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Abstrak:

Artike ini memiliki nuansa“eulogid’. Tetapi, bukan kata-katayang mengharukan yang digjukan.
Melainkan, sebuah refleks kritis atas peradaban manusiayang didominas oleh fenomen 11 Sep-
tember”, sebuah fenomen dehumanisasi. Peristiwa 11 September merupakan peristiwaberuntun
runtuhnyabangunan-bangunanWorld Trade Center di New York, Pentagon, dan pembag akan pesawat
olehparateroris. Tulisanini menyimak perigtiwaitu dalam suatu carapandang filosofisyang mengatas
faktaruntuhnyaanekabangunan plus sekalian dengan korban manusiayang tak terbilang jumlahnya
Tulisanini memandang peristiwaitu sebagai suatu deklaras “dehumanisas.” Maka, pertanyaan
dasarnyaiaah quid sit homo? Sigpakah manusa? Refleks tentang manusiajugadapat dilansir dari
terminologi “perang” . Manus aternyatabukan hanyacintadamai, melainkan juga“ self-destructive’.
Diperlukan kesadaran-kesadaran yang humanisdari keterpurukan hidup manusiasendiri.
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Our country isat war. Do we in the academy have any responsibility to
addressthisfact? Asteachersof philosophy weclaimwelovewisdom. Dowehave
any duty or desireto seek it in thissituation? Do we have any special duty to each
other and to our studentstotry to better understand what we areinthe midst of ?

Inhisessay “LearninginWar-Time,” C.S. Lewispointsout that war isnot an
utterly uniquesituation.! Rather, war presents, in away we cannot ignore, aredity
about every day life: wearemortal. One hundred percent of uswill die, and of this
we can be one hundred percent certain. Lewisgoesonto say that “the only reason
why cancer at sixty or paralysisat seventy-five do not bother usisthat weforget
them. War makes death real to us, and that would have been regarded asone of its
blessings by most of thegreat Christiansof the past. They thought it good for usto
be always aware of our mortality.”? Lewis’ essay was delivered as a sermon to
studentsat Oxford in 1939. The students, safein school, apparently felt some pangs
of conscience knowing that so many their own agewould soonbedyingin Britain's

1 C.S. Lewis, “Learningin War-Time,” in The Weight of Glory and Other Addresses, (San Francisco: Harper
Callins, 2001), pp. 47-63.

2 Ibid. p.62.
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armed forces. For these studentsthe questionswere: Why study in wartime? Why
not jointhearmy?When your country isunder attack, surely that isthe more urgent
task?1f they were not asking such questions, L ewiswas suggesting they should be.

Today, though welack adeclaration of congress, wearedefacto at war, and
whatever questionsthe studentsof our day face, “ Should I enlistinthe Army?” isnot
one of them. There hasbeen no increasein military enlistments. Thanksto an all-
volunteer army mogt citizensnow regard soldiersastheir paid employees. What was
onceseen as“military service” isnow seen as“ajob” to which everyone ought to
have equa opportunity but towhich no onehasaduty. Nor arewethreatened inthe
sameway aswasBritainin 1939. Lewisspokeof thevery surviva of Europe. None
of our leaderstoday suggestswefaceasimilar danger. AlthoughAmerican soldiers
havediedin Afghanistan, theonly pricemost citizenswill pay during our “war-time’
will beannoyance and inconvenience during airport security checks. For most of us,
thiswar will not make*deathrea tous’” any morethan Bosniaor Kosovodid. That
war inour day can be approached with such calm detachment isinitsalf disturbing.
But that isnot theissuel wishtoraise here. Rather, | suggest thereisanother ques-
tion Lewis posed to the students at Oxford that we should confront.

Lewis deeper questionwas, given what aChristian knowsabout what isat
stakein ahuman life, why should weever, under any circumstances, do anything
other than work out our eterna salvation? Never mind study. Why doesthe human
animal secretly write novelsin prison, compose poetry in the trenches, or make
jokesonthescaffold? Therea questionfor Lewiswas, “How canyou besofrivo-
lousand selfish asto think about anything but the salvation of human souls?’3

Inour own case, more prosaically, why study philosophy? Given our voca
tion aspriests, why aren’t we all engaged in theology or scriptural studies?Or, for
that matter, why aren’t we on our knees every waking moment, since any moment
could be our last?We should not answer thisquestion too quickly. Who among usis
truly free of thelure of professiona success? Arewe not often more moved by the
praise of our own deedsthan by praise of Himwho makesall our action possible?

Asteacherswe each have our own story asto why and how we ended up
teaching philosophy. But surely whenweare at our best, we aretrying to hand onto
our students something we have received from the best of our own teachers. Inmy
own case some of those best teacherswere Jesuits. They wereliving examples of
livesmoved by the awe and wonder of contemplating what it meansto be ahuman
being. Their lives proved their conviction that because theintellect isagift of God,
thinking well isaChristian activity—indeed, an obligation of gratitude.

Perhapsthe most useful thing we can do as philosophersisnot totry to be
too useful. Thereisadanger inthissuggestion, for it could serve asawarrant for

incompetence. But thisishardly the greatest danger. Our sudentsare so bombarded
by argumentsfor what they should* do” to maketheir lives* useful,” that they have

3

Ibid., p. 50.
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littletime and even less encouragement to attempt to understand what or who they
“are.”* Among the practical responsesto September 11 now found on campusare
new courseofferingsinldamic studies, world religions, and conflict resolution. Chris-
tian students, beforethey can with any assuranceidentify the Sermon onthe Mount
asbelonging to the New, rather than the Old, Testament, will now berequiredto
read the Qur’ an. They are being told to have empathy for “the other” beforethey
have even begun to understand themselves. Thisislesseducation thanitisemotive
therapy.

Rather than enumerating our differencesinavaue-free, non-judgmentd, view
from nowhere, why not try to understand what we have in common as human be-
ings? And why not | et the greatest mindsfrom the past haveavoice? The classical
philosophic question has always been, What is man—Quid sit homo? Thisisa
theoretical, contemplative question. Such “what” questionsrefer to nature. Our
postmodernworld, however, tellsusthereisno fixed human nature, and failing to
seethismerely demongtratesthat oneisstill aprisoner inthe cave of foundationaism.
Becausewearefree, self-actudizing potencies, we can’t know what or whoweare
until wehavefulfilled our “lifeplan.” History, asaproduct of humanwilling, hasnow
replaced nature asthekey to understanding ourselves.® History isthe realm of hu-
man freedom; nature, mere necessity. But September 11 callsmuch of thisinto ques-
tion. Itisdifficult to even describe“what” happened without a so raising questions
about human nature.

Plato sought justicefirst inthe city becausejusticein the soul istoo small to
seeclearly. Or rather, we are often too small tolook honestly at our cramped souls.
Therefore, Plato startswith opinionsabout the city, which all of us, whether virtuous
or vicious, do have. Looking at just onecity, on one day, providesusan opportunity
to view human nature at both its best and worst.

What happenedin New York on September 11 was not, in the language of
insurance companies, an“act of God.” No, it wasaresult of human will. Perverted
human will, yes, but nonethel essthe human will of someonemadein theimageand
likenessof God. Animaskill with violence. Only human beingscan kill with cold,
caculating cruelty. Itisprecisely becauseweare madeintheimageand likeness of
God that we are capabl e of morethan meremora mistakes: weare capable of evil.
But that same day this same city al so showed human beingsat their best. Though
heroism may berevededinaday, itisformed throughthecumulative, daily decisons
of alifetime. Firemen entered the World Trade Center on September 11 because
they do dangerouswork every day. It wasnot firefighter “values’ on display that
day; it wasvirtue. Two unknown men carry awomen in awheelchair down forty
flightsof stairs. Those who know they are about to die tel ephone those who will
survivethemto leave afinal expression of love. Passengerson aflight over Penn-

4  The“"who” and the “what” are used deliberately. It is a question of nature and person.

5 For an excellent discussion of these issues see Peter Augustine Lawler, Postmodernism Rightly Under-
stood: The Returnto Realismin American Thought (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1999).
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sylvaniarisk al to savefellow citizensthey have never met. Does fashionable
postmoderniism, or “ pomo,” have anything to say that can hel p usunderstand this?
Doesthefree subject behind hisvell of ignorance have anything to say that iseven
mildly interesting, let donehelpful ?1sit not truethat an Aristotleor an Aquinasgives
usfar moreinsight into “what” happened than any explication, no matter how nu-
anced, of thetheoriesof Lawrence K ohlberg, Stanley Fish, Richard Rorty, or John
Rawls?Do any of thesethinkershave anything useful to say whenit comestofacing
death?

If, asPlato says, philosophy preparesusto diewell, then many of Septem-
ber 11th’sheroes wereliving amore philosophiclifethan they wereawareof. Trying
to understand the nature of the good human lifeisnot anew task for philosophy.
Philosophy dwaysfindsitself inthemidst of amilieuthat says, “ Theunexaminedlife
isworthliving.” Thepleasinglifewill dwayshave moreadvocatesthan thegood life.
Thusthemost “helpful” thing we can do for our studentsisto freethemfromthe
tyranny of prevailing opinion, beit Catholic or secular. And thisisunlikely tobea
possibility for the student unlessit hasfirst occurredin theteacher.

Any honest search for truthwill contributeto thisliberation. Thisisso be-
causeins ght—understanding itsal f—is ultimately free. We can seek insight, wecan
provide conditionsfavorabletoits occurrence, but we can neither control nor pro-
hibit it. Insight comeswhen weleast expect it and often when we' d rather not have
it. Thisbasic fact about human beings—that the most divine part of usisthe most
free—iswhat has awaysmade philosophy dangerousto the community inwhichit
occurs, from Socratesto our day.®

| encountered an exampl e of thissomeyearsago whileteachingin Vietnam.
The Jesuit superior told methat therewere only two subjectsthe communist govern-
ment really feared: history and philosophy. History would teach studentsto remem-
ber, and philosophy would teach themtothink.” Both activities were dangerousfor
thegovernment inpower2 Thereisasensein which the Viethamese church, hunted,
persecuted, constantly in danger of arrest, isactualy inahedthier statethan arewe
inthe United States. The Vietnamese have no illusions about who their alliesand
enemiesare. They know who wishesthemwell or ill. Weno longer do. How many
American Catholicshave convinced themsal vesthat the Christian faith hasno better
friend than American democracy? Furthermore, aswe preparefor awider war in
theMiddle-East we hear and read ever moreoften that the* solution” islessreligion.
Wearetoldinavariety of waysthat the western liberal democratic separation of
church and state, making al mattersof religion merely private concerns, isthean-
swer. TheMudimworld seemsnot to agree. Therewasatimewhen Christians, too,
rglected this“solution.”

6  SeeErnest Fortin, “On the Political Mode of Philosophy,” chp.1, in Dissent and Philosophy in the Middle
Ages. Danteand HisPrecursors, trand ated by Marc LePain (Lanham, Md.: Lexington Books, 2002), pp. 7-22.

7 Lewis, Learning in War-Time, pp. 58-9, a so mentions the special role of philosophy and history.

8  See also Jane Kramer, The Politics of Memory: Looking for Germany in the New Germany (New York:
Random House, 1996), and Catherine Merridale, Night of Sone: Death and Memory in Russia (London:
GrantaBooks, 2000).
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It hasbeen noted that the Mudim world hasyet towork out alivablesolution
tothe*“theologica-palitical” problem. Thismay betrue. How will theMudimworld
dedl with the competing claimsof faith and reason, the common good of thepolitical
order and theresponse of religiousobedienceinfaith? But might therea so be some
danger in assuming that the way the Western democraci es have supposedly solved
these problemsiscorrect, sautary, and beyond any criticism?1f the modern, west-
ern, liberd, secular democracy isthebest of dl orders, why isit that not one of these
governmentscan now offer reasonswhy their citizensshouldrisk their livestoinsure
itssurviva ? Theleadersof thewestern democraciesareno lessastute at determining
what servestheir surviva thanisthe communist gerontocracy of Vietnam. Theone
thing they darenot ask of their citizensisgenuine sacrificefor thegood of their own
political order. They can offer no account of thegood lifetheir citizenswould con-
sider worth dying for. Doesthissound likeahedlthy political order?

Putting aside for the moment the question of whether our society istruly
postmodern—or perhapsin someways even post-Christian—we can takeacloser
look at the modern political project, for it was aprogram. The modern project
sought aliberation not from sin, but from the necessity of nature. Modern natural
sciencewould achievethis. The modern political project wasto be based onthe
sovereignty not of God, but of theindividua will: no onecould beobliged unlesshe
had first consented to be commanded. In other words, we command ourselves. This
eventually becametheregimejustified by theinterlocking theories of the state of
nature, socia contract, and natura rights, asystem that now seems so self-evidently
truethat many Christians can not evenimaginean dternative. It wasnot aways so.

From at least thetime of Socratesit hasbeen recognized that religioniswhat
most unites us, but can also become what most dividesus. The modern solution
historically went from empireto Christian empire, from nationa monarchtothena
tion state. Thetension between throneand atar was supposedly resolved by making
the claimsof thethrone public, and those of atar private.® But the tension between
throneand dtar isonethat runsthrough the heart and soul of each citizen, and thusis
ultimately intolerable. Themodern nation state’ sseparation of church and state seemed
to resolve thetension, but never to the satisfaction of the church. Thechurch hadto
make acompromi sewith modern democracy and the sovereignty of theindividual
will. Thechurch may beforcedto livewith, but cannot accept asultimately true, the
clamthat faithismerely private. But neither could the church adequately governin
thepolitica realm. After abattleof nearly four centuriesbetween the church andthe
modern nation state, it isclear that the modern liberal democratic state haswon,
though the victory was not really acknowledged by the church until the Second

9  For amore detailed discussion see Pierre Manent, “Christianity and Democracy: Some Remarks on the
Political History of Religion, or, on the Religious History of Modern Politics,” in Modern Liberty and Its
Discontents: Pierre Manent, edited and trandated by Daniel Mahoney and Paul Seaton (Lanham, Md.:
Rowman and Littlefield, 1998), and Ernest Fortin, “ The Regime of Separatism: Theoretical Considerationson
the Separation of Church ans State,” in Human Rights, Virtue, and the Common Good, vol. 3 of Ernest L.
Fortin: Collected Essays (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1996), pp. 1-18.
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Vatican Council. Itisworth hearing at length one of the most perceptive contempo-
rary thinkerson this problem. Pierre M anent says of the post-conciliar church, that

It nolonger presentsitself asthe most necessary and most salutary govern-
ment, doing itsbest in apolitical situation contrary to thegood of souls. It
becomessimply thecritic of all governments, including that whichwasfor
centuriesthe government of the church. It becomesthe* collective beautiful
soul,” presenting itsalf tomenas*“thebearer of idealsandvaues.” An*“ided”
or “vaue,” in contrast to law, cannot be commanded but isleft solely tothe
freeinitiativeand* creativity” of eachindividua—because manisthe*” cre-
ator of values.” The church escapesfrom the discomfort of itspolitical Situa-
tion by substantially transforming the character of itsmessage. For the past
generation, the churchespropose” Christian values,” which, unliketheold
Decalogue and a so unlike democratic law, areimpossibleether to obey or
to disobey. The church repeats, in amore emphatic way, what democracy
saysabout itself. Under therubric of “values,” it ishopelessto make*“the
gospel message’ listened to, or at least heard, except by engaging in humani-
tarianand egditarian overbidding.’®

Or, to put it another way, the United States Conference of Catholic Bishops
(USCCB) is seen as alobbying group because it actslike one. Itsmain task is
neither teaching nor governance; it merely engagesin the* humanitarian and egditar-
ianoverbidding” towhich Manent refers. Isthere any doubt that for sometime now
the American Catholic Church hashad administration rather than governance?

The modern nation state so thoroughly won itsbattlewith the church that it
eventook ontheattributesof the church. Modern political termsarelargely secular-
ized theol ogical terms—none more so than the concept of sovereignty. Whilethe
modern nation state may havewon, it is also exhausted by itsvictory. It can no
longer giveaconvincing account of itself, and hence can demand ever lessof its
citizens. Pierre Manent, however, seesinthisstate of affairsanew opportunity.

Thus, thepalitica submission of thechurchto democracy is, perhaps, findly,
afortunateone. Thechurchwill-nilly conformed hersdf toall of democracy’s
demands. Democracy nolonger, ingood faith, hasany essentia approachto
make against the church. From now onit can hear the question the church
poses, the question it alone poses, the question Quid sit homo—What is
man? But democracy neither wantsto nor canrespond to thisquestioninany
manner or form. On democracy’sside of thescale, we areleft with political
sovereignty and dialectical impotence. Onthe church’sside, weareleft with
political submissionand didecticd advantage.t

10 Manent, Ibid., p. 114.
1 Ibid, p.115.
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Thedia ectical advantageto which Manent refersisnot rhetorica advantage.
Rather it concernsan answer to aquestion posed by arestless heart, the question
about whoweare, inreationtoal thatis. The only adequate answer will comefrom
God, but it will not berecognized asan answer unlessphilosophy hasfirst raised the
guestion inaway we can understand.
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