
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CHAPTER FOUR: 
Wojtyła’s Book about Scheler  

Introduction 

In 1942 Wojtyła entered the clandestine seminary set up by Cardinal 
Sapieha. His intellectual formation at the seminary was in substance Aristoteli-
an-Thomistic, not unlike the formation St. John of the Cross received almost 
four centuries before him. After his ordination (Nov. 1st 1946), Wojtyła con-
tinued his Thomistic studies at the Angelicum.1 His later encounter with 
Scheler and Kant enriched this formation. Looking back at the enrichment, 
John Paul II underlines in particular its pastoral relevance. 

My previous Aristotelian-Thomistic formation was enriched by the Phenomenological 
method, and this made it possible for me to undertake a number of creative studies. I 
am thinking above all of my book Person and Act. In this way I was able to take part in 
the contemporary movement of philosophical Personalism, and my studies were able to 
bear fruit in my pastoral work. I have often noticed how many of the ideas developed 
in these studies have helped me in my meetings with individuals and with great num-
bers of the faithful during my apostolic visits. My formation within the cultural horizon 
of Personalism also gave me a deeper awareness of how each individual is a unique per-
son. I think that this awareness is very important for every priest.2 

Noteworthy in this text is the contrast between basic formation and enrich-
ment. This contrast leaves open a range of possible weights for the two sides, 
Thomism and Phenomenology. The text suggests, at any rate, that Wojtyła 
can be characterized as a Thomist who also, by way of enrichment, employs 
the Phenomenological method.  

The Phenomenological method does have a secondary and assisting role, 
he argues in his habilitation thesis3 on Scheler, but a Christian thinker cannot 

                                                
1 For detailed studies of this formative period in Wojtyła’s life: Rodrigo Guerra López, Volver a la 

persona: El método filosófico de Karol Wojtyla (Madrid: Caparrós, 2002), 36-63, Buttiglione, Wojtyla, 18-43, 
Williams, Mind of John Paul II, 73-140. 

2 John Paul II, Gift and Mystery, 93-4. 
3 In the German university system, widely adopted in Europe including Poland, a habilitation thesis 

corresponds roughly to the first major book assistant professors in the US are expected to write after their 
doctoral thesis in order to prepare for tenure review. Passage of the habilitation enables a candidate to hold 
a chair as ordinary professor with tenure. 
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be a Phenomenologist (understanding that term as Husserl and Scheler under-
stand it).4  

When one compares this judgment with Wojtyła’s main philosophical 
work, Person and Act, one can see an increased use of Phenomenology, a re-
vised form of the Phenomenological method different from Scheler’s and 
Husserl’s, integrated into a Thomistic framework of natural philosophy, meta-
physics, ethics and politics. It is Aristotle and St. Thomas who provide the ar-
chitectonic order of the whole.5 In this sense, Person and Act is a Thomistic 
work. Of course, if one restricts the label “Thomist” to those who use pri-
marily Scholastic terminology and reproduce primarily Scholastic questions 
and arguments, then the label does not fit Wojtyła. By that standard, St. John 
of the Cross is not a Thomist either, nor are Josef Pieper and Charles de Kon-
inck. If, on the other hand, one applies the term to authors like these three, 
who see St. Thomas as a key teacher, who are docile to his teaching, deeply 
familiar with it, faithful to it, and interested in bringing it into dialogue with all 
contemporary thought, then Wojtyła should certainly be called a Thomist.6  

Already Wojtyła’s doctoral thesis on St. John of the Cross provides ample 
evidence for his familiarity with and faithfulness to St. Thomas. In great detail, 
he establishes the doctrinal continuity between the Doctor Mysticus and the An-
gelic Doctor.7 His habilitation thesis about Scheler provides further evidence 
of his closeness to St. Thomas and his critical distance from Scheler.  

In the Introduction, Wojtyła explains why Scheler’s ideas attracted the at-
tention of Catholic thinkers. There were two main reasons. First, Catholic eth-
ics had always focused on the objects of human acts, that is, on the good or 
value. Scheler criticizes Kant for his failure to do justice to these objects of 
acts, and proposes an ethics based on such objects. This is what Scheler 
means when he calls his own ethics a “material ethics of values” in contrast to 
Kant’s “formalism,” in which moral goodness is a matter of the universal 
form of the categorical imperative rather than the material content of the will, 
the good or evil willed by the person.8  

The second point of contact is more specific.  
There were also more particular theses that caused immediate associations with Chris-
tian ethics, especially with the ethical teaching of the Gospels. In his system Scheler un-
derlines that love for the person and following an exemplary person have great 
importance and play a central role in ethical life as a whole.9 

Scheler and the Gospel’s teaching on following and imitating Christ, 
Wojtyła says, meet in their “personalism.”10  

                                                
4 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 196. The text is quoted above, p. ###. 
5 See the overview of Person and Act below, esp. pp. ###-###. 
6 See Michael Waldstein, “John Paul II: A Thomist Rooted in St. John of the Cross,” Faith and Reason 

30 (2005): 195-218.  
7 See pp. ###-###. 
8 See pp. ###-###. 
9 Wojtyła, Scheler, 38. 
10 Wojtyła, Scheler, 68. 
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The personalist principle has a similar structure in Scheler and the Gospel: the principle 
of imitation is based on the expressly established ideal of the perfection of the person 
and it is supposed to help in reaching this ideal.11 

What Wojtyła calls “personalism” in these texts is a particular emphasis on 
the person in ethical life: the moral perfection of the person is proposed as a 
goal, love for the person and following an exemplary person, Jesus, are central.  

Scheler’s emphasis on following is part of his opposition to Kant, who 
holds that following can play no role in moral life. 

Imitation does not take place in the moral life at all and examples serve only as encour-
agement. They make the feasibility of the law clear beyond all doubt. They illustrate 
what the practical rule expresses in more general terms. Yet they never permit us to set 
aside the true original which lies in reason and to orient ourselves by examples.12  

This text shows that the reason why Kant rejects imitation is his formalism, 
according to which autonomy is the supreme value. The only thing that counts 
is the goodness of the will, and the goodness of the will lies in one thing only: 
in its completely self-caused movement in accord with the universal form of 
legislation independent from any prior distinction between good and evil. 
When I deliberate whether I should help my friend in need, no example can 
be relevant since I must move myself by myself. In addition, my friend’s good 
which attracts me (in Kant’s terminology: the matter of my will) must not have 
any influence on my will, because this would reduce my rational will to the sta-
tus of serving an interest foreign to it, an interest of my irrational appetites, 
whose ultimate object is happiness. The reason for helping my friend in need 
must be that my autonomous self-movement according to universal law re-
quires that I do not exclude my friend’s good.13  

In opposition against Kant, Scheler goes to the other extreme. Following 
an exemplar, he claims, plays the central role in moral life.14 

Moral effectiveness, infinitely superior to all these kinds of effectiveness [that is, the effec-
tiveness of laws and norms], consists in the fact that the pure and immediate vision of 
the pure value and pure being of the person invites free “following.” There is only one 
ideal content of the ought (there is no normative ought) that helps us to bring the phe-
nomenon of Jesus to the fore: he himself.15 

Model persons essentially are, from a genetic point of view, also more original than 
norms…The experienced relation that a person has with regard to the content of the 
personality of his model is following, based on love…Nothing on earth allows a person 
to become good so originally and immediately and necessarily as the evidential and ad-
equate intuition of a good person in his goodness. This relation is absolutely superior to 
any other relation that might be considered the reason for becoming good.16 

                                                
11 Wojtyła, Scheler, 75-6. 
12 See Kant, Metaphysics of Morals, 4.409; cited by Scheler, Formalism, 573, G 559. 
13 See Kant, Groundwork of Morals, 4.441.  
14 Scheler dedicated an extensive essay to this question: Max Scheler, "Vorbilder und Führer," in 

Schriften aus dem Nachlass I: Gesammelte Werke 10 (Bern: Francke, [orig. publ. 1921] 1957), Max Scheler, 
"Exemplars of Persons and Leaders," in Person and Self-Value: Three Essays (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 
[orig. publ. 1921] 1987). For a summary of Scheler’s views about model persons, see Frings, Scheler, 71-80. 

15 Scheler, Formalism, 222, footnote 50, G 229, footnote 2. 
16 Scheler, Formalism, 575, G 560. 
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Modeling and following, according to Scheler, occurs on many different 
levels and in many different forms. For children parents are model persons, 
for a tribe its ancestors or leaders, for society its “lionized” prominent persons 
and arbiters of elegance, for a nation its national heroes, for a church its saints 
and founders. Some influences of model persons are deep and comprehensive, 
others transitory and peripheral. There are also negative models and anti-
models.17  

Following a truly exemplary person is connected with insight into that per-
son’s unique value-essence.  

There can be an evidential insight into a good whose objective essence and value-content 
contains a reference to an individual person, and whose ought therefore comes to this 
person and to him alone as a “call,” no matter if this “call” is addressed to others or not. 
This, therefore, is to catch sight of the value-essence of my person—in religious terms the 
value-picture, so to speak, which God’s love has of me and which God’s love draws 
and bears before me insofar as this love is directed to me.18 

What the disciple intuits by loving his master is, in the best circumstances, 
this individual and ideal value-essence of the model person. Again the sharp 
edge against Kant is clearly visible. The disciple is formed precisely by what is 
most unique in his master, not by the most universal principles of practical 
reason.  

The influence of the model occurs primarily on the level of the person’s be-
ing and moral attitude or ethos, rather than individual actions. It is not a matter 
of willing to become like another through certain actions, but of a “free giving” 
of oneself to the influence of the model person by feeling his or her value-
essence.19 

Chapter 1. [Preliminary Overview] 

In Chapter One, Wojtyła sketches the teaching of Jesus about the principle 
of following.20 Jesus proposes following as a general principle valid for all. “If 
anyone wants to come after me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and 
follow me” (Matt 16:24). “If I, your Lord and teacher, have washed your feet, 
you also must wash one another’s feet” (John 13:14). To some he offers a 
path of particular closeness in following. “If you want to be perfect…come, 
follow me” (Matt 19:21). A condition for walking on the path of following is 
that one loves Jesus more than father or mother, son or daughter (cf. Matt 
10:37-38). The ultimate exemplar to be followed is the Father himself. “Be 
perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Matt 5:48). 

                                                
17 See Scheler, Formalism, 576, G 562. 
18 Scheler, Formalism, 490, G 482. 
19 See Scheler, Formalism, 579-80, G 565-6. 
20 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 70-4. 
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The Gospel’s ideal of moral perfection in following Jesus, Wojtyła argues 
on the basis of these texts, has three main characteristics.21 (1) It is a religious 
ideal, both because the perfection to be realized is that of the Father and the 
Son and because following establishes the right personal relation with God as 
the final end. (2) It is a real ideal, because it aims at a real perfection of the per-
son that is a likeness of a real perfection already found in Jesus. (3) It is a prac-
tical ideal, because it is realized by acts which the person can perform in fol-
following the exemplar, acts by which the person becomes really good. 

At the end of Chapter One, Wojtyła’s gives a preliminary overview of his 
evaluation of Scheler’s anthropology which he then unfolds in the remainder 
of his book. He returns to the three points in which he had summarized the 
teaching of the Gospel, though he places the first point (religious ideal) last as 
the highpoint of his critique.  

(1) The ideal proposed by the Gospel is a real ideal, because it aims at a real 
perfection of the person in imitation of a real perfection already found in Je-
sus. According to Scheler, by contrast, the ideal is an ideal value-essence. The 
reason why the model person is an object of following does not lie in its real 
moral perfection, but in its ideal value-essence which has the character of a call more 
than a reality. According to Scheler’s definition of the person and his under-
standing of value, this ideal value-essence is, by its very nature, something felt 
rather than a real property of the person. It is exclusively something given in 
the intentional consciousness of certain acts of feeling.22  

(2) The ideal proposed by the Gospel is a practical ideal, because it is real-
ized by acts which the person can perform in following the exemplar, acts by 
which the person conforms himself or herself to Jesus and becomes in actual 
reality good. Scheler sees following as something taking place in the intention-
al or cognitive aspect of feeling. Love feels the ideal value-essence. As a result, 
the self-feeling of the person who follows is affected. Deliberate acts of the 
person, he holds, are secondary. In addition, Scheler excludes moral goodness 
as a possible motive of any act of will. If one cannot intend a perfection, 
Wojtyła argues, it is certainly not a practical ideal.23 

(3) It is a religious ideal, both because the perfection to be followed is that 
of the Father and the Son and because following establishes the right relation 
with God and has the fruit of supernatural blessedness. Scheler understands 
the ideal value-essence of a person in religious terms when he calls it “the val-
ue-picture, so to speak, which God’s love has of me and which God’s love 
draws and bears before me insofar as this love is directed to me.”24 The Gospel 
goes further in seeing the perfection we must reach as the content of the will 
of God. In addition, “the person merits being admitted to participation in the 

                                                
21 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 74-5. 
22 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 80-1. 
23 Wojtyła, Scheler, 81-2. 
24 Scheler, Formalism, 490, G 482. 
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real supernatural divine good.”25 Scheler’s essentialism leads him to deny this 
final end. 

Wojtyła devotes the remaining three chapters (Chapters Two through Four) 
respectively to each of these three points of comparison. This three-step pro-
gression of the argument corresponds to Aristotle’s four causes (minus mat-
ter): the form (moral goodness as a real attribute), the agent (the person as 
responsible cause of that good) and the end (God as the goal of the moral life).  

Chapter 2. “Ethical Values” 

Wojtyła examines the question whether Scheler’s philosophy can do justice 
to the Gospel’s teaching that the ideal to be followed is real. The chapter has 
two sections. In the first, Wojtyła argues that the Phenomenological method 
as Scheler understands it does not allow him to give an account of moral good 
and evil as objectively real attributes of the person. In the second, he turns to 
Scheler’s particular Phenomenological account of moral goodness to argue 
that the Phenomenological method does not allow Scheler to affirm the full 
objective reality of moral goodness.  

a. “The Principles of Phenomenology and the Material Order of the Rank of 
Values”  

Wojtyła identifies the Phenomenological method as the main reason for 
the failure of Scheler’s ethical system. “It is, therefore, due to its Phenomeno-
logical principles that Scheler’s system is unsuitable for the interpretation of 
Christian ethics…”26  

His argument for this conclusion begins with an examination of the influ-
ence of Phenomenological principles in Scheler’s definition of value. Scheler 
considers values precisely inasmuch as they are phenomena. Wojtyła empha-
sizes that this does not mean Scheler’s values are purely subjective. Values and 
their hierarchy, according to Scheler, are objectively given.27 Still, Scheler con-
siders them only inasmuch as they are phenomena, inasmuch as they are given 
in intentional acts of feeling. This limitation of method to phenomena blocks 
the recognition of truly objective and real good and evil. 

Since he considers values precisely in their givenness, in their intentional 
position as phenomena, Scheler pays special attention to the particular condi-
tions under which values are given. Under what conditions is the value of 
moral goodness given, according to Scheler? Wojtyła quotes the following text 
in answer. 

                                                
25 Wojtyła, Scheler, 83. 
26 Wojtyła, Scheler, 97. 
27 Wojtyła, Scheler, 85-6. Wojtyła refers to the extensive discussion of this point in Scheler, Formalism, 

265-6, G 270-1. 
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Chapter 4. “The Religious Character of Ethical Values” 

In Chapter Four, Wojtyła examines the question whether Scheler’s philos-
ophy can do justice to the Gospel’s teaching that the ideal to be followed is re-
ligious. In the first section, he examines the relation to God which is necessarily 
present in all moral acts. In the second he turns to merit, which is one particu-
larly important element in that relation to God. In the last he examines the fi-
nal end of merit, the reward of blessedness and its true object, the goodness of 
the divine nature. 

a. “The Religious Structure of the Moral Act” 

According to Scheler, man does not have a specific nature. He cannot be 
defined as a living being endowed with powers such as sensation and reason. 
Rather, personal consciousness flashes up in certain conscious acts in organ-
isms that have developed gradually and continuously on the evolutionary path 
from sub-human to human specimens.91  

Among all human experiences, Scheler asserts, the most characteristic of 
the human being are acts of transcendence toward God. 

“Man” as the being of “highest value” among earthly beings and as a moral being be-
comes comprehensible and phenomenologically intuitable only on the presupposition 
of the idea of God and “in the light” of this idea! We can even say that, correctly viewed, 
he is only this movement, the tendency and transition to the divine…How nonsensical it is 
to look at the idea of God as an “anthropomorphism,” when, on the contrary, it is in the 
theomorphism of his [that is, man’s] most noble exemplars that the unique value of his 
“humanity” lies!92 

The “theomorphism” of the human being does not, however, imply a rela-
tion of transcendence to the living God, but rather to a certain isolated es-
sence given in Phenomenological intuition, namely, “the divine.” This 
distinction between “God” and “the divine” is very important to Scheler. 

In trying to intuit the essence of man, it is not the idea of God in the sense of an extant 
and positively determined reality that is presupposed; rather, it is only the quality of the 
divine, or the quality of the holy, that is given in an infinite fullness of being. On the 
other hand, whatever takes the place of this essentiality [Wesenheit] (in the historical time 
of earthly man and in the changing beliefs of positive religions) cannot be presupposed 
in any sense. Yet, this idea of God is not an empirical abstraction from diverse positive 
representations of gods that in different positive religions are the objects of worship 
and cults. The ultimate (that is, the highest) value-quality in the order of ranks of values 
originally guides the formation of all positive representations, ideas, and concepts of 
“God.”93 

As Scheler goes on to explain, the case of the “essentiality” of the holy is 
only one particular case of the general principle that values can be given inde-
pendently from and before the beings with which they are associated.94 Thus 

                                                
91 See above, p. ###. 
92 Scheler, Formalism, 288-9, G 293. 
93 Scheler, Formalism, 292, G 296-7. 
94 See Scheler, Formalism, 294-5, G 299. 



 

 

396 

the divine value-quality “holy” can be given independently from and before 
the divine being.  

Accordingly, what defines the human being is not a relation to the living 
God, but to the isolated essence of the holy.  

For the Phenomenologist, man is a theomorphic being only and exclusively by virtue of 
experiencing the idea of God. Scheler is not concerned with the real relation to God as 
an existing, positive and defined reality. He is concerned with experiencing the idea of 
God.95 

Scheler’s general definition of the human being as a theomorphic being 
does not, therefore, imply a real relation between the human being as a moral 
agent and God. Scheler’s more specific account of moral life does not alter the 
picture. The ethical sphere and the religious sphere are each defined by their 
own set of value-essences that are irreducible to each other. The value “holy” 
does not belong to the inner constitution of the value “morally good.”96 

In the Gospel, Wojtyła argues, the connection between the moral agent 
and the living God is very close. Responsible human acts establish or damage 
the relation with the living God.97 God is the aim or end of moral acts. “Jesus 
always stresses the goal-directed character of these acts…”98 

Although, from the point of view of ethics, the true object of human acts is not God, 
but the moral value of these acts, man nevertheless experiences his relation to God in 
these acts in view of their moral value. For if moral good is decisive for a good relation 
with God and evil for a negative one, and if man is the responsible causal origin of 
good and evil acts, then it follows that by the moral value of his acts he shapes his rela-
tion with God into a positive or negative relation. In this way moral values take on a re-
ligious character…99 

Moral values bear this religious character only inasmuch as they are genu-
inely practical, that is, inasmuch as the person is causally responsible for the 
moral good or evil of acts.100 Since according to Scheler moral acts are not 
practical in this way, he cannot offer an account of their religious structure. 

If Scheler’s system cannot account for this immanent link between ethics and religion, 
then despite all its theomorphic conception of the person, who is a person, and particu-
larly an ethical person, only “in the light of the idea of God,” this system cannot help us 
in the interpretation of the most elementary principles of revealed Christian ethics.101 

b. “The Problem of Merit” 

Scheler explicitly excludes from the properly purified understanding of 
God any idea of justice in distributing reward and punishment according to 
merit. 

                                                
95 Wojtyła, Scheler, 161. 
96 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 163. 
97 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 164-5. 
98 Wojtyła, Scheler. 
99 Wojtyła, Scheler, 165. 
100 See Wojtyła, Scheler, 166. 
101 Wojtyła, Scheler, 166. 
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The idea of a so-called divine justice of reward and punishment. This idea in no way corre-
sponds, either in terms of its essence or its meaning (apart from its existence), to a purified 
[geläutert] idea of God.102  

Wojtyła nevertheless takes up the question of merit to examine whether it 
is at least in principle compatible with the principles of Scheler’s Phenome-
nology. He outlines the Catholic doctrine of merit in some of its complexity. 
Without the supernatural grace of justification prior to all good works, no 
good act can be meritorious. Even after the justification of the sinner through 
baptismal faith, supernatural grace is necessary for any particular act to be 
meritorious. Moral acts are at one and the same time truly God’s gifts and tru-
ly meritorious.103 “By the law of works God says: Do what I command! By the 
law of faith we say to God: Give what you command!”104  

Wojtyła compares Scheler’s principles and the Catholic understanding of 
merit on two main points implied in merit, full causal responsibility and the 
supernatural character of grace. Merit presupposes, first, that the moral agent 
has full causal responsibility for the moral good or evil of acts. Scheler’s ethics 
does not posit such responsibility and therefore cannot offer an account of 
merit. 

In the course of our investigations we have seen that Scheler’s system does not allow us 
to grasp the person’s responsible efficacy in relation to moral good and evil. For, in this 
system, the person appears only as the Phenomenological “subject” of these values that 
are given in that subject’s intentional feeling. According to revealed Christian ethics, by 
contrast, reward and punishment are not given for a “good” and “evil” that are the 
content of the person’s intentional feeling, but for the objective good and evil of the 
acts themselves that are clearly marked by the person’s responsible efficacy.105 

Wojtyła’s second main point of comparison is the supernatural character 
of the grace necessary for any merit. Since Scheler limits himself to the Phe-
nomenological method and therefore does not give an account of real being, 
his philosophy offers no basis for the distinction between the natural and the 
supernatural. Wojtyła offers two main arguments for this conclusion. In the 
first he argues by analogy between the objective moral value of an act and its 
objective supernatural value. 

According to the teaching of the sources of Christian revelation, a human act must pos-
sess two goods in itself in order to merit eternal life: a moral good and a heavenly good. 
Due to its Phenomenological premises, Scheler’s system does not allow us to grasp the 
objective ethical value of human acts. We must conclude that due to the same premises 
it does not allow us to grasp the objective supernatural values of human acts.106 

Wojtyła’s second argument goes deeper, namely, to the focus of Scheler’s 
Phenomenological method on the experience of feeling a value and the exclu-
sion of an account of real being from this method. The distinction between 

                                                
102 Scheler, Formalism, 368, German 368. 
103 See Council of Trent, Decree on Justification (1547), Canon 32, DS 1582; Wojtyła, Scheler, 172. 
104 Augustine, De spiritu et littera, 22.  
105 Wojtyła, Scheler, 173. 
106 Wojtyła, Scheler, 174. 
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the natural and the supernatural is only possible, he argues, if one gives an ac-
count of it in terms of real being. 

According to Scheler, values are only given as the content of experience. We would 
therefore have to prove their essentially supernatural character in the content of the ex-
perience itself…Since the experience gains its essentially supernatural character from 
the relation to essentially supernatural being, it is impossible in the framework of Schel-
er’s system to grasp and explain the essentially supernatural character of the experi-
ence…If we confess our allegiance to the principle of Phenomenology, as Scheler con-
confesses it in his epistemological and methodological premises, we are unable to give 
an account of the reality contained in the concept “nature.” In consequence, also the 
noun “the supernatural” or the adjective “supernatural” have no counterpart in the re-
ality given as phenomena.107 

Scheler draws many mysteries of Christian faith into his essentialist philos-
ophy as essences given immediately in presuppositionless Phenomenological 
intuition: grace, revelation, the Church, etc. Wojtyła finds that Scheler says 
much about these mysteries that is true. What gets lost, nevertheless, due to 
Scheler’s essentialism, is the real drama of redemption, “redemption as an es-
sentially supernatural union of the human person with God as the highest 
good.”108  

c. “The Problem of Reward and Punishment” 

Wojtyła’s final and most radical critique of Scheler concerns precisely this 
loss of God as the highest good. Scheler agrees with Kant that happiness or 
blessedness cannot be the goal of moral goodness. Yet, while Kant locates 
happiness far from the core of the person as the irrational object of sensual 
inclinations, Scheler gives it the most central possible place in the human spirit 
as the source of all morally good acts. Dependence on Kant by exaggerated op-
position is particularly clear in this doctrine.  

Deepest happiness and complete bliss are dependent in their being on a consciousness 
of one’s own moral goodness. Only the good person is blissful. This does not preclude the 
possibility that this very blissfulness is the root and source of all willing and acting. But 
happiness can never be a goal or even a “purpose” of willing and acting. Only the happy 
person acts in a morally good way. Happiness is therefore in no way a “reward for virtue,”109 
nor is virtue the means to reach bliss. Rather, happiness is the root and source of virtue, 
a fountainhead, although it is only a consequence of the inner goodness of the person.110 

The dependence of bliss on moral goodness should not be understood in 
the sense that bliss follows the real moral goodness of real acts, that is, in the 
sense that it is a rejoicing about having really acted well. Bliss is absolutely prior 
to all such motivations. 

Bliss in its pregnant sense is present whenever there is no particular state of affairs or 
values outside or inside us that could motivate us feelingly to this fulfillment in bliss, and 
whenever the being and enduring of bliss appears—phenomenally—unconditioned and 
                                                
107 Wojtyła, Scheler, 174-5, emphasis added. 
108 Wojtyła, Scheler, 176. 
109 Scheler seems to have Aristotle in mind here. “[Happiness is] . . . the reward and end of virtue.” 

Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1.9; 1099b.16-17. 
110 Scheler, Formalism, 359, G 359-60. 
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unalterable by any performable acts of will, by any deed, or by any way of life. For it is 
the being and the self-value of the person himself that is the “foundation” of bliss and des-
pair.111 

The innermost source of bliss, according to Scheler, is thus the person’s 
individual value-essence, which is quasi identical with the divine nature when 
one acts “in God.” Such a quasi-identity with the divine nature is an unsur-
passable source of unsurpassable bliss. No reward could equal such bliss. 
There is no need to reward good deeds because they flow from this unsur-
passable bliss. 

In his existence and his acts the “good” person directly takes part in the nature of God, 
in the sense of velle in deo [to will in God] or amare in deo [to love in God], and he is bliss-
ful in this participation. A “reward” from God could only put a smaller and lower good 
in place of a higher one, and a superficial feeling in the place of a deeper pleasure.112 

In another text, Scheler states more explicitly what such willing in God and 
loving in God consists of. He criticizes Kant for focusing only on the com-
mandment of loving God and not on the much deeper and much more char-
acteristically Christian phenomenon of “loving in God.” The acts of God are 
and remain distinct from the acts of human beings, but the spiritual life-
principle from which the acts flow is identical in the two. The awareness of 
this identity is deepest bliss.  

Kant has in mind only the phenomenon of the love of God, not the highest Christian 
phenomenon of “love in God” (amare in Deo). In the latter, man rises above all laws, 
even the laws of God (if God can be thought of as a “legislator” at all), by virtue of the 
fact that man knows himself to have the immediate power of an essential identity of the 
spiritual principle of life (with simultaneously differentiated real acts)…113 

One can observe in this text that Scheler’s rejection of commandments has 
indeed deeper roots than his arguments about the negative implication of all 
commandments (that is, the accusation that the recipient of the command-
ment does not want to do what the commandment prescribes). The human 
person ultimately rises above all laws, “even the laws of God,” because he 
feels in himself the immediate power of the first spiritual principle of life. This 
is “the highest Christian phenomenon.” In fact, it is Gnostic, not Christian.114 

The highest Christian phenomenon is also, according to Scheler, the most 
distinctive new element of the Christian ethos. It is “the tremendous innova-
tion of the Christian theory of life.” While other religions and philosophical 
systems seek to reduce pain by reducing human sensitivity to pain, Christianity 
affirms a blissful core of the person which is superior to all disastrous events 
of life. It is in this superiority of bliss over anything that might happen to the 
person, superiority over any loss the person might sustain, any unfulfilled 
longing the person might have, that one can find the novelty of Christianity.  

A blissful man can suffer misery and unhappiness with joy and can do so with no need 
to deaden his sensing of pain and pleasure on more peripheral levels. No ethos has as-
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similated the sense of the above as deeply as the Christian. The tremendous innovation of the 
Christian theory of life was its presentation of a way in which one can suffer pain and un-
happiness while remaining blissful…In the Christian theory of life the essential mo-
ment of what it calls the salvation of the soul is positive bliss in the center of the 
person…115 

This text seems to express the quasi identification of the person with God, 
which was discussed above as a core teaching of Scheler both in his Catholic 
and his post-Catholic period.116  

Wojtyła does not recognize the Gospel in this Phenomenology of bliss. 
One element is missing, an all-decisive element. We are not an end to our-
selves. We lack the fullness of being and goodness. It is the living God who is 
our goal. He is that goal because of the fullness of his objective being and 
goodness. 

We see that in the teaching of revelation, all emphasis in the doctrine of eternal bless-
edness falls on the object of blessedness, namely, the divine nature, which is this object. 
In Scheler’s Phenomenological system, of course, this doctrine cannot be grasped and 
expressed… No good that comes from outside the person can be a greater good than 
the good which the person finds in himself when he experiences himself as the source 
of a morally good act… The greatest happiness and the greatest suffering—man draws 
these from within himself, he himself is its source for himself. This point of view seems 
to separate us completely from the Christian teaching. Given such a point of view, can 
we establish any point of contact with the revealed truth according to which the object 
of man’s final blessedness is the divine nature?117 

It is as solitary persons, prior to any relation with others, that we have our 
end within ourselves. At this point, the chasm between Scheler and the Gos-
pel seems unbridgeable. Wojtyła nevertheless looks for a bridge. According to 
Scheler, he points out, there is a core of the person in which all social relations 
are left behind.118 Yet, this “intimate person” and, more deeply, this “absolute-
ly intimate person,” is not utterly alone. It still allows for one relationship, 
namely, with God. This relationship to God includes, in turn, a relationship to 
the community of the Church.  

However, solitude does not exclude one communal relation, namely, the relation to God, 
who by definition is neither an individual nor a comprehensive person, but one in 
whom both individual and comprehensive person are solidary. Thus it is in God alone 
that the intimate person may know himself to be judged as well as sheltered. But he 
cannot know this without becoming indirectly aware of his solidarity (at least “in God”) 
with the comprehensive person in general and, in the first place, with the Church. And 
without this certitude there would be no God, but merely a deceptive object of the 
highest nature, that is, an illusory God.119 

Wojtyła remarks on this text that there is “a profound connection between 
these ideas of Scheler and the teaching of revelation.”120 The specter of the 
solitary human person drawing bliss out of himself alone in needless fullness 
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of life seems to be definitively banished in Scheler’s vision of solidarity. 
Wojtyła finds this aspect of Scheler’s teaching in conformity with the Catholic 
faith. 

If in this most profound experience of oneself, which Scheler calls absolutely intimate 
person, the person does not cease from being in relation to God, then it experiences its 
happiness in the good and its despair in the evil of its own essence in relation to God. 
Does such a formulation help us to grasp and express eternal happiness in God and 
eternal rejection by God. Most certainly, Yes!121 

Yet, Wojtyła does not stop with this positive conclusion, but probes fur-
ther. Scheler speaks about this relation to God only on the level of experience 
lived by the person in his or her subjectivity without any truly transcendent 
object, the really existing living God. The person experiences a detached di-
vine value-essence as an object of feeling. In the sources of revelation, he adds, 
the emphasis lies on the object of happiness. The real infinite goodness of 
God is the reason why he is the beatific end. When Scheler says that the per-
son shares in the divine being, his Phenomenological premises reduce this par-
ticipation to an intentional feeling of the self-value of the person who 
experiences a God-idea cut off from all real being.122 Wojtyła concludes, 

A participation in God understood in this way has nothing in common with the real, essen-
tially supernatural participation in God’s nature and God’s inner life. Only participation 
in God understood in this latter way constitutes the basis of final blessedness in God 
according to the teaching of revelation. The withdrawal of this participation is the basis 
of the definitive unhappiness of the human person as a consequence of its rejection by 
God. In Scheler’s conception, by contrast, what the person feels as the real object of 
emotional bliss and despair—despite “participation in God”—is “good” or “evil” as 
self-values of the person that become perceptible at the source of the acts experienced 
by the person.123  

This criticism of the deepest point of Scheler’s personalism converges with 
Balthasar’s main objection against Scheler. Greek thought with its concept of 
a striving love, especially as expressed in the philosophy of Plato and Aristotle, 
is closer to Christianity than Scheler’s theomorphic personalism of solidarity. 
It is closer to authentic Christian personalism. 

Conclusion 

Can one build Christian ethics on the foundations of Scheler’s Phenome-
nology? Wojtyła concludes his book with two theses: 

 Thesis 1: The ethical system developed by Max Scheler is in principle unsuited for 
the scientific formulation of Christian ethics. For, although it establishes a relationship 
with the ethical content of the sources of revelation by defining ethical values as per-
sonal values, its Phenomenological and emotivist premises do not allow it to grasp this 
content completely and to understand it scientifically. In particular, Scheler’s system is 
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unsuited for grasping these sources theologically, which is absolutely necessary, given 
that they are sources of revelation and constitute an object of supernatural faith.124 
 Thesis 2: Although the ethical system developed by Max Scheler is in principle un-
suited for the scientific formulation of Christian ethics, it can help us indirectly in our 
scientific work on Christian ethics. It facilitates the analysis of ethical facts on the phe-
nomenological and empirical plane.125  

Phenomenology can thus play an assisting role, but a Christian thinker 
cannot be a Phenomenologist. The theologian, Wojtyła writes,  

should not forego the great advantages which the Phenomenological method offers his 
work. It impresses the stamp of experience on works of ethics and nourishes them with 
the life-knowledge of concrete man by allowing an investigation of moral life from the 
side of its appearance. Yet, in all this, the Phenomenological method plays only a sec-
ondary assisting role…At the same time, these investigations convince us that the 
Christian thinker, especially the theologian, who makes use of phenomenological expe-
rience in his work, cannot be a Phenomenologist.126 

Wojtyła’s categorical judgment that “the Christian thinker…cannot be a 
Phenomenologist” should be understood with precision. It applies only to 
Phenomenology as understood by Husserl and Scheler, inasmuch as they 
abandon the philosophy of being to develop a philosophy of consciousness 
detached from real being. It does not apply to “realist Phenomenology” as de-
veloped, for example, by Edith Stein and Dietrich von Hildebrand. The point 
on which Wojtyła’s judgment turns is that despite his profound critique of 
Kant, Scheler remains caught in the subjectivist shift of the philosophy of 
consciousness. “The modern shift gave to the human subject an absolute sta-
tus precisely in its character qua consciousness; for human consciousness not 
only sets its own terms but the terms for reality itself.”127 By giving such an 
absolute status to human consciousness, Scheler’s philosophy annihilates the 
personal subject; it loses real being; and it loses the final end of created per-
sons.  

The philosophy of consciousness would have us believe that it first discovered the hu-
man subject. The philosophy of being is prepared to demonstrate that quite the oppo-
site is true, that in fact an analysis of pure consciousness leads inevitably to an 
annihilation of the subject.128  
 The analysis of the systems of Kant and Scheler shows the conclusion that a con-
sistent teleology and perfectiorism has no room in the philosophy of consciousness. Of course, the 
end is something contained in consciousness, and the end is always some good or value, 
but as a [mere] content of consciousness, the end loses its perfective character. It possesses 
such a character only in connection with being, on the premises of a philosophy of the 
real. Only on this basis can one speak of a consistent teleology.129  

George Weigel writes in his biography of John Paul II,  
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That [Wojtyła] looked to Scheler as a possible guide, and that he put himself through 
the backbreaking work of translation so that he could analyze Scheler in his own lan-
guage, suggests that Wojtyła had become convinced that the answers [to the question 
“Why ought I be good?”] were not to be found in the neo-scholasticism of Father Re-
ginald Garrigou-Lagrange.130  

If Wojtyła set out to study Scheler’s Formalism in this hope, one must con-
clude that he was disappointed. A Christian ethics cannot be built on Scheler. 
The answers were not to be found in the Phenomenology of Scheler. The fail-
ure of Scheler’ s system is not due to particular problems here or there; the 
failure is systemic. “The whole difficulty is the result of the Phenomenological 
premises of the system and we must assign the blame to these principles.”131 
Whatever should be said in detail about Garrigou-Lagrange, it is clear that 
Wojtyła’s habilitation thesis defends Aristotelian and Thomistic philosophical 
ethics as the foundation for moral theology against Scheler’s attempt to de-
Hellenize Christian thought. In an essay published four years after his book on 
Scheler, Wojtyła is particularly clear in his support of Aristotle’s account of 
happiness. 

An attribute of this [that is, human nature] is above all the desire for happiness. It is 
something natural and necessary. Man is unable not to desire happiness. He wills it al-
ways and in everything although he does not always name the object of his desires. And 
precisely for this reason it can seem as if he did not desire happiness, but only strove 
for the various values with which he is concerned, because he desires happiness in all 
and through all. 

The desire for happiness does not lie on the uppermost surface of willing and even 
less so on the surface of human acts. It is not difficult, however, to discover it in them 
and grasp it objectively—nobody will deny that this desire is always alive in the depth 
of willing. 

Ethics can neither reject this fact, not occupy itself with it to the exclusion of all 
else. According to its nature, Ethics is not the doctrine of happiness, because it is a 
normative science, while happiness stands outside and above every norm. Happiness is 
the goal of nature and cannot be an object of choice, while the norm concerns only that 
which is an object of choice. The object of choice is always a way on which a particular 
person must walk. 

Happiness, by contrast, is not a way, but the goal of all the ways of human beings.  
It is, therefore, not difficult to agree that in a mediate way Ethics shows human beings 
the way toward happiness. Aristotle understood the role of happiness in this way, and 
so does the Gospel.132 
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