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Reason With a Heart 
 

President Larry Goodwin, Ph.D. 
 
“Shaped by the Catholic Benedictine heritage, The College of St. Scholastica provides 
intellectual and moral preparation for responsible living and meaningful work.”  Over the 
past five years, we have reflected on the Benedictine values that guide our College in 
pursuit of its mission.  This year we are focusing on the “Catholic” part of the equation.   
 
A fairly consistent theme at our College is that while everybody embraces the 
Benedictine values, not everyone is as comfortable with the Catholic tradition.  While I 
understand some of the reasons for this, we must always remind ourselves that 
Benedictinism is an expression of Catholicism.  Every one of those Sisters we love so 
much is a Catholic.  It’s important that we also explore—and, as I hope to show—
embrace and advance the Catholic dimension of our mission and heritage.  
 
This year’s topic is, specifically, the Catholic intellectual tradition.  “Intellectual” does not 
mean that Catholicism is merely intellectual, a matter of assenting to teachings that are 
taken to be true.  Like all genuine religion, Catholic belief involves profound personal 
commitment and trust.   But the Catholic tradition has always reflected on its beliefs; it 
has asked what its beliefs mean.  St. Anselm—an eleventh-century Benedictine—
famously wrote, “I do not seek to understand that I may believe, but I believe in order to 
understand.”   In the Catholic tradition, faith and reason have been partners, not 
opponents.  There is a wide and well-travelled highway connecting Athens and 
Jerusalem.   
 
I want to approach our topic today in this spirit of faith seeking understanding.  I want to 
discuss what the Catholic intellectual tradition means, and why it is important for our 
work here at the College.   
 
The Catholic Church teaches and Catholics believe many things—about God, about 
Jesus, about Mary, about the saints, about sin and salvation, about the sacraments, 
about social ethics, and so forth.  But the Catholic worldview is not just a catalog of 
beliefs.  There is a center of gravity. 
 
It’s instructive to realize that Catholic teachings have developed over the centuries and 
the number of beliefs has grown.  The doctrine of the divinity of Jesus wasn’t explicitly 
formulated until the Council of Nicea in 325.  Other teachings came much later.  The 
doctrine of papal infallibility—the belief that under certain conditions, the Catholic pontiff 
can speak about faith and morals without error—became an official teaching only in 
1870. And, the doctrine of the assumption of Mary—the belief that Mary was bodily 
assumed into heaven after her death—was not proclaimed until 1950.  
 
This insight that Catholic teachings did not spring complete from heaven, but have 
unfolded over time, is important, because it illustrates faith seeking understanding. 
There is a core conviction, a central belief, a decisive personal encounter at the source 
of Catholicism, and subsequent doctrines are reverberations of the original experience. 
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This means that not all Catholic teachings carry the same weight.  Some teachings are 
more basic than others.  Some beliefs exist to guarantee or shore up deeper beliefs.  
For example, the doctrine of Mary’s bodily assumption is important because it 
guarantees Mary’s unique status among human beings.  It is important that Mary is 
unique, because she is the mother of Jesus.  And Jesus is important, obviously, 
because for Christians he is the decisive revelation of God.   So we have a connected 
chain of beliefs:  Assumption because of Mary, Mary because of Jesus, Jesus because 
of God.  Every Catholic teaching can be traced back to the originating belief. 
 
What is the originating belief of the Catholic Christian tradition?  What is its center of 
gravity?   I would express it this way:  The God of Jesus is the true God.  There is a 
God, and Jesus is the decisive revelation of God.  God exists, and God is as Jesus 
said.  The true God has the character that Jesus proclaimed. 
 
The God of Jesus is the true God.  What does this mean, and why is it important for our 
work as educators?   
 
In a 2006 meeting with the Bishops of Switzerland, Pope Benedict XVI said:   
“Augustine repeatedly emphasized the two sides of the Christian concept of God:  God 
is Logos and God is Love….We must always keep in mind and help others to keep in 
mind these two aspects of the Christian conception of God.”  In essence, this is the 
entire Catholic worldview:  the true God is both Logos and Love. 
 
What does it mean to say that God is Logos?  Logos is the Greek word from which the 
English “logic” comes, as does the suffix “-ology,” as in “psychology” or “geology.”  The 
basic idea is “order,” “rationale,” “meaning.”  Psychology is the logos of psyche, the 
study of the laws or principles governing mental operations.   So, to say that God is 
Logos is to say that the universe has a rationale, an order, fundamental principles, a 
final meaning.  Reality is not random or absurd or purposeless.  It is intelligible, even in 
its complexity. 
   
It helps to personalize this.  “God is Logos” means not just that the universe has a final 
meaning, but that human existence and my life have some final meaning, some 
purpose, some point.  Life is not a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying 
nothing.  It matters that we are here. 
 
The interpretation of God as logos is not without challenge in the Christian tradition.  
The medieval theologian Duns Scotus and others have argued that God is entirely 
transcendent and cannot be regulated or bound by logic or laws.  God can do absolutely 
anything.  In this sense, God is capricious.  This position is called voluntarism, and the 
Catholic tradition has by and large rejected it in favor of logos.  The difference between 
logos and voluntarism is important for understanding the Catholic worldview, and so I 
want to explore it for a moment. 
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Consider this grade-school theological puzzle:  Can God draw a square circle?  If you 
say yes, then you are a voluntarist:  God can do absolutely anything because God is 
God.  If you say no, God cannot draw a square circle, because a square circle is a 
contradiction, then you believe that God is logos. Even the most powerful being cannot 
do what is impossible to do.  God is the supreme example of the rules, not their chief 
exception. 
 
Or consider the Ten Commandments.  Is something—say murder—wrong because God 
forbids it, or does God forbid it because it is wrong?  If murder is wrong just because 
God forbids it, then if God were to command it, murder would be not only right, but 
obligatory.  But, if God forbids murder because murder is morally wrong, then there is 
an inherent “wrongness” to murder that divine law corroborates.   
 
If you believe that God is Logos, then killing in the name of God is literally unthinkable, 
because killing is intrinsically wrong and a good God could not command it.  That would 
be a contradiction.  If you are a voluntarist, then killing in the name of God is your duty, 
if you think that is what God wants.  Again, notice what is at issue here:  Is God the 
great example or the great exception?  The Catholic tradition has opted for the logos 
interpretation of God:  God is the highest expression of what it means to be, to exist, to 
live.  Reality has a point, and God is its supreme manifestation. 
 
Hold that thought for a moment. 
 
God is Love:  this is the second part of the Catholic worldview.   The evangelist John 
who identifies God as Logos in the opening words of his gospel, later defines God 
simply as Love.  Whoever abides in love abides in God, and God in him or her.  The 
Methodist Charles Wesley said simply, “Pure Unbounded Love thou art.”  
 
What does “love” mean?   Love is a form of relationship.  Whether we are talking about 
puppy love, erotic love, friendship, or selfless love, love is always a way of relating to 
someone else. 
 
The love relationship has a passive or receptive aspect and an active or dynamic 
aspect.  The passive aspect is what I would call empathetic response.  The lover is 
affected by the beloved.  If my spouse is happy, I am affected one way; if she is 
despondent, I am affected in another way.  In this regard, love is feeling the feeling of 
the other, and the more exquisitely sensitive I am, the better lover I am.  If I say I love 
you, but I am completely unaffected by your moods or by things that are most important 
to you, you may wonder how sincere my “love” is.  Empathy is the receptive dimension 
of love. 
 
The dynamic aspect of the love relationship has to do with how the lover acts toward the 
beloved.  Here the key idea is increasing self-determination, self-expression, creativity.  
Think for a moment about how we raise children.  Parenting is the careful cultivation of 
creativity.    On the one hand we do not want to control our children completely by 
making all their decisions, for then they will not mature.  On the other hand, we do not 
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want to remove all rules or boundaries completely, and let them decide just anything, for 
then they will likely make tragic mistakes.  We try to navigate carefully between control 
and license, and this is what I mean by increasing creativity.  We want to raise our 
children—set their boundaries—so as to maximize their chances of success while 
minimizing their risks of failure.  My daughter Caitlin is headed off to college, and we’ll 
see how well I set her boundaries over the years. 
 
So, love means both responding empathetically to others and acting to increase their 
self-creativity.  To say that God is Love is to say that God is the supreme expression of 
both creativity and empathy—a truth that is expressed in the great biblical portrayals of 
God as the Creator of the universe and each life within it (as one theologian put it, 
“Thou hast created me creator of myself”) and God as the Redeemer who enjoys our 
highest achievements, and who also absorbs, suffers, our most heinous mistakes—
even unto death.  Creation is the ultimate burst of supreme love, and redemption is the 
ultimate liberation of the beloved. 
 
It’s time now for us to combine these two ideas of God as Logos and God as Love.  
Pope Benedict has put it this way:  “…the truly divine God is the God who has revealed 
himself as logos and, as logos, has acted and continues to act lovingly on our behalf” 
(Benedict, “Faith, Reason and the University:  Memories and Reflections”).  Elsewhere 
he has said simply that “this reason…has a heart.” 
 
We need to get our minds—and our hearts—around what is being said here.  Logos 
means that God is the supreme example of reality; love means empathy and creativity.  
In other words, reality, existence, life is finally about love.  The highest and fullest 
expression of what it means to exist is to feel the feelings of others and to maximize 
their creativity.  Reality has a logic, and it is the logic of love.  Love is the point of the 
story.  Love is, so to speak, the reason for everything.  The Catholic worldview is 
“reason with a heart.” 
 
There are, obviously, tremendous implications for how we ought to live if we believe that 
reality is “reason with a heart.”  Catholic spirituality and Catholic social ethics are 
grounded in this worldview.  It is not my intent today to explore the Catholic ethic as 
such.  My purpose, rather, is to explore the implications of the Catholic worldview for our 
work as educators.  What does it mean practically speaking for our College to be 
shaped by the Catholic intellectual tradition?  As faculty and staff at this Catholic 
college, we are the guardians of its mission, and so we are responsible for thinking 
critically about this tradition with our students. 
 
M. Cathleen Kaveny, a professor from Notre Dame, states the point well:  “The purpose 
of a Catholic institution of higher learning, in my view, is to explore rigorously and with 
humility, what it could mean, for all of humanity, if the basic structure of reality is indeed 
reason with a heart.”  (M. Cathleen Kaveny, Ph.D., “Catholic Higher Education in the 
American Context,” Current Issues in Catholic Higher Education, Winter 2007, p. 47). 
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What does it mean for us as faculty and staff if the basic structure of reality is reason 
with a heart?  I propose this as our discussion question for the follow-up conversations I 
will host with you this year.  Here are four thoughts to get us started. 
 
First, if reality is reason with a heart, then we ought to be humble optimists.  Reality 
makes sense, and our minds have the capacity to discover it.  The apostle Paul wrote 
that “all that may be known about God lies plain before their eyes.”  This is why Catholic 
theology has maintained that there is a natural knowledge of God among all peoples, in 
two senses:  First, human beings can decipher the thumbprint of God in the cosmos.  
The traditional arguments for the existence of God are expressions of this insight.  
Second, the human conscience is at bottom the primordial human awareness of the 
voice of God.  God’s law is written in the human heart:  this is natural law ethics.  
Human beings are dimly aware of the Logos in nature and in conscience. 
 
The fact that there is Truth and that our minds are made for it, does not mean, of 
course, that we unambiguously possess the Truth.  Religious history is littered with the 
debris of crusades, witch hunts, and sectarian wars.  This is why I say our optimism 
should be humble.  We are on the way, not necessarily there.  In pursuing Truth, we 
must always struggle against self-interest, premature absolutes, and the domination of 
others.   
 
But the Catholic worldview is that while reason is wounded by sin, it is not thoroughly 
corrupted.  The fact that humans have wreaked havoc in the name of the truth does not 
mean that there is no truth, any more than the fact that people have driven cars 
irresponsibly means that there should be no cars.  The basic Catholic attitude is 
optimistic, not pessimistic; hopeful, not cynical; positive, not nihilistic.   
 
We want to encourage this attitude in our students.  We want to cultivate our students’ 
desire to know, their instinctive yearning, their appetite for something to hold on to.  We 
want to encourage them to develop a philosophy of life, to find their life path, and to see 
how it is intertwined with the paths of others.  Yes, they should be critical thinkers, but 
St. Scholastica graduates should also be known for the helpful constructive proposals 
they offer to help solve problems.   
 
Second, if reality is reason with a heart, then we ought to emphasize the unity and 
integrity of knowledge as well as the proper distinctions of the disciplines.  If God is 
Logos, then truth is ultimately all of a piece.  Little truths lead to big Truth.  The 
increasing specialization and fragmentation of knowledge in society and in the academy 
obscure the underlying connections and the ultimate point.  The digital environment 
overwhelms us with so much information—so much of it so trivial—that we cannot 
concentrate on the essentials.  We need a simple drink of water, but we are flooded by 
fire hoses.   
 
At a Catholic college, we are about teaching wisdom as well as knowledge, and we 
ought to build our curriculum accordingly.  A Catholic college should have some explicit 
integrative function in the curriculum—a senior seminar, a set of common texts, a 
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signature general program, perhaps all of the above and more.  However we construct 
it, the whole of the educational experience should be larger than the sum of the parts.  
Dignitas and clear educational outcomes are good first steps. 
 
Third, if reality is reason with a heart, then we ought to be sensitive to the truth 
wherever we find it.  The early Christians wrestled with a problem:  If Jesus is the 
decisive revelation of the truth, then what about all those pagans who preceded Jesus?  
And what about contemporary peoples who have never heard of Jesus?  How can they 
be saved?  The solution was to say that Jesus is the crystallization of the truth which 
may be found in hints and shadows in many places.  Socrates and Plato were onto it, 
and we can learn from them.   
 
This means that other traditions—including secular humanism and even atheism—can 
find a home at a Catholic college, provided they are interested in seeking the truth about 
human life and human destiny.  This is why the Catholic tradition is catholic:  Nothing 
human is alien from me.  And this is why diversity is important at a Catholic college, 
because the truth that Christians have found in Jesus is also intimated and echoed in 
other cultures and other traditions.  Jesus spoke of God as Father, but have we nothing 
to learn from the image of snuggling up to a large African earth-mother? 
 
Fourth, if reality is reason with a heart, then Catholic colleges are committed to the 
education of the whole person.  The Catholic worldview says that at the end of the 
intellectual journey is the overwhelming insight that love is the final truth.  This is why 
we ought to cultivate empathy among our students by engaging them in exercises of 
moral imagination—through the study of the arts and literature and history.  We must 
practice our students in what it means to feel the feelings of others—another reason 
that diversity is important.  If love is the final truth, then engaged learning and issues of 
social justice are not optional in the Catholic curriculum; they are essential, for love 
means also increasing the opportunities for creative self-expression, particularly among 
the marginalized.  Part of the mission of Catholic education is to give voice to the 
voiceless.  
 
Let me summarize:  I have tried to understand what the foundational belief of the 
Catholic faith—that the God of Jesus is the true God—means and what it means for our 
work.  God is both Logos and Love.  The Catholic worldview is reason with a heart.  All 
of us, faculty and staff, are entrusted with the care and passing of this heritage to future 
generations.  Let’s spend this year exploring all that this might mean.  I have offered 
four points:  
 

 To advance our Catholic mission is to adopt an attitude of humble optimism that 
reality makes sense and our minds can know it.  

 
 To advance our Catholic mission is to support the central importance of general 

education and the liberal arts. 
 

 To advance our Catholic mission is to seek and respect diversity. 
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 To advance our Catholic mission is to educate the whole person. 

 
There are ways that faculty can bring these attitudes to life in the classroom, and ways 
that all of us can model them throughout the campus. 
 
We are, in the end, all engaged in sacred work:  We are trying to read the mind of God, 
feel the divine heartbeat, and transform lives. 
 
Larry Goodwin 
August 2009 
 
 


