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One could ask what use philosophy is to seminarians and priests if
considerations about the Priesthood (a vocation with its origin and finality in
God) are fundamentally "theological in nature"2. In the preparation of
candidates for the Catholic Priesthood, the Church has emphasized the
importance of the "sapiential horizon"3 in the "formation of the priestly soul"4
and the integral development of the personality of the formandi because
beyond being a custodian and dispenser of the sacred mysteries, they will
also be called to be masters and experts of humanity. To be attentive to the
continuous evangelization of humanity, the formation of candidates to the
Priesthood has to be vigilant about "the deep and rapid transformations in the
societies and culture of our age; [and] by the multiplicity and diversity of
contexts"5 where the sanctifying work of God ought to be incarnated. For this r
eason,masteryintheancientscience that investigates
existential-metaphysical reality, contemplates and serves the truth, and
crowns human reason with Philosophical wisdom is considered essential to
precede and align with theological instructions for the sacred office.6 This
precedence provides the framework that illuminates and deepens the divine
mysteries that form the primary material for all theological concerns. Thus,
the philosophical program of the seminary and its continued relevance in the
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ongoing formation of priests is not a mere formality. The wisdom of the
Church is made evident in the position that “philosophy is indispensable for
theological formation"7 and that “theology [...] has always needed and still
needs philosophy's contribution”8 to have a penetrating insight into the
mystery of Christ and in the making of human cultures a fertile space to share
the message of evangelization. Most contributions on the question of renewal
of the Priesthood since the end of the Second Vatican Council have given
ample attention to the biblical, theological, psychological, and sociological
dimensions of the priestly ministry.9 However, there is a scarcity of voices on
the contribution that the philosophical tradition qua tradition can offer this
noble and ancient institution to retain its brilliance, vigor, and youthfulness in
the ever-evolving dynamics of human culture.

This paper discusses the necessity of rediscovering this missing sapiential
tradition that Pope John Paul 1l emphasized in his 1998 encyclical letter titled
Fides et Ratio. This attempt to retrace the sapiential dimension does not go
against the desire of the Ratio Fundamentalis of 2016 which enjoins that "the
entire journey of formation must never be reduced to a single aspect to the
detriment of others, but it must always be an integrated journey of the disciple
called to the priesthood".10 In rediscovering the philosophical temper as a
valuable tool for effective ministry in a digitalized and polarized century, this
paper fills the gap existing in this ecclesial desire for an all-integrated
approach in examining the figure of the Priest who must be a man of the
Sacred order and interpreter of the signs of time. The Priest can no longer be
confined to the sacristy but must be part of the Church of the third
Millennium that "goes forth from its sacristies, in order to accompany life, to
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sustain hope, to be the sign of unity [...], to build bridges, to break down
walls, to sow seeds of reconciliation”.11 This implies that the Priest has to
maintain a relevant presence in the temple of humanity as he does in the
temple of the Sacred to truly represent the mission of the Church in the
modern world. When the Church at the Second Vatican Council committed
herself to identify with the existential tensions and joys of the modern man,12
she told her ministers to be attentive to the evolving situations of human life
that offer veritable platforms and "pulpits" to announce the essence of
Christianity as articulated by St. Irenaeus of Lyons: "Man fully alive is the
glory of God". Maintaining a balance between the contemplation of the
transcendent and a firm defense of what is human, philosophical wisdom
arms the Priest to combat many falsifications peddled as the truth and other
confusions surrounding the meaning of what it means to be human as
instigated by some developments in the field of science and technology.
Therefore, this paper seeks to answer why a philosophical temper is needed
to ensure an effective priestly ministry in a world characterized by
unprecedented digital developments and conflicting ideologies. The first
section of this paper identifies the changing circumstances of priestly
ministry today. The second consideration is given to the portrait of the
philosophical temperament. The last part is on the metaphysical,
anthropological, and ethical challenges that necessitate rediscovering the
sapiential horizon in contemporary priestly ministry.

I.  The Priest as Interpreter of the Signs of theTime

The Priesthood is a treasured institution in World religions where it exists
because those chosen for the office are custodians of the inestimable
mysteries and patrimony of the religious cult. In perception, practice, and
disciplinary conduct, there is a characteristic distinction and aura
surrounding the figure of the Priest because he is considered a mediator
between the Sacred and profane. This role is not tantamount to hubris or
elitism but symbolic of the "tremendous, mysterious and fascinating”
experience of religious phenomena represented by the encounter with the
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Sacred as underscored by the Lutheran theologian Rudolf Otto in his 1917
Das Heilige (The Sacred). Among the community of religious adherents, the
Priest facilitates phenomenological religious experience by re-enacting the
sense of mystery in the relationship between humans and the divine.13 He
stands between the immanent and transcendent. Any religion that its
Priesthood has fallen into disrepute becomes prey to an endemic crisis. This
awareness makes the process of election and conferment of the dignity of the
Priesthood on chosen individuals, one that is subject to critical scrutiny and
discernment. In this light, there are exercises aimed at formal or informal
training and renewal of the figure of the Priest in these religions. This
formative process is well delineated in the methodology employed by the
Catholic Church to constantly update and sustain this ancient institution,
taking critical note that those making themselves available for the ministry
“live in a world which in many respects is new and undergoing rapid and
continual evolution".14 The program of formation makes the Priesthood
always maintain the dual design of retaining its fundamental divine
programming and also being modern and adept in responding in new ways to
exigencies characteristic of every epoch.

For this reason, John Paul Il firmly affirmed that the changes being
occasioned by the new modern anthropological frameworks "cannot be
ignored when it comes to programming and carrying out the various phases
of formation for those approaching the ministerial priesthood"15. In helping
the catholic Priesthood respond to the changing conditions of the time, the
conciliar fathers of Vatican Il recommended that the program of formation be
"revised from time to time"16 to be able to attentively read the signs of the
times and what the "Spirit says to the churches" today (Rev. 2-3). The
conciliar fathers understood that the potency of ecclesial ministry in our
generation would depend significantly on a devoted reading of the signs of
the times,17 which means considering the present circumstances and spiritual

13Cf. ANDREA AGUTI, ‘“Fascinoso e tremendo, e il “sacro” di Otto”, inAvvenire (24 dicembre
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needs of the hour in all programs of ecclesial renewal.18 It will involve
prayerful listening and learning from the world's situation, which is the field
for growing the seeds of the Kingdom. Gaudium et spes of Vatican Il aptly
captures this when it states that the Church should read the signs of the times
so that "in language intelligible to each generation, she can respond to the
perennial questions which men ask about this present life and the life to
come, and about the relationship of the one to the other".19 The task of the
Priest in the third millennium is to recognize and understand the world in
which we live with its dramatic changes and characteristics, longings,
aspirations, and expectations.

Reading the signs of the time has become very precarious because of the
fluidity of moral standards, the convolution and "decay of ideologies"20, the
rising "wall of materialism"21 and concatenations of opinions seeking
legitimacy and supremacy in the public sphere. No one could have described
the complexity of the times more aptly than the German theologian Joseph
Ratzinger. In the pre-Conclave homily of April 18, 2005, he echoed, "We are
building a dictatorship of relativism that does not recognize anything as
definitive and whose ultimate goal consists solely of one's own ego and
desires".22 The culture of relativism has become a decisive factor to wrestle
with in confronting the emerging sociological perspectives of modern
society. Today, modernism is erecting many altars in the form of secularism,
a culture of eroticism, aggressive individualism, and consumerism. These
explosives are already detonating and are redefining our ways of being
human and a Church both in the global North and South. The former, already
immersed in the crisis of values and morals, is becoming schizophrenic with

18The renewal of the priesthood rejuvenates the Catholic Church. It is a solemn conviction “[...] that the desired
renewal of the whole Church depends in great part upon a priestly ministry animated by the spirit of Christ”’; and
this goes to show the “critical importance of priestly training”. SECOND ECUMENICAL VATICAN COUNCIL, Optatam
Totius, Introduction. The pull of young men in formation and the program of ongoing formation of those already
ordained shows the youthfulness of the Church. The crux of this formation and renewal (aggiornamento) is a
response to signs of the time and the readiness to bring the joy of the gospel with new zeal, frankness, and
grandeur to the complex and evolving human circumstances.
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all forms of moral normativity, while the latter tends to resist all ideological
tendencies it considers contrary to its cultural perspectives. The reception of
the recent document of the Dicastery of the Doctrine of Faith, Fiducia
Supplicans in Africa, for instance, shows this polarity and
incomprehensibility regarding reform, renewal within the Church, and the
reading of signs of time.23 The Priest is caught up between the cultural and
spiritual maladies that are progenies of secularized modernity. Amid this
crisis, he is called to make the Gospel meaningful to everyone. Perplexed and
overwhelmed by the trend of global events, the Priest can find in
philosophical knowledge described as "one of the noblest of human tasks"24
tools for resolving some of the puzzles that social-cultural tensions raise.

Optatam totius of Vatican Il had anticipated the increasing polarity that
human culture would present in the task to interpret the signs of times and
advised that from the seminary, the candidates be well schooled in the
philosophical patrimony of preceding ages, especially on questions about
anthropology, cosmology, and theology. The conciliar fathers proposed that
"the philosophical disciplines are to be taught in such a way that the students
are first of all led to acquire a solid and coherent knowledge of man, the
world, and of God, relying on a philosophical patrimony which is perennially
valid and taking into account the philosophical investigations of later ages".25
The questions about man, world, and God are the front burner issues today,
and they are the subjects that should characterize the philosophical temper of a
Priest.

Il. ThePortraitofaPhilosophical Temperament

It is not unusual to see barrels of misconception surrounding
philosophical discipline and the figure of the philosopher. Some false images
peddled over time about the intellectual exercise called philosophy include

23 The recent response to Fiducia supplicans by the Episcopal Conference of Africa and Madagascar signed by Fridolin Cardinal
Ambongo, President of SECAM released onJanuary 11, 2024 reveals some of these positions that are anti-secularist. One reads
partly in the letter: “[...] the cultural context in Africa, deeply rooted in the values of the natural law regarding marriage and family,
further complicates the acceptance of unions of persons of the same sex, as they are seen as contradictory to cultural norms and
intrinsically corrupt. [...] The Episcopal Conferences across Africa, [...] believe that the extra-liturgical blessings proposed in the
Declaration Fiducia supplicans cannot be carried out in Africa without exposing themselves to scandals. [...], we, the African
Bishops, do not consider it appropriate for Africa to bless homosexual unions or same-sex couples because, in our context, this
would cause confusion and would be in direct contradiction to the cultural ethos of African communities”.
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radicality, argumentativeness, controversies, doubtfulness, unorthodoxy,
idealism, obstinacy, and absent-mindedness. Philosophers are often labeled
atheists, unbelievers, speculators, rebels, confusionists, trouble-shooters,
eccentrics, esoterists, impractical, and unproductive. These images are either a
product or result of misconceptions, ignorance of the discipline,
misunderstanding of philosophy or philosophical attitude, goal, or method
of philosophy. There is no gainsaying that the above attributes or images
could have arisen during philosophical reflection in history26. However, the
framework of philosophy, even as it evolves, has been constructed to allow
its 'devotees' to inquire after profound wisdom. Philosophical wisdom is
averse to superficiality, presumptuous, and cosmetic solutions. The
representation of philosophy by the Owl of Athena or Minerva has a loaded
signification. It shows the discipline's capacity to bestow perspicacity and
wisdom that look out for the ultimate causes. It gives its seeker clarity and
distinctness in understanding the agelong human dialogue and
"conversation, recollection and the search for happiness".27 Over time, the
cataloging of philosophical temperament has been made to reflect on specific
abilities to discern and offer meaning to the puzzles of human life. Three
aspects of this temperament are essential for the audience and the subject of
this contribution.

Firstly, the philosophical temper acts as a moral guide. The Platonic
Socrates embodies this temper in engaging his contemporaries, helping them
examine and become aware of who they are. As their gadfly, he helped them
question and re-examine the values that guided their lives. In him, one finds
an ideal model of a philosopher who strikes a balance between transcendence
and immanence because his philosophical work was his life and death. In his
intellectual engagements, he maintained a sense of divinity while protecting
the dignity of man from pollution by moral vices. Pierre Hadot says of him:

26These misconceptions and prejudices betray the error of reductionism. When a philosopher like René Descartes
exercises his spirit of doubt in his philosophical business, that does not mean that the entire philosophical project
is all about doubting. In the philosophical tradition, philosophers have different temperaments:
argumentativeness (Socrates), reflectiveness (Thales), meditativeness, doubtfulness (Descartes).

21HOLGER ZABOROWSKI, Robert Spaemann’s Philosophy of the Human Person: Nature, Freedom, and the Critique
of Modernity (Oxford: Oxford Unity Press2010), 24.



"Socrates is simultaneously in the world and outside it. He transcends both
people and things by his moral demands and the engagement they require; yet
he is involved with people and with things because the only true philosophy
lies in the everyday"28. What Plutarch wrote around the second century AD
on the Socratic way of doing philosophy is relevant today in thinking about
the philosophical temper as guiding human morals in every circumstance:

Most people imagine that philosophy consists in delivering discourses
from the heights of a chair and in giving classes based on texts. But
what these people utterly miss is the uninterrupted philosophy which
we see being practiced every day in a way which is perfectly equal to
itself [...]. Socrates did not set up grandstands for his audience and did
not sit upon a professorial chair; he had no fixed timetable for talking or
walking with his friends. Rather, he did philosophy sometimes by
joking with them, or by drinking or going to war or to the market with
them, and finally by going to prison and drinking poison. He was the
first to show that at all times and in every place, in everything that

happens to us, daily life gives us the opportunity to do philosophy29.

This perception of the philosophical attitude in Socrates as a 'daily habitus'
buttresses his devotion to philosophy which he defended even before the
Athenian jury in Plato's Apology. He lived irreprehensibly and above board
as a moral guide, always considering that "it is the greatest good for a man to
discuss virtue every day" (Apology 38a). He conducted himself to avoid
being found guilty of crimes and moral defects. Philosophy for Socrates
offers the veritable platform to live a good life, be well-comported, and be
conscious of what is to be cared about in life. He considers the
correspondence between private and public life an essential measure of
authenticity. His testimony is stellar: "Throughout my life, in any public
activity I may have engaged in, | am the same man as | am in private life. |
have never come to an agreement with anyone to act unjustly, neither with

28PIERRE HADOT, What is Ancient Philosophy?(Massachusetts:Harvard University Press 2004), 38.
29PLUTARCH, Whether a Man should Engage in Politics When he is Old, 26, 796d. Quoted in P. HADOT, What is
Ancient Philosophy?, 36.



anyone else nor with any one of those who they slanderously say are my
pupils"30. Again, in this bold affirmation, the Philosophical master shows the
imperatives of moral rectitude and transparency as attitudes that the search
for wisdom instills and encourages. During his trial, he gave an inescapable
challenge to his accusers to care more about the well-being of their souls and
not be obsessed with pleasure and comfort. In his expressions, one can see the
moral compass that can guide individuals and societies towards a virtuous
living and sound human formation. Believing that he has been ordered by the
gods "to live the life of a philosopher" and to examine his life and that of
others (Apology 28e), Socrates considers his vocation as that of excoriating
his society to understand the folly of amassing wealth and honour and caring
less about wisdom and "best possible state of the soul" (Apology 29¢e). He
argues that this is a misplacement of values, that is, "attaching little
importance to the most important things and greater importance to inferior
things" (Apology 30a). He delineates the mission of the philosopher in
helping his society discover virtue in the following remarks: "For | go around
doing nothing but persuading both young and old among you not to care for
your body or your wealth in preference to or as strongly as for the best
possible state of your soul, as | say to you: Wealth does not bring about
excellence, but excellence makes wealth and everything else good for men,
both individually and collectively"31. The care for virtue and excellence in
life is paramount to Socrates.

It can then be argued that in the ever-evolving nature of modernity and its
characteristic challenges, the style of Socrates that focuses on dialectics,
reflection, examination, and criticism becomes hermeneutically relevant in
understanding the new questions about the meaning and values of human life
that philosophy must answer. The philosopher's vocation is a mature and
truthful engagement with the puzzles of his time. The contemporary
relevance of this temper lies in understanding the philosopher's role not only
in making the philosophical engagement an actual exercise of life after the
style of Socrates but, more lucidly, that philosophy is a global culture that
ought to be safeguarded in our time by the intellectuals without allowing it to
dissipate into rhetoric and sophistry. The modern sophistry from which the
"Socratic philosophers” must defend the philosophical temper is

30SOCRATES, Apology 33a
31SOCRATES, Apology 30a-b.



consumerism and lack of moral tenor. The consumerist culture disdains
public and private morality; it desensitizes intellectual vigor and manifests
sensibilities against moral normativity, ontological foundations, and values.
The firmness of Socrates in defending the task of philosophy as the safeguard
for the moral and intellectual temper of every age before his judicial panel
must be recovered to salvage humanity from the transcendental and moral
crisis of the modern age.

Secondly, philosophical temper acts as a ladder for reaching a higher level
of knowledge and insight. The image of philosophy as a ladder is
predominant in the analysis of Johann Gottlieb Fichte, Arthur Schopenhauer,
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Robert Spaemann, and Bernard Lonergan. The science of
philosophy is considered to put its seekers on a vantage point of acquiring
knowledge and wisdom. This pattern of visualizing philosophy as a gradual
ascent towards a true knowledge of reality is thought to have originated with
Plato in the Politeia (514f) when he speaks of man's escape from the cave to
have a glimpse of the sun thought of as the source of knowledge. Holger
Zaborowski describes this movement towards true vision as "an ethically
significant movement towards the sun, the idea of the good, as the ultimate
ontological and epistemological source of all things"32. This search for self-
evident truth puts the philosopher above the board of opinion-mongering
because he or she scrutinizes the depths for a better understanding. The image
of the ladder makes philosophy a personal responsibility that cannot be
delegated to another. It involves an individual commitment that cannot be
substituted. The art of climbing a ladder is personal. In like manner, the
seeker of wisdom is called to engage personally in the art of philosophizing to
be a midwife of ideas33. As a disinterested exercise fundamentally directed
toward the freedom of the mind and emancipation of the self, it can be
likened, according to Pierre Hadot, to a "spiritual exercise"34 that cannot be
defined only by its rational and scientific elements. For Spaemann and
Zaborowski, one who merits the title of a philosopher is identified by being

32HOLGER ZABOROWSKI, Robert Spaemann’s Philosophy of the Human Person, 25.
33Cf. HOLGER ZABOROWSKI, Robert Spaemann’s Philosophy of the Human Person, 25.
34PIERRE HADOT, Exercices spirituels et philosophie antique (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes 1981).



challenged by his/her thoughts and being involved in generating ideas. As
Socrates in the Theaetetus, the wisdom seeker who climbs the ladder to
generate ideas must also be schooled in the art of midwifery. To carry this out,
Socrates recounts personally,

[...] And the most important thing about my art [midwifery] is the
ability to apply all possible tests to the offspring, to determine whether
the young mind is being delivered of a phantom, that is, an error, or a
fertile truth. For one thing, which I have in common with the ordinary
midwives is that | myself am barren of wisdom. The common reproach
against me is that | am always asking questions of other people but
never express my own views about anything, because there is no
wisdom in me; and that is true enough. And the reason of it is this, that
God compels me to attend to the travails of others, but has forbidden

me to procreate35.

From this metaphoric language of Socrates, it can be noted that
philosophy as a ladder grants its seekers the humility to acknowledge limits
and avoid every pretension of having an answer to every question or
problem. All philosophical attempts cannot arrogate to themselves the
capacity to resolve puzzles about the ultimate reality. They are all considered to
be investigative attempts, always seeking more insights. This constant
climbing of the ladder of knowledge and search for the truth is what St.
Augustine aptly captures in several parts of his Confessions as the vocation of
the human soul. The Confessions portray the radical contingency of man and
his total dependence on God, who is Truth and the source of all knowledge.
The temporal being is constantly stretching out (in Pauline phrase Phil 3:12-
14) to those things which lie before him, making an effort to behold the
eternal Creator of all times, who is before all times and who has no time co-
eternal with Him and who is above every creature and above time. Augustine
confesses that not distractedly (without distention), but intently (with

35SOCRATES, Theaetetus 150c.




intention), he looks forward to embracing the fullness of knowledge, which
is the ultimate prize for wisdom seekers36. It is clear from the words of the
Bishop of Hippo that the intention of the soul and its orientation is towards
God against its distention in time. Man's vocation is to tune away from the
distractions of temporal existence and concentrate on the timeless Eternity of
God, who is the sole guarantor of truth and stability37. In this way, the
vocation of philosophy has been to assist human intelligence in making
meaning out of human existence and the rigor of comprehending the truth.

Thirdly, the philosophical temper offers all wisdom seekers the
possibility of being part of the great conversation and intergenerational
dialogue. As a prisoner, Boethius projects Lady Philosophy in dialogue with
him, acting as a guiding star through the follies of human history to the
virtuous path of the spiritual world. Lady Philosophy in Boethius'
Consolation of Philosophy is described by Seth Lerer as "[...] one of the
greatest teachers in Western literature, especially when the prisoner remains
one of the most obtuse of students. The Consolation's reader should find
himself or herself in the prisoner: learning from the method of dialectical
argument, moving from the avowal of opinion to the recognition of truth"38.
In her emblematic role, she leads her students to the way of understanding
through reason. This dialogical spirit helps the philosopher always engage
the human mind in every generation, offering them the piercing insight of
discovering and refuting errors in knowledge. Dialoging provides a platform
for appreciating the constant search for the truth and the awareness of
epistemic limitation39.

I11. The Urgency of Rediscovering the Sapiential Horizon

Like every wisdom seeker, the Priest's philosophical portrait is that of a
moral guide, a ladder to gaining more insight into the truth, and a dialogical
partner engaged in the life-transforming conversations going on for

36Cf. AUGUSTINE, Confessions, XI. xxix (39).

31Cf. AUGUSTINE, Confessions, XI. xxx (41).

38ANICIUS MANLIUS SEVERINUS BOETHIUS, The Consolation of Philosophy (Massachusetts: Harvard University
Press 2008), xv-xvi.

39Cf. SECOND ECUMENICAL VATICAN COUNCIL,Decree on the Training of Priests Optatamtotius, §15.




centuries, which in these last years have grown in intensity. The priest
philosopher is called to be a midwife of ideas that offer new directions to
human existence. Thus, as explained above, these tempers are worth
rediscovering to build up the priestly personality in this century. The
evolution of events in this century is terrifying and promises to change a lot of
traditional routines and anthropological frameworks built on the foundations of
perennial philosophical wisdom and Christian principles. One of the
essential tools to interrogate the age is the sapiential horizon. This sapiential
dimension can no longer play second fiddle in the priestly engagement with
our changing world. Like the "fathers of philosophy", the priest philosopher
is to "bring to light the link between reason and religion"40. In the attempt to
purify religion of all superstitious elements with the aid of philosophy, the
Church fathers found an entry point in the use of Universal reason to make
meaning of Divine Revelation. John Paul Il underlines that "It was on this
basis that the Fathers of the Church entered into fruitful dialogue with ancient
philosophy, which offered new ways of proclaiming and understanding the
God of Jesus Christ"41.

One could imagine that the sapiential tradition today needs the same
sharpening and incisive vivacity of the times of Justin the Philosopher
(c.100-165), who offered apologetics grounded in ethics and philosophy to
defend the nascent Christianity and shield her moral doctrines from the
impugning venoms of the emperors and their acolytes. With his Logos
philosophy, he argued for the historical and unknown presence of the seeds of
Christianity in the heritage of humanity. Thus, he returns to the philosophical
traditions of Socrates and Plato and makes a case for Christianity as true
philosophy and the only true religion. With a cautious discernment in using
philosophy to understand his new faith, he affirmed Christianity as “the only
sure and profitable philosophy”42. Even as a convert, Justin the Martyr
embodied the philosophical demeanor and offered a fantastic testimony of

40JOHN PAUL Il, Fides et Ratio, §36.
41JOHN PAUL I, Fides et Ratio, §36.
42 JUSTIN, Dialogue with Trypho, 8, 1: PG 6, 492.



the faith through his dialogical wits before the Prefect Junius Rusticus43.

Similarly, the philosophical acuity of St. Augustinne (354-430), rendering
the Pelagian heresy sterile, deserves attention in combatting modern heresies
and superstitions. The intellectual and spiritual itinerary of the Bishop of
Hippo can inform the constant search for the truth by the priest philosopher.
He clarified the Christian faith through his philosophical erudition by
offering a sound synthesis between theology and philosophy, cutting through
the theology of grace and ethics of just war. John Paul Il describes the
philosophical heritage of Augustine in this manner: "The Bishop of Hippo
succeeded in producing the first great synthesis of philosophy and theology,
embracing currents of thought both Greek and Latin. In him, too, the great
unity of knowledge, grounded in the thought of the Bible, was both
confirmed and sustained by a depth of speculative thinking. The synthesis
devised by Saint Augustine remained for centuries the most exalted form of
philosophical and theological speculation known to the West"44. He is an
ingenious scholar who cannot be neglected without distorting the history of
thought philosophically and theologically.

The sagacity of St. Thomas Aquinas remains a treasure that priest
philosophers should embody in opening reason to a veritable communication
with the transcendent. In a deeply polarized contest between the Sacred and
profane, the capacity of the angelic doctor to furnish a unity between the light
of reason and faith is exemplary. It is a habitus that unites the creature with his
Creator, showing that in Christ, everything finds its perfect reflection. Paul
VI wrote about the relevance of the philosophical wisdom of St. Thomas:

43Justin the Philosopher was attentive to the dialogical style in engaging his opponents and in making a case for the
glories of Christianity. For instance, Antonius Pius, his sons and the entire Roman Senate were the audience of his
First Apology. The Second Apology was also destined for the Roman Senate. Among his other writings isDialogue
with Trypho.

44JOHN PAUL Il, Fides et Ratio, §40. The most extraordinary contribution of Augustine on time and Eternity of God is
that by constantly turning our gaze and love towards God, we can break free from the distractions of the mundane
world where our minds suffer distention through time and transcend to the eternal and timeless abode of God.
Augustine’s contribution was very novel in his day because his elucidations on time and creation helped the
Church of his time to combat such heresies as Manichaeism, Donatism, Arianism, Gnosticism, which often
contended about the nature of God and Jesus. Augustine’s explication of time and creation were very significant in
clarifying the nature of God. To Augustine’s credit, he is described as the first thinker of the Western Church to
develop the idea of God and the soul as non-bodily beings.



“Without doubt, Thomas possessed supremely the courage of the truth, a
freedom of spirit in confronting new problems, the intellectual honesty of
those who allow Christianity to be contaminated neither by secular
philosophy nor by a prejudiced rejection of it. He passed, therefore, into the
history of Christian thought as a pioneer of the new path of philosophy and
universal culturel...] The key point [...] he gave to the new encounter of faith
and reason was a reconciliation between the secularity of the world and the
radicality of the Gospel"45.

Equally, priest philosophers can find a contemporary model of the fruitful
synergy of faith and reason in John Paul 1. The philosopher Pope could be
called a man of many parts who blended his philosophical wisdom and
energy in offering the Church a new direction in the years following the
Second Vatican Council. As a council father, he believed that interpreting the
changing cultural space of ministry means responding to the call to "know
how to make Christ present to men"46. His magisterium revealed the
character of a pastor attentive to his time. He prepared the Church for the
Third Millennium of Christian history with sound doctrine grounded in
theology and ethical principles. The Holy Pastor left no one in doubt that he
was a master in humanity and alive to the problems of modernity. He instilled
this same consciousness in his teachings on the formation of priestly
candidates. The impression of John Paul 1l on the continuity of the priestly
sagacity in every generation is always very eloquent and valid. The Polish
Pope noted, "There is an essential aspect of the Priest that does not change:
the Priest of tomorrow, no less than the Priest of today [and yesterday], must
resemble Christ. It is equally certain that the life and ministry of the Priest
must also adapt to every era and circumstance of life"47. This requires a
conscientious and continuous work of discernment and reading the signs of
time. As the Pope philosopher observed further, "For our part, we must
therefore seek to be as open as possible to light [...] from the Holy Spirit, in
order to discover the tendencies of contemporary society, recognize the

45PAUL VI, Apostolic Letter Lumen Ecclesiae (20 November 1974), §8: AAS 66 (1974), 680.
46SECOND ECUMENICAL VATICAN COUNCIL, Decree on the Training of Priests OptatamTotius, §4.
47JOHN PAUL 1, Pastores Dabo Vobis, §5.



deepest spiritual needs, determine the most important concrete tasks and the
pastoral methods to adopt, and thus respond adequately to human
expectations"48.

To accomplish this task of forming the image of the priest philosopher
that is fitting and adapted to the complexity of the times, "the sound training
of the students”, which the conciliar fathers considered as the "supreme
law"49 has to give adequate attention also to the integration of the
philosophical temper in the formandi and by making it a palatable exercise
for them in the ongoing formation after their ordination. It is imagined that
there could be a review in the style of doing philosophy that makes it a
laborious and jawbreaking exercise. This poor pedagogical style makes
students consider philosophy a mere formality and only a prerequisite to
begin their theological studies. Like Socrates, philosophy is to be proposed to
Priests as a daily business and not a discontinuous exercise. The ongoing
debate in human cultures demands that Priests acquire the forma mentis and
habitus of philosophy because "these “habitus” make it possible to think,
know and reason with precision, and also to dialogue with everyone
incisively and fearlessly"50. This constant review of the Priest's attentiveness
to the philosophical temper is one aspect that rarely features in the ongoing
formation. The lacuna caused by this seeming neglect creates a discontinuity
that can hamper the formation of the personality of the Priest. The imperative
of rediscovering the philosophical habitus becomes urgent for three principal
reasons.

The first reason is rooted in the metaphysical challenges of this age. The
modern man is confronted with the crisis of truth, which amounts to a
spiritual crisis. Tossed about by various conflicting doctrines, the human
mind is confused and overwhelmed, especially in understanding what to
believe. This is no thanks to the increasing conspiracy against the truth that
shows the spiritual malady of our generation. How can the priest philosopher

48JOHN PAUL I, Pastores Dabo Vobis, 85.

49Cf. SECOND ECUMENICAL VATICAN COUNCIL, Decree on the Training of Priests OptatamTotius, §7.
S50CONGREGATION FOR CATHOLIC EDUCATION, “Decree on the Reform of Ecclesiastical Studies of Philosophy”,
§11.



make a difference when secularistic tendencies have become hostile and
intolerant? John Paul Il had advised that from their formation in the
seminaries, the study of philosophy should open the candidates up to the
raging questions and offer them the veritable tools to make a difference. He
argued that "only a sound philosophy can help candidates for the priesthood
to develop a reflective awareness of the fundamental relationship that exists
between the human spirit and truth, that truth which is revealed to us fully in
Jesus Christ"51. For priests in the global North and South, the metaphysical
problems confronting humanity in this age are critical. For instance, in the
West, it is a problem of gradual cancellation of the Christian identity of such
continents as Europe. The lifestyle is now characterized by what the French
philosopher Jean-Francgois Lyotard calls "The Postmodern Condition" that
collapses metanarratives52. This adverse metaphysical construct of
modernity that requires the perspicacity of the priest philosopher is defined in
the context of Europe by John Paul 11 as "[...] the loss of Europe's Christian
memory and heritage, accompanied by a kind of practical agnosticism and
religious indifference whereby many Europeans give the impression of
living without spiritual roots and somewhat like heirs who have squandered a
patrimony entrusted to them by history"53. This crisis has metastasized in all
facets of human life, from the destruction of the traditional family to the
dominance of political and sociological ideologies and the misconception of
the real identity and mission of the Church.

Furthermore, in the global South, where there is a rising hope for
Christianity, these problems take new and frightening dimensions. The
African continent can be a good example. Benedict XVI spoke of Africa as
the depositary of the spiritual and cultural patrimony that the rest of the world
needs. He described Africa as the "spiritual lung" of humanity, which can also

51JOHN PAUL II, Pastores Dabo Vobis, §52.

52Cf. JEAN -FRANCOIS LYOTARD, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge (Minneapolis:University of
Minnesota Press 1984. Original in French, La Conditionpostmoderne: rapport sur le savoir, 1979).

53JOHN PAUL Il, Post Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Ecclesia in Europa,On Jesus Christ Alive in His Church, the
Source of Hope for Europe (28 June 2003), §7. The Polish Pontiff observed that “Itis no real surprise, [...], that
there are efforts to create a vision of Europe which ignore its religious heritage, and in particular, its profound
Christian soul, asserting the rights of the peoples who make up Europe without grafting those rights on to the
trunk which is enlivened by the sap of Christianity”. Ibid.



be diseased if not guided: "[...] Africa constitutes an immense spiritual
"lung" for a humanity that appears to be in a crisis of faith and hope. But this
"lung” can also become ill. And at this moment, at least two dangerous
pathologies are infecting it: in the first place, a disease that is already
widespread in the Western world, in other words, practical materialism,
combined with relativist and nihilistic thought"54.

The observation of the German Pope is very apt. Indeed, the questions
regarding God are being threatened by a commercialized brand of
Christianity and neo-paganism in our continent. Among Christians, there is a
return of old fears about witchcraft and magical elements related to wealth
and misfortunes in life. To assuage these fears, many ‘prayer warriors' of
some sects have retaken to some fetish practices that are incompatible with
Christian living and the values of the Gospel. Within the Christian churches,
there is a growing danger of reducing the standards of the Gospel for hero
worship and merchandising. In this brand of Christianity that has dominated
our religious space, there is confusion about the real identity and mission of
the Church. The money-oriented leaders of these communities "[...] take
advantage of an incomplete social infrastructure, the erosion of traditional
family solidarity and inadequate catechesis to exploit people's credulity, and
offer a religious veneer to a variety of heterodox, non-Christian beliefs. They
shatter the peace of couples and families through false prophecies and
visions"55. The pulpit is regularly abused with political vitriols and financial
theatrics typical of the prosperity gospel. God is presented to the beguiled
faithful in very queer vocabulary and nomenclatures as a magician. This

S54BENEDICT XVI, “Homily at theEucharistic Celebration for the Opening of the Second Special Assembly for Africa of
the Synod of Bishops’(Vatican BasilicaSunday, 4 October 2009). The emphases in the quotation are mine. The
Pontiff further observed: “Without discussing the genesis of such sickness of the spirit, it is nevertheless
indisputable that the so-called “first” world has sometimes exported and is exporting toxic spiritual refuse which
contaminates the peoples of other continents, including in particular the population of Africa. In this sense,
colonialism finished at a political level has never really ended. But, precisely in this perspective, a second ““virus”
should be pointed out that could strike Africa too, that is, religious fundamentalism, combined with political and
economic interests. Groups that relate to various religious affiliations are spreading on the African continent; they do
so in the name of God but according to a logic opposed to divine logic, in other words, not by teaching and
practicing love and respect for freedom but rather by intolerance and violence”.

S55BENEDICT XVI, Post-SynodalApostolic Exhortation Africae Munus on The Church in Africa in Service to
Reconciliation, Justice, and Peace (Benin: 19 November 2011), §91.



threat demeans the vivacity of the Christian message in a world already
battling for its spiritual soul. To save the situation, Benedict XVI made a
recommendation to African church pastors and theologians: "The Church's
theology and pastoral care must determine the causes of this phenomenon,
not only in order to stem the hemorrhage of the faithful from the parishes to
the sects, but also in order to lay the foundations of a suitable pastoral
response to the attraction that these movements and sects exert. Once again,
this points to the need for a profound evangelization of the African soul"56.
Philosophy must accompany all theological initiatives to make the message
meaningful because “the crisis of post-conciliar theology is, in large part, the
crisis of philosophical foundations. When philosophical foundations are not
clarified, theology loses its footing"57.

The priest philosopher is called to offer clarity and direction to bemused
and perplexed minds, guiding them through the landmines set by secularism
and other corrupting religious tendencies devoid of God. His disposition to
search and be at the service of the truth can help him present an organic vision
of knowledge that can transform mentality and fixated cultural settings that
have become impermeable. The priest philosopher, amidst the dangers of
scientism and unbridled Promethean progress, has to open up human reason
to a fruitful "encounter [and meeting] with revelation and with "divine
transcendence"58. The philosophical temper helps him to understand that "the
metaphysical element is the path to be taken in order to move beyond the
crisis pervading large sectors of philosophy [and human life] at the moment,
and thus to correct certain mistaken modes of behavior now widespread in
our society.59” This requires a concerted effort in rediscovering and
reintroducing into daily affairs the “original vocation”60 of philosophy, that is
"the search for truth, and its sapiential and metaphysical characteristic"61.

56ENEDICT XVI,Africae Munus, §91.

51JOSEPH RATZINGER, “L’unita di missione e persona nella figura di Giovanni Paolo Il [The Unity of the Mission and

Person in the Figure of John Paul I1]”, 1998, in ID., Giovanni Paolo II. Il mio amato predecessore [John Paul Il, My
Beloved Predecessor], Vatican City and Cinisello Basalmo, 2007, p. 16 (unofficial translation).

58JOHN PAUL I, Pastores Dabo Vobis, §6.

59JOHN PAUL II, Fides et Ratio, §83

60JOHN PAUL II, Fides et Ratio, §6.

61CONGREGATION FOR CATHOLIC EDUCATION, “Decree on the Reform of Ecclesiastical Studies of Philosophy”’, §3.



The second preoccupation for reclaiming the sapiential horizon is the
anthropological dimension of the crisis of modernity. There is increasing
confusion about humanity, human dignity, and identity. Such currents as
transhumanism, posthumanism, and transgender lobby jeopardize the
holistic view of the human being. While called to represent Christ in the
community of believers, the priest philosopher does not lose sight of his
humanity and his need to defend what is human because the recipients of the
good news are human beings with their successes and failures, glories and
brokenness. In his ministry, the Priest is "[...]dealing always and only with
individual human beings"62. They are called to maximize philosophy's
intellectual resources and vocabularies to clarify the many vexing questions
of contemporary humanity as Aquinas and Augustine did in their epoch.
Philosophy offers priests the language for navigating through modern
complexities and communicating effectively their theological knowledge
and its mysteries. Philosophical wisdom provides the Priest with a veritable
instrument for making sense of the existential problems that confront the
recipients of the Gospel. This makes his role as a pastoral counselor effective.
A global and broader understanding of reality is advantageous when
counseling moments present themselves. Undoubtedly, fragmented
perspectives of the human being can be addressed with an integrative vision
gained through the "sapiential horizon"63.

The last consideration that necessitates reclaiming the philosophical tenor
connects with the ethical. A vicious lifestyle characterized by narcissism,
obsession with personal well-being, and immorality opens a sour chapter in
the life of the Priest and lowers his moral tenor. This ugly side brings
numerous sad realities in the Priest's relationship among themselves as a
family and with those entrusted to their care. To avoid these tendencies, the
Church has always desired that priestly candidates "[...]be formed in
strength of character, and, in general, they are to learn to esteem those virtues
which are held in high regard by men and which recommend a minister of
Christ. Such virtues are sincerity of mind, a constant concern for justice,

62JOHN PAUL II, Pastores Dabo Vobis, §43.
63JOHN PAUL I, Fides et ratio, §106.



fidelity to one's promises, refinement in manners, modesty in speech coupled
with charity"64. The priest philosopher should be a virtuous man. He should
learn and live virtuously. The virtue ethics enunciated in the history of
philosophy are enabling resources for the man charged with helping his age
suffering from moral bankruptcy. The Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle and
other classical philosophical texts on moral formation deserve the critical
attention of priests to understand the fundamental principles guiding such
virtues as prudence, temperance, continence, justice, and friendship. Given
the increasing loss of values occasioned by the globalization of indifference,
there is an urgent need for ethically oriented people to instill a culture of
moral standards and civility. The priest philosopher is expected to play the
role of a moral guide.

Conclusion

The priestly institution remains a treasure for humanity because it helps
form the human soul and champions the integral development of the person
destined to receive the message of liberation. The position of this paper is that
the mission of bringing all men to Christ remains the same for all ages, but the
methodology of carrying it out should take note of the changing pastoral and
human circumstances. The role that the sapiential horizon can play in
illuminating the vexing questions about man, the world, and God can no
longer be considered secondary. Philosophy is to be given its place in
educating life and offering a complementary service to the theological
mysteries. The relationship between faith and reason has to permeate the
formation manual of candidates for the Priesthood and the programs already
designed for the ongoing formation. Philosophical wisdom must always be
considered a useful guide in reading and interpreting the signs of the time.
Priests are called to be true lovers of wisdom because Christ is Wisdom per
excellence. By exercising the mind in faithful meditation and appreciation of

64SECOND ECUMENICAL VATICAN COUNCIL, OptatamTotius, §11.



the created order, the priestly mind finds a platform for a profound gaze on the
Creator, who has given a beautiful character to his creature, made in His
Image and Likeness.






