fear of material loss, over the balance of shared hope of
self-gain through private aggression, should such aggression escape regula-
tion by the State. For Pope Benedict, by contrast, the sphere of society
served by the State is one of well-ordered loves of self and other and soci-
ety finding its common dynamic in the many fruitful initiatives of freedom
for all.

Where Pope Benedict evinces pessimism, and he does evince pessi-
mism, that pessimism, albeit of a genuinely Augustinian flavor, arises-
without undue stress on human fault-an awareness of a sobering substan-
tial inherent limit that exists to the capacity of reason to resolve human

118. DEUS CARITAS EST, supra note 6, 28(a) (quoting Augustine).
119. "Sobriety not resignation." RATZINGER, A TURNING PoTr, supra note 4,

at 136.
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