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IF ONE FOLLOWS the standard accounts of the matter, the kind that
appear in theological textbooks, there are in Catholic theology two posi-
tions regarding the answer to the question “Whether, if human beings had
not sinned, God would have become incarnate?” Thomas and Thomists
answer in the negative, Scotus and Scotists answer in the positive. Thomas
sees the Incarnation as a remedy for sin, and therefore Christ’s predestina-
tion was conditional: no sin, no Incarnation. Scotus, on the other hand,
sees the Incarnation as the perfection of creation, something that would
have occurred even if sin had never entered the world, and therefore
Christ’s predestination was absolute or unconditional.1 Further, in the last
century theology seems to be tilting in Scotus’s direction; there seems to
be a growing agreement that one ought to think of the Incarnation first
in terms of perfecting creation for the glory of God rather than repairing
it. Perhaps the most prominent proponent of this view among twentieth-
century Catholic theologians was Karl Rahner, who identified his own
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view with that of “the ‘Scotist’ school” that “the first and most basic
motive for the Incarnation was not the blotting out of sin but . . . [rather]
the Incarnation was already the goal of divine freedom even apart from
any divine foreknowledge of freely incurred guilt.”2

I think that this turn to the purportedly “Scotist” view on the Incarna-
tion is related to a more general shift in Catholic theology toward a closer
integration between the order of nature and the order of grace. Just as grace
is no longer seen as an extrinsic and theoretically optional addition to
human nature, so too the Incarnation of the Word is no longer seen as an
extrinsic and theoretically optional addition to God’s work in creation. Just
as grace perfects nature, so too Incarnation perfects creation. The funda-
mental purpose of the Incarnation, therefore, is not to repair and, perhaps,
“add-on” to human nature, but to elevate human nature to participation in
the divine nature, something that would have occurred even if Adam and
Eve had managed to resist the allurements of the serpent. In this view, were
the Word never to become incarnate, creation would be incomplete, human
nature would be frustrated, and God would be deprived of his proper glory.

We find this view not only in the writings of theologians like Rahner,
but also in Church documents, most notably in Gaudium et Spes. As
Gaudium et Spes §22 puts it:“[I]t is only in the mystery of the Word incar-
nate that light is shed on the mystery of humankind. For Adam, the first
human being, was a representation of the future, namely, of Christ the
lord. It is Christ, the last Adam, who fully discloses humankind to itself
and unfolds its noble calling by revealing the mystery of the Father and
the Father’s love.”3 Here we see the view that it is only in the light cast
by the Word-made-flesh that the human person becomes intelligible;
therefore, unless we would be willing to embrace the possibility that God
could create the universe without willing its completion and perfection,
we seem to find endorsed here the view of Scotus that God wills the
Incarnation primarily and absolutely for the crowning of creation, and
only secondarily and contingently as a remedy for sin.

The text just quoted,Gaudium et Spes §22, runs like a red thread through
the writings of John Paul II. Indeed, begining with his first, programmatic
encyclical, Redemptor Hominis, John Paul returned again and again to
what he called “this stupendous text from the Council’s teaching” (§9) in
order to underline his conviction that “through the Incarnation God gave
human life the dimension that he intended man to have from his first
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beginning” (§1). So, it would seem, on the question of the motive of the
Incarnation, the Holy Father too was a Scotist in that he believed that the
fundamental purpose of the Incarnation is the completion and crowning
of God’s creative work.

But things are not always as they would seem. In what follows, I
propose that the question of what God would have done had humanity
not sinned is not really of interest to either Aquinas or John Paul II.
Rather, their shared concern is to stress the redemptive nature of the
Incarnation, without ignoring its other purposes, in order to render for us
the character of God as rich in mercy. Further, John Paul enriches
Thomas’s account of the redemptive purpose of the Incarnation by seeing
it not only as a revelation of the divine nature, but also of human nature.

Cur Deus Homo?
It is remarkable how long it took Christian theologians to get around to
asking explicitly the question of whether Christ would have become
incarnate apart from human sin. Despite the reputation that the Greek
Fathers have of holding a view of Christ that is more “cosmic” than later
western theologians,4 they do not really raise the question.5 Anselm, of
course, raises the famous question Cur Deus homo? though he does not
consider the counter-factual situation of an unfallen world.

It is only when we get to Rupert of Deutz in the early twelfth century
that we find an explicit formulation of the question, to which he answers
that the Incarnation was part of God’s original intention for creation and
thus would have occurred even if humanity had not sinned. Rupert’s
contemporary, Honorius of Autun, raised the speculative stakes somewhat,
arguing that God would have become incarnate in an impassible form had
there been no sin for which to atone.6 In the thirteenth century similar
views were put forward by Robert Grosseteste, Alexander of Hales, and
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Albert the Great. The great champion of this view, as already noted, was
John Duns Scotus, after whom the position becomes associated with the
Franciscan order, though it is also held by such non-Franciscans as Denis
the Carthusian, Gabriel Biel, as well as Francis de Sales and Malebranche.7

The first to pose the question and give a negative answer was the early
Dominican Master at Paris, Guerric of St. Quentin in the thirteenth
century.8 Bonaventure and Aquinas also answer in the negative and
subsequent Dominican theologians tended to side with Aquinas, as well
as such non-Dominicans as Bellarmine. Suarez attempted to reconcile the
two approaches, arguing for a twofold, coordinated purpose for the
Incarnation. From the mid-nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth
century, interest in the issue revived, with theologians tending to identify
themselves as “Thomist” or “Scotist” in inclination.9

Yet before we happily line up these figures on opposing sides (with
Suarez, perhaps, in the middle) we ought to actually attempt to gain a bit
more clarity regarding the theological point at issue. It is not immediately
clear that there is a single point at issue in the question cur Deus homo?
An indication of this is the variety of labels that are used to describe what
is being argued about. Is it a question about the motive of the Incarna-
tion or are we considering an alternative, hypothetical universe without
sin? Are we discussing the predestination of Christ or his primacy? We are
confronted here with a tangle of issues, and it is not at all clear how they
are related. What is clear is that the theological world does not clearly
divide into Thomists and Scotists.

For example, the hypothetical question “What if humanity had not
sinned?” is certainly one way of approaching the question of the motive of
the Incarnation, if we presume that the Incarnation would have the same
motive no matter what the contingencies were—indeed, presuming that
speaking of “motivations” in regard to divine actions makes any sense at all.
But if we do not make such presumptions, then the question looks like idle
speculation.Likewise,we might be concerned with understanding the rela-
tionships among God’s various “decrees” (i.e., the election of Christ, the
election of individual human beings, etc.) without having any particular
concern to see Christ as the “crown” of creation, and vice versa. Disputants
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on all sides seem to quote the Exultet: “O felix culpa, quae talem ac tantum
meruit habere Redemptorem” with the view that it supports their own view.10

Thomas on Fittingness
We cannot sort this tangle out here. But we should at least be led to
wonder if Thomas himself held a “Thomist” position. Gilbert Narcisse
has recently written that on the question of the motive of the Incarna-
tion we can discern three positions: that of Scotus and his followers, that
of the Thomists, and that of Thomas himself.11 I am inclined to think that
Narcisse oversimplifies here and that there are actually more than three
positions in play; in particular, I am not convinced that Scotus’s position
is “Scotist.”12 Yet Narcisse’s basic point is an extremely important one: In
answer to the question of whether Christ would have become incarnate
if human beings had never sinned,Thomas’s answer is not the flatfooted
“no” that some have identified as the “Thomist” position.

In looking at what Thomas has to say on this question, it is striking how
little he in fact says. The texts that deal with the question constitute but a
handful. It is only in his Sentences Commentary (lib. 3, d. 1, q. 1, a. 3) and
in the Summa theologiae (3.1.3) that we find anything approaching a
systematic treatment of the hypothetical question of whether or not
Christ would have become incarnate apart from sin, and in both these
cases Thomas devotes only a single article to the question. He also
mentions it very much in passing in De veritate (29.4) and discusses it
briefly in his commentary on 1 Timothy (1.4), where he says “this ques-
tion is not of great importance, because God ordained things to be done
in the way that they were to be done, and we are ignorant of what would
have been ordained if he had not foreseen sin.”13
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Thomas’s essential argument in both the Sentences Commentary and in
the Summa theologiae is that the hypothetical question is really a question
about the divine will, and as such is beyond our capacity to answer. This
approach should come as no surprise to any careful reader of Aquinas.
Despite the image that some have of him as one who believes that human
reason can prove quite a number of things about God, Thomas in fact
thinks that unaided reason not only cannot grasp what God is, neither
can it deduce a priori what God wills to do. These two things are related,
since in God being and doing are the same thing. Thus God’s acting is
always in conformity with God’s nature, but since we cannot grasp God’s
nature, our thinking about God’s actions must always be, as it were, after
the fact.To put it in modern terms, there can be no deduction of salva-
tion history. Though each and every event of that history is enfolded
within the divine decree, we have no access to that decree except as it
unfolds before us in time. So hypothetical questions about what would
have happened if history had unfolded in some other way are for Thomas
simply veiled attempts to grasp what is ungraspable: the divine essence.
At the same time, to say that events had to unfold in precisely the way
that they did is equally a reduction of God’s essence to the graspable, as
if the infinite mystery of God were exhausted in those events.

While Thomas always seeks to affirm God’s freedom, at the same time
he is careful not to make that freedom arbitrary. Though God’s nature is
not graspable by created intellect, God’s actions are still an expression of
that nature, and through those actions we can gain some inkling of the
character of God. God’s freedom is not contentlessness willing, and in
God’s actions the human reason is able to discern patterns that shape our
understanding of who God is.

Thomas’s chief tool for inquiring into God’s character while still
respecting divine freedom and incomprehensibility is the category of
convenientia or “the fitting.” Gilbert Narcisse writes that, “fittingness is a
realized possibility.”14 To inquire into the fittingness of something is first
of all to acknowledge that it is contingent and not a matter of strict neces-
sary:We wouldn’t say that it is “fitting” for a circle to be round or for 2
plus 2 to equal 5, since these are matters of logical necessity. However,
fittingness carries with it its own kind of necessity—one that is a matter
of the relationship of means to ends.15Thus we might say that it is “neces-
sary” for parents to feed their child or for citizens to pay taxes, not in the
sense of a logical necessity (as if “child feeder” were part of the definition
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of “parent” or “taxpayer” were part of the definition of “citizen”), but
rather in the sense that these are the most fitting means of achieving
certain ends.While the result could be achieved in a number of possible
ways (the child could be hooked up to an IV in order to nourish it; the
government could employ privateers in order to raise revenue), a certain
path toward that result is the most fitting one.

However, reasoning about fittingness is a matter of realized possibility,
which is why it is largely a retrospective activity. It is only when presented
with a certain way of proceeding that we can discern the way in which
various factors come together (con-venire) to make that way the most
fitting one.At the same time that judgments of fittingness are largely retro-
spective, there is a certain prospective element to them, which is related to
the notion of “character.”When we say that it is characteristic of a parent
to feed their child or of a citizen to pay taxes, we are not saying that these
sorts of things are definitive of parenthood or citizenship, but rather that
these are the sorts of things that we could expect a good parent or citizen
to do.We are making a claim not so much about the definition or nature
of a parent or citizen, as we are about the “second-nature” that is charac-
ter. Our discernment of the fittingness of a certain type of action is a
discernment of the character of the agent. And while discernments of
character, as a “second-nature,” do not bring the kind of knowledge that
accompanies discernments of essence or “first-nature,” they can give us a
reasonable hope that someone will act in a certain way in the future.

Of course in speaking of God’s “character” we are speaking analogously.
As a “habit,” a human being’s character is an accident, and the radical
simplicity of God allows for no accidental properties. But my fundamental
point is that the category of convenientia or “fittingness”provides Aquinas—
and us—a way of “reasoning from revelation” in order to discern the
character of the God whose nature reason cannot comprehend. In think-
ing about how the divine acts converge so as to fit into a decorous pattern,
we do not grasp God’s essence, but we receive the revelation of God’s
character in a way appropriate to intellectual creatures, in a way that allows
our hope not to be irrational.

Thomas on Incarnation
In the specific case of the Incarnation, we can see how Thomas is clear
that there is nothing external or internal that necessitates the Incarnation
in the strict sense of logical necessity.16 Nothing in the divine nature, or
in the nature of creation, compels God to enter into personal union with
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creatures.As an uncompelled act of divine love toward humanity and all
creation, the Incarnation cannot be deduced a priori, but can only be
revealed to us. As Aquinas writes in his Sentences commentary, “Only he
who was born and was offered up can know the truth concerning this
question, because he willed it.”17 However, once we accept that God did
will to become flesh, we can reason from this revealed truth in order to
gain insight into God’s character, in order to deepen our grasp of how
the truth that God took flesh fits with other things we believe about
God, and what this tells us about God’s character.18 In other words, the
hypothetical question of whether Christ would have become incarnate
apart from sin is located within a larger context of seeking to discern the
fittingness of the Incarnation in order to hope appropriately in God. It is
not an inquiry into possible worlds, but a jumping-off place for a deeper
understanding of what God’s taking flesh says about who God is for
humanity and the cosmos.

Thomas thinks that, on the whole, the witness of revelation is that, as
1 Timothy 1:15 says, “Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners.”
At the same time, he is somewhat tentative in his voicing of this view: In
the Sentences commentary he notes that this is “said probably” (probabiliter
dicunt), and in his commentary on 1 Timothy he says that the view that
God would not have become incarnate apart from sin is “the view to
which I am more inclined” (in quam partem ego magis declino). In the
Summa, having said that, in light of Scripture, it was “more fitting to say”
(convenientius dicitur) that the Incarnation was ordained by God as a
remedy for sin, he then adds, “And yet the power of God is not limited
to this;—even if sin had not existed, God could have become incarnate.”
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Thomas’s seeming hesitation, and even equivocation, is not a matter of
him being unable to make up his mind; rather, it is the precisely appro-
priate rhetorical stance to take when speaking of the fittingness of real-
ized divine possibilities. Thomas is unwilling to adopt the apodictic tone
that one finds in some later Thomists when they speak on this issue
because, as noted earlier, he wishes to guard the incomprehensibility of
God from those who are sure they can deduce what God’s nature must
entail in a given possible order of things. Of course God could become
incarnate even if sin had not existed; there is no logical contradiction
involved in the idea. But we have no way of knowing if God would have
become incarnate, and equally we have no way of knowing that God
would not have become incarnate.

In the Sentences commentary,Thomas goes so far as to say that “others
say truly” that, in addition to freeing humanity from sin, the Incarnation
of the Son of God exalts human nature and consummates the whole
universe, and that it is possible to sustain this as a probable cause of the
Incarnation.19 Such a comment might at first surprise us, since Thomas
seems to take his firm stand on the biblical datum that “Christ Jesus came
into the world”—this actually existing order of things—“to save sinners.”
But Thomas in no way restricts the purpose of the Incarnation to the
remedying of original sin. It is a serious distortion of his view to say, as
one recent author does, that Aquinas—and “Western Christology” in
general—“maintains a strict correlation between the Incarnation, sin, and
redemption”20 or to accuse him of “hamartiocentrism.”Thomas repeat-
edly makes the point that the Incarnation, and the sacramental economy
flowing from it, has the twofold purpose of freeing us from sin and
advancing us in goodness,21 and in his discussions he seems sometimes to
highlight the first purpose and sometimes the second.

If we look at the brief discussion in the Compendium Theologiae we get
some sense of the richness of Thomas’s understanding of the purpose of
the Incarnation. He first sketches the way in which the Incarnation liber-
ates us from sin by making satisfaction to God, recalling us to the spiritual
life, and freeing us from the power of demons by showing us the dignity
of our human nature. He then goes on to speak, in Abelardian fashion, of

Incarnation, Redemption, and the Character of God 467

19 Alii vero dicunt, quod cum per Incarnationem filii Dei non solum liberatio a peccato, sed
etiam humanae naturae exaltatio, et totius universi consummatio facta sit; etiam peccato non
existente, propter has causas incarnatio fuisset: et hoc etiam probabiliter sustineri potest.

20 Delio,“Revisiting the Franciscan Doctrine of Christ,” 23.
21 For example, Summa contra Gentiles III, ch. 54; ST III, q. 1, aa. 2, 5; III, q. 53, a. 1;

III, q. 63, a. 1; III, q. 65, a. 1; De rationibus fidei ch. 5; Compendium theologiae
§199–201.



how the Incarnation displays the greatness of God’s love for humanity,
inciting a mirroring love in us. In addition, in the union of humanity and
divinity in the person of Christ we catch a glimpse of our union with God
in glory, a glimpse that helps us to have faith. Finally, sounding what some
might think a “Scotist” note, Thomas says that God’s whole work in
creation is “perfected” (perficitur) or brought to fulfillment by the Incarna-
tion, which brings human beings—the last of God’s creatures to be
made—back into union with the creator from whom they came forth.

Even in this brief treatment, Thomas offers us an example of how
reflection on the realized possibility that is God’s free action in our
history yields a rich picture of God’s character, a picture that grounds
Christian hope. Thomas is in fact little concerned with how God’s char-
acter might have been manifested in a hypothetical world without sin.
Instead, he wishes to direct our eyes to God’s character as both just and
merciful, a God who invites his creatures into communion with himself,
and who never ceases to work to bring creation to perfection. This char-
acter of God cannot be deduced by human reason, but can only be
shown to us in the event of Incarnation itself.Yet our reason can see how
the character of this incarnate God, who loves us freely in drawing us to
himself, is not incompatible with the God who creates the world. The
dim knowledge that we have from creation of God as self-diffusive good-
ness itself is entirely consonant with the God who shares himself with us
by becoming incarnate. Thus revealed knowledge of God perfects and
does not destroy natural knowledge of God.

John Paul II and Human Redemption
Though John Paul II spoke warmly of Duns Scotus, “with his splendid
doctrine on the primacy of Christ,”22 I know of no text where he weighs
in on the hypothetical question of whether Christ would have become
incarnate if humanity had never sinned. One can certainly find state-
ments by John Paul that present the Incarnation of Christ as the comple-
tion and crowning of God’s creative activity. “Paul pointed out that the
goal of history lies in the Father’s plan to ‘unite all things in him [Christ],
things in heaven and things on earth’ (Eph 1:10). Christ is the centre of
the universe, who draws all people to himself to grant them an abun-
dance of grace and eternal life.”23 In particular, John Paul presents the
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Incarnation as a uniting of time and eternity:“By becoming man, the Son
of God embraced human time with his humanity, to guide man through
all the measures of this time towards eternity and to lead him to partici-
pation in the divine life, the true inheritance of the Father, the Son and
the Holy Spirit.”24 In his first encyclical, Redemptor Hominis, he writes,
“Through the Incarnation God gave human life the dimension that he
intended man to have from his first beginning” (§1).

Such purposes seem to have no necessary connection to liberation
from sin, and thus such texts can give the impression that John Paul
would answer our hypothetical question with a clear “yes”—the Incar-
nation serves the eternal intention of God to unite creation with himself,
and would have occurred even if we had not fallen into sin. But if we
continue reading Redemptor Hominis, we find John Paul saying that God
fulfilled his eternal intention for humanity,

in the way that is peculiar to him alone, in keeping with his eternal love
and mercy, with the full freedom of God—and he has granted it also
with the bounty that enables us, in considering the original sin and the
whole history of the sins of humanity, and in considering the errors of
the human intellect, will and heart, to repeat with amazement the
words of the Sacred Liturgy:‘O happy fault . . . which gained us so great
a Redeemer!’ ” (§1)

Here the picture gets a bit more complex. John Paul shares some of the
same concerns as Aquinas in trying to hold together God’s freedom with
God’s nature. God’s freedom is of a sort that is “peculiar to him alone”
because it is not constrained by contingencies, nor is it contentless will-
ing, but is entirely oriented toward love and mercy.Also, like Aquinas, John
Paul is not speaking of some hypothetical world order, but of the concrete
order in which we find ourselves, the order marred by human sin.

For John Paul, no less than Thomas, the Incarnation is a redemptive
Incarnation.25 Yes, Christ is the new Adam, but he is the one who comes
to “cancel the work of devastation, the horrible idolatries, violence and
every sin that rebellious Adam sowed in the age-old history of humanity
and in the created realm.”26 The approach John Paul employs is not
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unlike Thomas’s way of convenientia. It is a reasoning from God’s actions
in history toward God’s character, through the discerning of patterns of
fittingness, which takes reason outside of itself so as to see the typologi-
cal structure of human history.As he puts it in Fides et Ratio,

The fundamental conviction of the “philosophy” found in the Bible is
that the world and human life do have a meaning and look towards
their fulfillment, which comes in Jesus Christ. The mystery of the
Incarnation will always remain the central point of reference for an
understanding of the enigma of human existence, the created world
and God himself. The challenge of this mystery pushes philosophy to
its limits, as reason is summoned to make its own a logic which brings
down the walls within which it risks being confined.27

For John Paul, the “philosophy” of Scripture is oriented toward the love
of Wisdom incarnate, and in the light of that Wisdom, human reason is,
as it were,“colonized” by the light of glory. It is not that this light replaces
human wisdom, but it elevates it and transforms it so as to allow us to
discern the character of the God who is always beyond reason’s grasp. Or,
as John Paul puts it at the beginning of the encyclical Dives in Misericor-
dia, “it is ‘God who is rich in mercy’ whom Jesus Christ has revealed to
us as Father.”28

This emphasis on divine mercy is fundamental to John Paul’s under-
standing of how the Incarnation leads us to characterize God. Mercy is
“love’s second name and, at the same time, the specific manner in which
love is revealed and effected vis-à-vis the reality of the evil that is in the
world.”29 In the cross and resurrection we experience the love that is God,
pouring itself out without counting the cost, so that we may be freed from
evil and share in the goodness of God’s own life.An Incarnation in a hypo-
thetical world without sin (perhaps, as Scotus speculates, by a Christ with
an impassible body)30 would not offer us the same characterization of God.
This is not,of course, to say that sin is necessary; such a claim would require
that we somehow could characterize God apart from how God has acted
in our present world order. But it is to say that in our actual world we
cannot fully understand God’s character apart from the cross, and it is the
divine character as revealed in the cross that grounds our hope.

So we see a very similar approach in Aquinas and John Paul to Incar-
nation, redemption, and the discerning of God’s character. However, John
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27 Fides et Ratio §80.
28 Dives in Misericordia, §1.
29 Ibid., §7.
30 See Ordinatio III, d. 7, q. 3.



Paul is distinctively modern in comparison with Thomas in the role that
theological anthropology plays in his thought. Like much modern theol-
ogy, John Paul adopts an anthropological approach—seeing in the
mystery of the human person the starting point for theological inquiry—
that is quite alien to Aquinas.31 Yet John Paul’s specific anthropological
approach is in some ways equally alien to much modern theology, not
least because it remains a thoroughly Christocentric anthropology. Most
striking is his emphasis, inspired by Gaudium et Spes §22, on people as
mysteries to themselves, mysteries that only become clear in the light cast
by the Incarnation. In a sense, as fully divine and fully human, Christ
accomplishes at the same time the revelation of God and the revelation
of true humanity.

Here I think we see an insight that renews and genuinely enriches
Thomas’s thinking about the Incarnation. Though I think Thomas’s
account of the human person is theological through and through, and
casts light on his Christology, that light is not reflected back so that
Christology illumines anthropology.While Thomas discerns in the Incar-
nation certain truths about human beings, such as their dignity and their
destiny, one does not find in him the strong emphasis on the Incarnation
as a revelation of the character of humanity as well as of the character of
God.At times, one gets the impression that Thomas thinks that it is pretty
obvious what a human being is and is supposed to be. Because of this,
Thomas seems to have been insufficiently critical in his thinking about
what was and was not “natural” for human beings (slavery and the subor-
dination of women come to mind as obvious examples).What John Paul
offers is the insight that human nature cannot simply be “read off ” of
conventional social or cultural patterns, not only because our nature has
been distorted by sin, but also because our nature is itself paradoxical:We
are the “thinking reed,” created in time but destined for eternity. There-
fore, our understanding of what authentic human existence is must be
clarified and purified by our discernment of the human character of
Christ.As John Paul writes in Redemptor Hominis:
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31 It is difficult to imagine Aquinas making a statement like:“Man in the full truth
of his existence, of his personal being and also of his community and social
being—in the sphere of his own family, in the sphere of society and very diverse
contexts, in the sphere of his own nation or people (perhaps still only that of his
clan or tribe), and in the sphere of the whole of mankind—this man is the
primary route that the Church must travel in fulfilling her mission: he is the
primary and fundamental way for the Church, the way traced out by Christ
himself, the way that leads invariably through the mystery of the Incarnation and
the Redemption” (Redemptor Hominis, §14).



The man who wishes to understand himself thoroughly—and not just
in accordance with immediate, partial, often superficial, and even illu-
sory standards and measures of his being—he must with his unrest,
uncertainty and even his weakness and sinfulness,with his life and death,
draw near to Christ. He must, so to speak, enter into him with all his
own self, he must “appropriate” and assimilate the whole of the reality
of the Incarnation and Redemption in order to find himself. (§10)

John Paul indicates that in our thinking about human beings, no less
than in our thinking about God, we ought to accept the fragmentariness
of our knowledge. In seeking to discern what is “fitting” for human
beings, we ought to look to Christ. For if we need Christ to know what
we should hope for from God, no less do we need Christ to know what
we should hope for as human beings. For only Christ can give us the
“realism of hope,” the realism that, as John Paul put it, “knows that the
world, in spite of everything, is instilled with that paschal grace which
sustains and redeems it.”32
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32 General Audience, November 8, 1995 §10. Text at: www.ewtn.com/library/
PAPALDOC/JP95118b.HTM.
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