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Preserving the Identity of a Catholic University 
in an Increasingly Fragmented World

Before I start my talk today, once again, I want to tell you how 
pleased I am to be able to be with you at the John Paul II Catholic 
University of Lublin to address you at this historic international con-
gress dealing with the crucial problem of “Preserving the Identity of 
a Catholic University in an Increasingly Fragmented World: Chances 
and Risks”.

To propose a solution to the chief question of this Congress, be-
cause we cannot preserve the identity of any being other than ourselves 
without first admitting that identities other than ourselves exist inde-
pendently of us, the rational starting point for anyone seeking to solve 
this problem must consist in admitting three evident truths: 1) Beings 
other than ourselves (real natures) exist; 2), like us, the identity of such 
beings consists in being organizational wholes (wholes made up of 
parts); and 3) organizational unity exists in and through the harmonious 
relationship of the parts of an organizational whole to each other and 
to some chief aim, or act, the organization seeks to generate or cause 
(like building a house, extinguishing a fire, fighting crime or disease, 
or fostering psychological perfection).

To preserve the identity of a Catholic university, we must first recog-
nize three things: 1) what is a Catholic identity; 2) what is a university 
identity; and 3) how these two identities can be essentially merged to 
become a third identity, or organizational whole: a Catholic university. 
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More: Because Catholicism and universities are cultural identities, 
cultural wholes, we cannot possibly hope to resolve such a problem 
without first understanding what constitutes a cultural whole.

Like every organizational whole, a cultural whole is an essentially 
harmonious relationship existing within some multitude of parts to 
cooperate to effect some common chief aim, end, or good. Hence, cul-
tural wholes are essentially action-improving wholes: Organizational 
principles that exist within other organizations (natures) that incline 
to bring these somewhat harmoniously-existing organizations to more 
harmonious, better, more perfect, operation.

Cultures, in short, are principles, qualities, that exist within orga-
nizations that, by nature, incline to generate within those organizations 
firmly-possessed, healthy operation. As Mortimer J. Adler has well 
observed (God and the Professors), “like the health and disease of the 
body, cultural health consists in organizational health, the harmonious 
functioning of its parts, and cultures die from lack of harmonious func-
tioning of these same parts.”

In relationship to the chief topic of this paper and this Congress, 
the crucial point to understand about cultures is that, while, by nature, 
they incline to improve health, perfect, the organizations within which 
they exist, organizational cultures can become diseased; and when they 
do, the culture inclines to cause the organization to become diseased, 
die from within.

Equally crucial to understand is that human cultures are chiefly 
caused within human faculties by repeated acts of human nature, and 
more precisely, by repeated acts of a human, faculty psychology. Wher-
ever human culture exists an image of the human soul and the way it 
inclines to operate exists. Human cultures exist within the habits, tal-
ents, virtues, of its members. A totally untalented, non-virtuous, human 
organization or culture is an anarchic, non-existent, one.

These habits, talents, virtues, moreover, exist within human fac-
ulties, and these human faculties exist within a human soul naturally 
seeking to achieve self-perfection. This is so true that, if we study the 
origins of Catholic culture and universities, we find that both are born 
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of the natural human desire by the human soul to perfect itself and its 
operations: for human beings to become happy. Indeed, universities, like 
hospitals, were chiefly the product of, originally brought into existence 
by and within, Catholic culture; and by a psychology peculiar to the 
Catholic soul and its vision of happiness. Such being the case, to pre-
serve the identity of Catholic universities in an increasingly fragmented 
world, we need to understand the distinctively Catholic understanding of 
the human soul and of the nature of happiness that Catholic psychology 
chiefly envisions, and preserve it!

A helpful way to do this is to consider the general development 
of the state of Western Catholic education centuries prior to the de-
velopment of Catholic universities. When we do this, we find that 
this education had chiefly consisted in attempts initially started by the 
early Church Fathers (and, among them in the West, mainly with St. 
Aurelius Augustine) to use the liberal arts (which these thinkers tended 
mistakenly to conflate with “philosophy”) to generate within the soul 
of Catholic students a “Christian Wisdom.”

The chief aim of Christian education at its inception consisted main-
ly in pursuit of wisdom to achieve perfection in action of the human 
soul. During the middle ages this pursuit of wisdom often became 
verbally expressed by the Augustinian dictum that philosophy consists 
in “faith seeking understanding”; and the soul being perfected by this 
understanding tended to be considered to be an analogous transposition 
into Christian culture of the Socratic and Platonic teaching about a hu-
man soul: an intellect or spirit existing separate from the human body.

Despite the brilliance of St. Augustine, strictly speaking, philosophy 
is not “faith seeking understanding.” Strictly speaking, nothing akin to 
such a notion (such as enlightening inspiration by the gods) had been 
what the Ancient Greek philosophers, especially Socrates, Plato, Ar-
istotle, and the pagan Greek neo-Platonists, had chiefly understood by 
“philosophy” (which these same Greeks had identified with “science”).

Despite this fact, following the lead of St. Augustine, Church intel-
lectuals started to popularize the notion that Christian Wisdom consisted 
in the practice of a Christian philosophy (the nature of which they did 
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not precisely understand) by a unifying cause (the human soul), which 
they also did not precisely understand. Consequently, for centuries after 
its inception, Catholic educational institutions could never adequately 
apply philosophy to the human soul as a proximate first principle fully 
to develop a Christian Wisdom.

Among several mistakes Augustine had made in attempting to use 
Greek philosophy, and especially the teaching of Plato, as an apolo-
getic in the service of Christian wisdom was that he never essentially 
connected the human soul to the human body as its intrinsic animating 
principle, nor to the bodily senses in one act of personal knowledge, and 
of a philosophical/scientific act of knowing. While he had recognized 
the human soul to be connected to the human body in some intimate 
way, he did not tend to consider the human soul to be the generating 
principle of life, growth, and development existing of the human body. 
Nor did he consider the act of philosophy/science to be the act of what 
the Catholic Church considers to be the whole human person, of a psy-
cho-somatic composite.

Furthermore, unlike Aristotle, St. Augustine did not, in principle, 
tend to divide the human soul into higher and lower faculties participat-
ing in intellectual and sensory reason. He tended to consider the human 
senses and the human body to distract from knowing activity, which he 
considered to be entirely the work of the separated human soul, not of 
the human person as a composite of soul and body.

One effect of St. Augustine’s misunderstanding of the nature of 
ancient Greek philosophy, “Christian philosophy,” and the human soul 
was that, at its inception, in its educational principles, Christian ed-
ucation in the West was born in a somewhat unhealthy condition: It 
was founded upon a devastating mistake of organizational self-mis-
understanding, which essentially prevented it from comprehending 
how human reason could function both abstractly as a contemplative 
(or speculative) scientific intellect and concretely as a command and 
control prudential reason.

Despite the fact that Augustine was an intellectual genius and rec-
ognized the influence of human reason over the human appetites and 
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emotions, Augustine’s psychology provided no adequate explanation of 
how human reason can straddle both speculative and practical activity 
so as to function as a principle of speculative and practical science 
and generate both the human intellectual virtue of speculative wis-
dom (metaphysics) and the moral habit of practical wisdom: prudence 
(ethics).

Unhappily, this flaw in Augustinian psychology of the human person 
continued to influence Christian education from the start of the Christian 
West until the Catholic universities of today. And, due to the post-Ref-
ormation fracture of Christendom, and the development of the inception 
of the falsely-so-called eighteenth-century Western “Enlightenment,” 
the influence of this flawed psychology in the form of a secularized 
Augustinian theology masquerading as the whole of human philosophy 
and science has become especially pernicious in our time.

No one can expect to be wrong about human nature and the way 
it generates action essentially related to it as an organizational whole 
and expect to be right about human education. Yet Augustine’s mis-
taken teachings about the nature of the human soul and what Aristotle 
called a “form” became entrenched within Christian education for nine 
centuries, until St. Thomas started to challenge these mistakes so as to 
provide the principles upon which a more perfectly healthy Christian 
organizational and educational psychology could be formed.

I call this initial misunderstanding a “devastating mistake” because 
it is just the sort of error to which Aristotle had referred (De caelo, 
Bk. 1, ch. 5) when he wrote about “small mistakes in the beginning” 
eventually leading to bigger mistakes later on. Like all education, Chris-
tian education consists in organizational activity. Christian education 
is organizational education of the human person: of numerically-one 
psycho-somatic unit performing many intellectual and sensory acts 
through many facultative habits and acts of one body/soul composite: 
one human person. Christian psychology of the human person does 
not understand a human being to be a spirit or an essentially separate 
intellect intimately connected to a human body as an external observer 
or motor. Nor does it conceive a human being to be an animal dispos-
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sessed of an intellectual soul. Like Aristotle, it considers a human being 
to be a soul/body (hylomorphic) unit.

While St. Thomas Aquinas considers human reason to be a faculty 
of an immortal human soul, St, Thomas maintains the specific differ-
ence of a human being resides in the genus “animal,” not in the genus 
“spirit.” Strictly speaking, according to St. Thomas, human beings are 
not incarnate spirits. Human beings do not belong to the genus “spirit.” 
We are not differentiated in our genus by being on the lowest level of 
intellectual spirit, being the dumbest of angels. Essentially, we belong 
to the highest rank within the genus animal (the qualitative maximum 
[leaders, rulers] in and of the animal genus), which is specifically divid-
ed into rational and irrational. St. Thomas locates our specific difference 
in an otherness within the sensitive, or animal, part of the intellectual 
soul! (Summa theologiae, 1, q. 77, a. 3, respondeo).

In the case of the human soul, St. Thomas understands the soul’s 
relation to an animal body to consist in essentially connecting, through 
human sense faculties (like memory and imagination) of an animal body, 
an immortal intellectual soul and the activities of the whole human 
person to sense reality. He maintains that doing so enables the animal 
genus to become perfectly itself. The “sensitive soul” (the generic part 
of the human nature) causes animal rationality (a reason in touch with 
sense reality), not a disembodied, or abstract, rationality.

What had been reason acting abstractly, syllogistically, over-
flows into the appetitive part of the soul, and, through its activity, into 
the whole of material creation. In so doing, human reason exists in 
a concrete, uniquely-animal, command-and-control way (as a kind of 
appetitive, sensory, reasoning establishing personal relations through-
out the material world). It is within reason existing as such a com-
mand-and-control principle of the sense faculties and passions in the 
animal part of the human soul that St. Thomas most precisely locates 
deliberative choice, common sense, the moral virtue of prudence, and 
our specific, human difference!

The resulting composite, as Étienne Gilson has said (Thomist Re-
alism and the Critique of Knowledge), is an animal that senses with its 
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intellect and intellectualizes with its senses: an animal able personally 
to execute animal activity in its highest form: simultaneously abstractly 
(calmly), and commonsensically, deliberatively, passionately, with pru-
dence, in touch with sense reality! By generating the faculty of sensory 
reasoning, sentient, command-and-control reason (a faculty St. Thomas 
calls “particular reason,” which he claims corresponds to “instinct” 
in brute animals [Summa theologiae, 1, q. 78, a. 4, respondeo]), St. 
Thomas Aquinas maintains that the intellectual soul generates a person-
ally-human rationality (one that reasons abstractly and syllogistically 
when not focusing attention upon concrete, individual, animal activity) 
to overflow through the sensitive part of the soul into the human body 
and sense reality as a personally-animal, command-and-control, ruling 
principle of the sensitive faculties, passions, and all their activities 
(Summa theologiae, 1, q. 78, a. 4, ad 5).

In so doing, the rational part of the soul enables the sensitive part 
to achieve its animal perfection as an acting, sensitive soul, an acting 
person (as St. John Paul II was fond of saying), something that no oth-
er animal soul can achieve: being a deliberative (free) animal! More: 
Through the sensory part of the soul, the rational part of the soul inclines 
the whole of the created, material order naturally to gravitate toward 
(not resist) being ruled by metaphysically-and-morally-virtuous human 
directive. It causes the morally-and-metaphysically-virtuous person to 
become the first principle of healthy social life and personal rule within 
and throughout the material universe!

As C.S. Lewis prudently observes in Chapter 1 of his classic work 
The Abolition of Man, “Without the aid of trained emotions, the intellect 
is powerless against the animal organism.” To this sage observation, 
Lewis adds:

In battle it is not syllogisms that will keep the reluctant nerves and 
muscles to their post in the third hour of bombardment. The crudest 
sentimentalism . . . about a flag, or a country, or a regiment will be of 
more use. We were told it all long ago by Plato. As the king governs by 
his executive, so Reason in man must rule the mere appetites by means 
of the spirited element. The head rules the belly through the chest—as 
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Alanus tells us, of Magnanimity, of emotions organized by trained habit 
into stable sentiments.

Absent such training, Lewis maintains, “We make men without 
chests (what, today, we in in the United States commonly call ‘snow-
flakes’) and expect of them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at honour 
and are shocked to find traitors in our midst. We castrate and bid the 
geldings to be fruitful.” As Aristotle realized centuries ago, to the extent 
that we take no pleasure in what we do, we can never develop into, or 
habitually remain, morally-virtuous agents, or into and long remain 
liberal artists, philosophers, scientists, completely-rational human be-
ings: men with chests.

In other words, without an embodied reason (a reason in touch with 
sense reality akin to what St. Thomas calls “particular reason” existing 
within the sentient part of the human soul) capable of rationally and 
rightly commanding and constraining (ordering) the human sense fac-
ulties and passions, a human being is not human. Strictly speaking, the 
embodied, passion-related, soul inclined to be directed by right reason 
makes us specifically human, perfect as persons; and inclines the en-
tire material universe naturally to gravitate to being ruled by healthy 
personal relations that virtuously-qualified, human reason establishes! 
Strictly speaking, human reason as our specific human difference is 
rightly-ordered, virtue-directed, reason acting in touch with sense reali-
ty as the chief principle of rightly-ordered personal relations, behavior, 
and rule throughout the whole of material creation!

During the thirteenth century, St. Thomas Aquinas recognized that 
only a faculty psychology, and especially recognition of the faculty 
of a sentient, particular, reason in touch with sense reality, can enable 
development of the kind of self-understanding human beings (acting 
persons) capable of generating healthy educational institutions, colleges 
and universities that produce what Lewis called, “Men with chests.”

Unhappily, since the time of St. Thomas and Lewis, Catholic ed-
ucational institutions have largely lost their self-understanding of the 
nature of the human soul, and that their chief aim as institutes of highest 
education is essentially to help bring to operational perfection in their 
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students the psychological faculties of the human soul as St. Thomas 
has described these. While helping students to become employed, get 
a job, is a noble activity, it is not the chief activity of a university in 
general or of a Catholic university especially. Properly understood, all 
university education chiefly aims at generating wisdom within faculties 
of the human soul: to bring into being men and women of perfect virtue, 
the best of world leaders, including the best of job creators—employers, 
not employees. It does not chiefly consist in aping utopian socialist 
propaganda and vocational-training institutes so as to produce techno-
crats to bring into existence a new world order run by robots directed 
by Enlightened, artificial-intelligence plutocrats.

Absent a human soul in which human psychological faculties and 
habits exist, no human talent or virtue can exist. More: No intrinsic 
principle of causation exists within human beings for which we can 
be honored, praised, or shamed; rewarded, ignored, or punished for 
generating human activities like science and wisdom, prudence and 
foolishness, virtue and vice.

If the human soul does not exist as the chief, proximate, cause of 
science and wisdom, prudence and foolishness, virtue and vice, where 
do these qualities exist? If they do not exist within the talents and flaws 
and virtues and vices of scientists, if the psychological qualities, habits, 
of scientists are not the chief cause of science, what is? If, as some 
contemporary scientists “falsely-so-called” proclaim, science is an 
aimless pursuit having nothing to do with perfecting the human person, 
then contemporary science is essentially anarchic, humanly worthless; 
and universities that chiefly aim to produce scientists chiefly aim at 
generating anarchists: men without chests. If science has nothing to 
do with perfecting the human soul and the psychological health of our 
human faculties, then, essentially, at best, the chief aim of contemporary 
science appears to be reduced to producing tools for the chief aim of 
perfecting tools.

If such be the case, then, as Gilson tells us in his work entitled 
Terrors of the Year 2000, the father of postmodern man’s existential 
project (and, with it, of the contemporary Catholic university) is Sisy-
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phus, not Prometheus (as postmodernists have thought). While Gilson 
had claimed that our contemporary destiny has become “the absurd” 
and “truly exhausting task” of perpetual self-invention without model, 
purpose, or rule, our contemporary situation appears to be worse than 
he thought. Absent any soul, faculties, or natural abilities, because even 
tool makers presuppose tool users to make their natures intelligible, 
because, in the contemporary world of Enlightenment intellectuals, 
we human beings have no nature, we cannot be tool users; and, hence, 
we cannot be self-inventors, or any kind of inventor or tool-maker. We 
cannot have Prometheus or Sisyphus as our father and model to imitate. 
Even exercise of acts of perpetual boredom exceeds our natural abilities, 
since we have no such abilities.

By making the mistake of imitating the European Enlightenment’s 
reduction of the whole of science to productive knowledge generated 
by some abstract collectivist neo-gnostic spirit, or general will, aiming 
at perfecting some utopian-socialist will to power over the material uni-
verse, unwittingly, most contemporary Catholic universities worldwide 
have lost their self-understanding. 

Hence, to conclude, if Catholic universities seriously want to pre-
serve their identity in an increasingly-fragmented contemporary world, 
they need to displace as their chief measure of educational excellence, 
the collectivist mass, disembodied spirit, and disordered understanding 
of scientific reason that Enlightenment intellectuals mistakenly claimed, 
always and everywhere, to be the metaphysical foundation of all philos-
ophy, science, wisdom, and truth. They need to stop educating human 
beings chiefly to become a collection of mechanistically-, technocrat-
ically-controlled serfs. In place of this chief aim of human education, 
as St. John Paul II well understood, they need, once again, to recognize 
the distinctively Catholic understanding of the human soul and of the 
nature of happiness that Catholic psychology chiefly envisions, and 
preserve it! They need to follow the lead of St. Thomas and return 
focus of Catholic education on perfecting the habits and talents of the 
individually-existing acting person: Perfection of the psychological 
faculties of the sentient, embodied, individual actively engaged in free, 
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personal, living relationships must once again become the chief aim of 
the Catholic university.

Preserving the Identity of a Catholic University  
in an Increasingly Fragmented World

Summary

The Author emphasizes that we cannot preserve the identity of any 
being other than ourselves without first admitting that identities other than 
ourselves exist independently of us, the rational starting point for anyone 
seeking to solve this problem must consist in admitting three evident truths: 
1) Beings other than ourselves (real natures) exist; 2), like us, the identity 
of such beings consists in being organizational wholes (wholes made up 
of parts); and 3) organizational unity exists in and through the harmonious 
relationship of the parts of an organizational whole to each other and to some 
chief aim, or act, the organization seeks to generate or cause.

In his article the Author analyzes three main issues: to preserve the 
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1) what is a Catholic identity; 2) what is a university identity; and 3) how 
these two identities can be essentially merged to become a third identity, 
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hope to resolve such a problem without first understanding what constitutes 
a cultural whole.
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