
P A "R T TWO

COMPLETION IN CHRIST AND HUMAN FULFILLMENT

Bless the Lord^ 0 my soul! Alleluia.

How manifold are your works, 0 Lord!
In wisdom you have wrought them all—
the earth is full of your creatures.

Bless the Lord^ 0 my soul! Alleluia.

If you hide your face, they are dismayed;
if you take away their breath,
they perish and return to their dust.
When you send forth your spirit, they are created,
and you renew the face of the earth.

Bless the Lord^ 0 my soul! Alleluia.

May the glory of the Lord endure forever;
may the Lord he glad in his works!
I will sing to the Lord all my life;
I will sing praise to my God while I live,
Pleasing to him be my theme;
I will be glad in the Lord.

Bless the Lord* 0 my soul! Alleluia.

Psalm 104.24, 29-30, 31, 33-34
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CHAPTER FOUR: COMPLETION: PERFECT FELLOWSHIP AMONG DIVINE AND HUMAN PERSONS

A. Introduction

5 In treating a subject which is a large and very complicated whole, one can begin
by examining its more important parts one by one arid then complete the treatment with a
synthesis, or one can begin by viewing the whole in its unity and then proceed to look
more closely at its parts. I have chosen the second approach. Thus in this part, "Com
pletion in Christ and Human Fulfillment," I treat the entire subject of Christian moral

10 principles; in subsequent parts I will treat various aspects of the whole in more detail.
Similarly, the present chapter is concerned with the heavenly kingdom in which the

Father, the Son, and the Spirit will dwell in perfect.fellowship with created persons.
To this fellowship, They contribute Their divine goods, Their perfect life, and we con
tribute our human goods, our fulfillment. So chapter five will treat human goods, and

15 chapter six will treat the divine life of love. Of course, the Christian moral life
whose principles we are studying must be lived here and now, in this world. Therefore,
chapter seven will treat the relationship between the heavenly kingdom and this world.

20

B. The problem of human fulfillment — this-worldly approaches

There are many theories as to how men and women can find their fulfillment. It is
more properly the business of ethical theory than of moral theology to survey and criti
cize these theories.C13 Here I give only a brief summary.

Many people think they would be fulfilled if they could have everything they want,
25 if they could have all the enjoyment they wish. Hedonism is the theory which defends

this view. But although frustration and misery cannot be part of human fulfillment,
mere satisfaction is not enough. For satisfaction can be realized in merely passive,
conscious experience, while human persons also are capable of action and fulfillment in
aspects of reality which lie outside their individual conscious experiences. Human per-

30 sons can care about living creatively, about friendship, about holiness, and about other
things which are not simply objects to be desired, obtained, and enjoyed. The fulfill
ment of a human person is greater than a hedonist imagines.

Some people, not as many today as at certain other times, think they would be ful
filled if they could achieve greatness, if they could undertake some very difficult pro-

35 ject and by extraordinary effort and creative ability carry it through to admirable com
pletion. The classic ideal of the hero belongs here; in recent times, Nietzsche articu
lated the theory of this conception of human fulfillment. But although slobbishness and
dull conformism contribute nothing to human fulfillment, the attainment of excellence by
itself is not enough. For excellence can coexist with frustration and misery; nobility

kO can coexist even with tragic failure. Moreover, the pursuit of excellence is inherently
individualistic, since it separates the superior person from the crowd. Human fulfill
ment requires friendship; loneliness, not other people, is hell. And friendship is joy
in shared goods, not merely company in misery and comfort in failure.

Some very influential people today think that human fulfillment is in an ideal com-
1*5 munity, in which men and women will live together in friendship, rejoice in abundant

goods, and have ample opportunity for each individual to achieve his or her own personal
excellence, according to the different capacities and interests individuals have. This
conception of human fulfillment obviously is more comprehensive and attractive than
either of the preceding ones.C23 Marxism articulates this theory and builds its politi-

50 cal program on it. Liberal democracy—with its ideal of welfare, liberty, and justice
for all—also presupposes a similar view.

But although the perfect human community projected by these theories is attractive
and certainly somehow essential to human fulfillment, the various forms of secular
humanism fail to take account of all the aspects of the problem of fulfillment. The

55 ideal society requires ideal people; actual people are more or less recalcitrant.
Either, they must be compelled to contribute to the goal by totalitarian methods or they
must be allowed to live more individualistically, with the result that the ideal remains
unreal. Moreover, if human fulfillment is to be realized only in a future society,
people living here and now are doomed to unfulfillment. The widespread adoption of kill-

60 ing as a method of solving social problems makes clear what this means. For secular
humanism, there is no such thing as human fulfillment; there is only the fulfillment of
those elected to live and to take part in the ideal community when it comes—if it ever
does come.

65 C. The problem of human fulfillment — other-worldly views

In view of the unsatisfactoriness of other theories, someone might suggest—with
some support from Freud and from others who look at human life from a biological per
spective—that the only human fulfillment is in death. Must we not admit realistically

70 that the only completion of human life is death, for not only each individual but every
society and eventually the whole species will die out? But this theory is no more accep
table than the others. Death completes life by terminating it, but nothing is fulfilled
by its own destruction. Death can be sought for others as a means to one's own ends;
death even can be sought for oneself as a means of escape. The wicked considered death

75 !fa friend, and pined for it, and made a covenant with it, because they deserve to be in
its possession" (Wis 1.16).

Death's only appeal is that it offers an apparent way to escape from evil. No one
loves death for its own sake; rather, everyone sees it as the ultimate enemy of human
fulfillment. Moreover, even the finality of death, which seems so obvious a fact, is

80 not accepted by the greater part of humankind.
People of virtually every time and place believe that those who die somehow live

on in another world and that the human relationships disrupted at death are not simply
dissolved, as they would be if" death meant annihilation. In being aware of their own
ability to understand and to make free choices, persons dimly know that although they
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are bodies they are Dot merely bodies, and that as there are bodily remains at death, so
there also must be nonbodily remains—something of the person's life which somehow con
tinues. The capacity of a person such as Socrates to lay down his life on a matter of
principle bears witness to the irreducibility of a person to his or her bodily life.

5 Today, apart from those who live in the Jewish and Christian hope of resurrection
and everlasting life, fewer and fewer people think human fulfillment is to be found out
side the here and now, the world of everyday experience. However, large segments of the
human race have believed that fulfillment is by escape from the desires, the ambitions,
the miseries, and the conflicts of this world. Through death the bodily condition is

10 escaped and the spiritual person fulfilled in the greater and permanent reality of the
invisible world. Much Eastern religion looks forward to the eventual reabsorption of
individuals into the divine, the only ultimate reality; ancient Stoicism proposed a some
what similar view. The thought of Plato himself perhaps points toward a permanent con
scious existence for individuals, but existence in a life whose only function would be

15 to contemplate and enjoy the beauty of the intelligible, unchanging principles under
lying the meaning and value of this passing world.

All of these other-worldly views of human fulfillment, although they have the
merit of rejecting the absoluteness of death as a limit, suffer from two serious limita
tions. First, none of them describes the fulfillment of human persons such as we know

20 ourselves to be. The projected fulfillment is of disembodied spirits, whose very indi
viduality is likely to be lost or drastically altered, and whose life is expected to be
either merged in a featureless whole or spent in the self-enclosed ecstasy of wrapt
gazing upon beauty. There is no place here for fellowship, for persons conversing,
giving, receiving. Second, all of these approaches deprive human life in this world of

25 inherent value. Life here and now either is nothing more than a challenge to escape
from this world, or is at best an occasion to prepare oneself for and find one's way to
the other world, in which alone true human fulfillment is expected.

30

D. The problem of human fulfillment — a more plausible approach

A final approach to the problem of human fulfillment—and the one which seems most
plausible—locates the fulfillment of persons in the orderly and ever-expanding realiza
tion of their potentialities. To be unfulfilled is not to be what one can be—to fall
short of being all that one ideally might be. Aristotle's Ethics proposes a theory

35 along these lines, but one which is defective to the extent that Aristotle had too
narrow a view of the possibilities of human persons, for he thought that nature sets men
and women the narrow goal of exercising fully the specific human capacity to think.

This approach can be developed more plausibly if one holds that every ability of
human persons is personal, that nature does not assign persons any definite goal, that

U0 human persons have the capacity to make free choices which within the limits of their
abilities and opportunities constitute their own identities, and thus that human persons
can find fulfillment in faithfully living out the commitments they have undertaken, com
mitments which make up their own personal identities.C31

A person could adopt the general theory just sketched out and develop it in a way
1*5 which would leave his or her concrete notion of fulfillment open to many of the criti

cisms previously suggested against alternative approaches. But the difficulty to a
great extent would be in the execution, not in the approach itself. To seek one's ful
fillment by living to realize one's potentialities in an orderly and ever-expanding way
within the framework of one's commitments (which constitute one's personal identity)

50 need not be narrow as the hedonistic and heroic lives are, need not be Utopian as con
temporary ideologies are, need not misrepresent death as a good, need not be other
worldly, and need not exclude fellowship.

The last point is especially important. Someone might think that the approach
under discussion is too individualistic, inasmuch as it locates fulfillment in the

55 living out of a personal identity established by one's own commitments. But the goods
to which persons can commit themselves usually can be realized and enjoyed only in
shared actions, and one who recognizes this fact can include .in his. or tier own self-
identity participation in many communities.CUl For example, persons who love justice
and friendship know that such goods can be realized only with others; they can consti-

60 tute their own identity by committing themselves to cooperate faithfully with others in
efforts to share together in these goods.

It seems to me that there are only two theoretical difficulties and one practical
difficulty with this last approach.

First, this conception of human fulfillment, in realistically accepting both the
65 open and boundless character of human potentialities and the limits of human ability to

fulfill them, projects a fulfillment which always is limited. Although such a fulfill
ment can be open and growing, it never can be absolute; the best life will mix frustra
tion, misery, and failure with fulfillment. Can such a life truly be called "-fulfill
ment?" Second, the fulfillment which is realizable always is fragile, for it depends

70 upon other persons and upon many conditions outside one's own control. Especially, ful
fillment seems to' be limited by death, unless there is some way to continue life under
taken in this way in this world into another one, so that in some way the personal ful
fillment which enriches the present life can be perfected after death.

The practical difficulty with this approach is that it is one thing to make com-
75 mitments and another to keep them. One who establishes his or her own identity by

choices still has other inclinations. One still is subject to the temptation to follow
feelings rather than prior commitments, and so to blur the identity established and thus
to abandon the principle which defines even limited fulfillment.

To put the matter another way, there is in practice a tendency to set aside one's
80 own reasonable life-plan in favor of one of the other, less defensible ways of pursuing

fulfillment. If limitations must be accepted in any case, what difference does it make?
Even the most reasonable view of human life, unless it is introduced into the larger con
text, of faith, is likely to end in despair: "If the dead are not raised, 'Let us eat
and drink, for tomorrow we die!'" (2 Cor 15.32). The tendency to despair is nourished
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by the fact that people who try to keep their commitments o^ten experience the terrible
disappointment of betrayal by others on whom they were counting. Virtue is its own pun
ishment. Hence, it is not surprising that in the condition of fallen humankind, it is a
practical impossibility for a person without special help of God to avoid sin indefi-

5 nitely, even though nobody sins except by a free act (cf. Rom 7.1U-25; DS 225-227/103-
105; 15U1/806).

E. The Christian promise of fulfillment

10 The Christian promise is of a fulfillment which includes the satisfaction of a
great desire, unending joy, a noble life of individual excellence, a perfect community
with interpersonal intimacy and personal liberty, and everlasting life after death. And
this promise excludes—except during the brief span of this life—frustration, misery,
failure, and loneliness. Moreover, the Christian promise is open not only to an elite

15 and not only to future generations, but to every human person. What is more, the ful
fillment which is promised is for flesh and blood persons, not for disembodied spirits;
for persons who share a common life, not for souls merged into the One or isolated in
ecstasy; for persons whose present lives in this world can make lasting contributions to
the promised fulfillment, not for mystics and philosophers who consider life here and

20 now a necessary evil which offers nothing of true human fulfillment:
The Christian promise of fulfillment calls upon individuals to establish their own

identities by free commitments: by the commitments of faith and of personal vocation.
The Christian is to live a rich life in which potentialities are realized in an orderly
and ever-expanding way. Even the frustration, misery, and failure which are inevitable

25 in this life can be made to contribute to fulfillment, and whatever contributes to ful
fillment here and now is treasure which will last forever, since Christian life in this
world will be continued and perfected after death. Most important, the Christian prom
ise carries with it the assurance of its practicability, for it includes, the guarantee
of the power of the Holy Spirit, gained by the liberating death and resurrection of the

30 Lord Jesus. By this power, one can faithfully fulfill one's commitments; despair is
overcome.

So much for the Christian promise as a promise of human fulfillment. As such, it
seems almost too good to be true; it combines the good features and excludes the bad
ones of every other conception of human fulfillment. Yet there is more. For the Chris-

35 tian promise is of a fulfillment which is more than human: intimate, personal sharing in
the inner life of God Himself. Of itself the human heart can desire peace with God and
His favor, but no human heart of itself desires to enjoy the goods which are proper to
the divine Persons. This hope is a gift, a gift which springs from the love of God
"poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been given to us" (Rom 5.5).

1*0 One might fear that the hope of a more than human fulfillment will necessarily
detract from human fulfillment. But the Christian promise removes this fear, because
the promise is given in and by our Lord Jesus, who by His Incarnation shows that divine
life is not at odds with human perfection. Christ "fully reveals man to man himself and
makes his supreme calling clear" (GS 22; cf. GS 3*0. God creates us with the power of

k5 free choice; He does not fix our hearts upon any of the limited goods which naturally
contribute to our fulfillment. Therefore, the divine Word and we human persons can
share one another's natures and lives without conflict. No trimming, no pushing out of
shape, is required to fit together human and divine life.

The most basic and common experience in human life is that of undependability.
50 What seems certainly true turns out to be partially mistaken; the perfectly beautiful

turns out to be defective; a just constitution shelters corruption; friends disappoint;
character carefully cultivated gives way in a moment of weakness; health fails, and
death awaits. The Gospel does not ignore or deny any of these facts; it tells us that
experience is limited, and that one ought not to make any absolute generalizations from

55 it. The power and faithfulness of God provide ground for hope despite all the evidence
to the contrary.

Someone might urge that faith in the Gospel can only be wishful thinking. After
all, most of humanity does not accept the finality of death; perhaps this stance is
based only on subconscious motivations. However, it should be noticed that a Christian's

60 hope is not merely for survival after death. Moreover, the nonfinality of death could
be a fact; perhaps the denial of survival after death is mere wishful thinking. If
death were final, how could human persons even imagine it not to be so? Why should bio
logically grounded unconscious motives make them wish for survival with a wish that has
no effect upon biological survival?

65 The Christian promise occurred to no one apart from the Gospel. As a promise of a
fulfillment which satisfies and goes beyond every human wish, the Gospel astounds anyone
who reads it with fresh eyes. The subconscious never projected so wild a dream: human
happiness plus a share in divine joy, which takes nothing from but rather ensures the
human happiness it crowns.

70 Clearly, any conception of human fulfillment, if it is adopted and consistently
followed, will shape the whole of a person's life. One who seeks fulfillment in excel
lence cannot live a life of escapist pleasure-seeking; a dedicated Marxist cannot live
the life of an Eastern mystic; and so forth. One who believes the Gospel likewise ought
to live a life wholly shaped by the unique hope of Christians.

75 If the lives of 'nonbelievers of good will and the lives of many Christians differ
but little from one another, this fact does not show that there is no specifically Chris
tian morality. Rather, it shows that Christians are not living in a way which is wholly
consistent with the hope that is in them. Becoming forgetful, they either seek fulfill
ment exclusively in this world or despise this world and expect fulfillment only after

80 death.

F. Christian fulfillment: both already and not yet realized

According to Christian faith, the original goodness in which humankind was consti
tuted was spoiled by sin. Sin essentially is a rupture in the personal relationship






















