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ABSTRACT	
Integral	vision	of	human	person	lies	behind	of	all	Church	teachings.	Pope	John	Paul	II	
dedicated	his	life	in	building	a	philosophical	base	the	integral	vision	of	human	person.	
His	 philosophical	 works	 heavily	 owe	 to	 Thomistic	 strands.	 This	 study	 describes	 the	
integral	 vision	 of	 human	 person	 proposed	 by	 John	 Paul	 II.	 The	 phenomenological	
method	was	used	to	describe	actual	human	experiences	and	also	the	experiences	of	the	
human	 being	 as	 presented	 in	 Sacred	 Scripture.	 The	 findings	 revealed	 that	 some	
elements	 of	 the	 integral	 vision	 of	 human	 person	 are	 presented	 to	 highlight	 the	
contribution	of	 John	Paul	 II	 in	unending	 search	 for	 a	 sound	perception	of	 the	human	
person.	Looking	at	the	integral	vision	of	human	person	as	such	serves	modern	people	
in	responding	to	massive	propagation	of	objectivized	vision	of	human	person.		
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INTRODUCTION	

Pope	John	Paul	II	was	well	known	as	a	pastoral	pope	for	modern	times.	His	numerous	pastoral	
visits	gave	witness	to	such	a	qualification.	One	important	issue	Pope	John	Paul	II	emphasized		
in	his	pontificate	is	a	Catholic	vision	of	the	human	person.	His	main	concern	was	to	establish	a	
robust	 theological	 anthropology	 in	 the	 service	 of	 ethics.	 In	 his	 opinion	 ethics	 cannot	 be	
separated	from	anthropology.	That	is	why	he	proposed	a	vision	of	the	human	person	based	on	
revelation	and	Catholic	doctrine.	
	
John	 Paul	 II’s	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 can	 be	 traced	 in	 his	Wednesday	 Catechesis.	 This	
article	will	present	a	summary	of	John	Paul	II’s	argument	in	the	Wednesday	Catechesis	and	his	
integral	vision	of	the	human	person.	In	the	first	place,	a	preliminary	note	will	be	presented	to	
have	a	short	overview	of	John	Paul	II’s	Wednesday	Catechesis.	It	moves	on,	then,	to	explore	the	
basic	assumptions	he	had	in	the	Catechesis.	Based	on	these	facts,	an	integral	vision	of	human	
beings	as	proposed	by	the	Pope	can	be	seen.	
	

PRELIMINARY	NOTES	
John	Paul	II	chose	the	Wednesday	Catechesis	as	a	tool	to	diffuse	his	vision	of	the	human	person	
which	 was,	 in	 his	 opinion,	 of	 great	 importance	 for	 people	 today.1	 As	 a	 catechesis,	 it	 has	 a	
particular	literary	genre	with	a	high	level	of	exposition.	Such	a	quality	stems	from	the	use	of	a	
phenomenological	 description	which	 concentrates	 on	 human	 experience.	 Such	 a	 description	
tries,	 as	 far	 as	 possible,	 to	 approach	 the	 object	 in	 question	 to	 gain	 a	 more	 complete	
understanding	of	it.2	Consequently,	it	should	be	approached	with	the	appropriate	method.		
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As	a	theological	vision,	then,	the	starting	point	of	the	Catechesis	is	revelation,	that	is,	the	words	
of	 Christ.	 Christ	 is	 seen	 as	 the	 ultimate	 and	 perfect	 revelation	 of	 God	 to	 human	 beings.	 The	
centrality	of	Christ	in	the	Catechesis	is	evident	because	the	reference	to	crucial	topics	is	based	
on	the	words	of	Christ.3	The	revelation	of	God	in	Christ	sheds	light	on	all	aspects	of	faith,	which	
helps	 the	believer	 to	understand	and	 to	 adhere	 to	 the	doctrine	of	 faith.	 So	 it	 touches	on	 the	
analogy	 of	 faith	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 explaining	 the	 doctrine	 of	 faith	 from	 various	 aspects	where	
Christ	 is	 the	 centre.	A	particular	 verse	 of	 the	words	of	 Christ	 is	 analyzed	 in	detail	 to	 have	 a	
comprehensive	understanding	of	the	concept	in	question.	The	word	of	Christ,	 furthermore,	 is	
confronted	with	 the	experience	of	 the	human	being.4	Experience	 in	 John	Paul	 II’s	view	has	a	
particular	meaning	since	it	is	understood	in	the	context	of	the	philosophy	of	phenomenology.	
The	 human	 experience,	 in	 his	 opinion,	 is	 what	 one	 is	 conscious	 of	 (both	 inside	 oneself	 and	
something	outside	oneself:	 the	world,	action,	object).5	The	basic	and	fundamental	experience	
the	human	being	has	 is	 the	experience	of	performing	an	action	 in	which	one	reveals	oneself.	
The	present	experience	of	the	human	being	is	used	to	highlight	the	experience	of	the	past	and	
also	future	generations.	The	actual	experience,	in	turn,	opens	to	a	more	profound	experience.	
The	 confrontation	 between	 revelation	 and	 human	 experience	 plays	 an	 important	 role	 in	
developing	his	argument	in	the	Catechesis.	
	
The	phenomenological	method	was	used	 to	describe	 actual	 human	experiences	 and	 also	 the	
experiences	of	the	human	being	as	presented	in	Sacred	Scripture.	
	

BASIC	ASSUMPTION	OF	THE	CATECHESIS	
In	the	first	part	of	the	Wednesday	Catechesis	1979-1984	the	words	of	Christ	were	taken	as	its	
point	of	departure	to	explore	the	vision	of	the	human	being.	The	basic	idea	of	the	vision	of	the	
human	being	in	John	Paul	II’s	mind	is		that	the	human	being	is	a	person	which	is	expressed	in	
the	different	modes	of	 being	 as	man	and	woman.	The	 concept	of	 person	presupposed	 in	his	
Catechesis	is	what	he	had	already	elaborated	in	his	philosophical	work	when	he	was	a	bishop	
and	a	cardinal.6	His	philosophical	conception	of	the	person	was	rooted	on	the	Aristotelian	and	
Thomistic	 tradition,	 although	 he	 offered	 some	 new	 insights	 from	 phenomenological	
philosophy.7	 Since	 the	 Catechesis	 1979-1984	 is	 a	 theological	work,	 his	 concept	 of	 person	 is	
explained	from	the	point	of	view	of	Christian	revelation	and	tradition.	
	
Moreover,	the	Catechesis	has	a	clear	goal,	namely,	to	give	a	strong	and	reasonable	foundation	
for	 the	 vocations	 	 of	 marriage	 and	 celibacy.	 Explaining	 the	 integral	 vision	 reiterated	 	 by	
Humanae	Vitae,	 the	 Catechesis	 concentrates	 on	 the	 datum	 of	 the	 human	 being	 as	male	 and	
female	 (gender	 difference).	 Thus,	 being	male	 or	 female	 is	 a	 given	 fact	which	 inherits	 in	se	 a	
particular	destiny	and	finality.	This	is	a	basic	and	fundamental	experience	of	the	human	being.	
As	 reflected	 in	 the	 new	 and	 modern	 trends	 in	 biblical	 hermeneutics,	 every	 formula	 of	
revelation	 in	 Scripture	 has	 a	 particular	 meaning,	 sense,	 and	 significance	 which	 should	 be	
discovered	or	rediscovered	according	to	new	situations.8	It	is	precisely	here	that	John	Paul	II,	
in	perfect	accord	with	the	mind	of	Pope	John	XXIII,	wanted	to	reformulate	the	perennial	truth	
of	the	Christian	vision	of	humanity	for	the	modern	mentality.	In	his	mind,	the	Christian	vision	
of	humanity	has	something	to	offer	to	modern	people	in	search	of	the	meaning	of	existence	and	
of	being	a	person	with	one’s	sexual	difference.	
	
In	 his	 philosophical	works	 John	 Paul	 II	 tried	 to	make	 a	 synthesis	 of	 two	main	 philosophical	
visions	of	the	human	person	at	work	in	the	modern	world:	objectivization	and	subjectivization	
of	 the	 human	 being.	 The	 synthesis	 he	 proposed	 is	 the	 concept	 of	 person	which	 has	 a	 slight	
difference	in	meaning	in	respect	to	that	of	the	medieval	concept.	He	develops	the	concept	of	the	
human	being	by	stressing	the	subjective	dimension	which	is,	according	to	him,	 lacking	in	the	



Advances	in	Social	Sciences	Research	Journal	(ASSRJ)	 Vol.5,	Issue	4	Apr-2018	
	

	
Copyright	©	Society	for	Science	and	Education,	United	Kingdom	 	

	
3	

medieval	 concept	 of	 the	 person.	 So,	 the	 philosophical	 vision	 of	 the	 person	 undergirds	 his	
analysis	of	Christ’s	words.9	
	
In	line	with	the	anthropological	insight	of	Gaudium	et	Spes,	John	Paul	II	urged	that	Christ	is	the	
ultimate	 revelation	 regarding	 the	 human	 being.	 To	 comprehend	 perfectly	 who	 the	 human	
being	is,	one	must	turn	to	Christ.10	Consequently,	the	word	of	Christ	regarding	the	condition	of	
the	human	being	is	of	great	importance	for	an	adequate	reflection	on	the	mystery	of	the	human	
being.	The	centrality	of	Christ	 in	 the	Catechesis	 is	evident	 from	the	 theological	point	of	view	
because	it	follows	the	recall	of	Vatican	II	to	put	Christ	as	the	centre	of	theological	reflections.	It	
can	be	said	that	his	Catechesis	is	Christological.	The	use	of	Christ’s	words	as	point	of	departure	
for	his	reflection	on	the	human	being	is	clearly	seen	from	the	structure	of	the	Catechesis.		
	

INTEGRAL	VISION	OF	HUMANITY	
To	 grasp	 the	 integral	 vision	 proposed	 by	 John	 Paul	 II,	 we	 should	 recall	 his	 inquiry	 in	 his	
philosophical	 reflections	 on	 the	 human	 person.	 The	 context	 in	which	 John	 Paul	 II	 lived	was	
characterized	by	communism	and	war.	In	such	a	situation	the	life	of	human	person	is	at	risk	of	
annihilation	 and	 humiliation.	 Moreover,	 through	 numerous	 modes	 of	 intellectual	 endeavor	
John	 Paul	 II	 tried	 to	 illumine	 his	 people	 about	 the	 dignity	 of	 human	 person.	 He	 chose	
philosophical	and	theatrical	works	to	reach	that	goal.11	Suffice	here	to	affirm	that	an	 integral	
vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 is	 needed	 to	 safeguard	 from	 deformation	 the	 human	 being	 as	
humanum	integrum.	
	
In	this	regard,	it	is	important	to	keep	in	mind	that	an	integral	vision	can	be	viewed	from	two	
aspects:	 theological	 and	philosophical.	 Since	 John	Paul’s	 integral	 vision	was	 expressed	 in	his	
Wednesday	 Catechesis	 1979-1984,	 his	 vision	 obviously	 obtains	 a	 theological	 character.12	
Saying	this	does	not	mean	that	his	theological	vision	of	the	human	person	has	no	philosophical	
features.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 his	 theological	 vision	 is	 greatly	 influenced	 by	 his	 philosophical	
reflections.13	
	
Taking	into	account	this	 fact,	 the	two	aspects	proposed	by	the	Pope	will	be	presented	in	this	
section.	As	John	Paul	II	elaborated	his	philosophical	vision	of	the	human	person	before	he	was	
elected	Pope,	 then,	 it	 is	 justified	that	 this	aspect	of	his	vision	be	presented	 first.	By	so	doing,	
two	advantages	are	obtained:	his	theological	vision	of	the	human	person	will	be	comprehended	
more	easily,	and	it	becomes	clear	that	his	theological	vision	is	a	completion	of	his	philosophical	
reflection.	 The	way	 the	 Pope	 pursues	 the	 Catechesis	 is	 strongly	 influenced	 by	 philosophical	
terms	so	that	one	gets	the	impression	that	he	is	philosophically	interpreting		revelation.14	This	
is	 precisely	 a	 particularity	 of	 John	 Paul’s	 Catechesis.	 Yet	 his	 theological	 vision	 of	 humanity	
elaborated	in	the	Wednesday	Catechesis	1979-1984	is	his	original	reflection.	
	
Philosophical	Dimension	
As	 previously	 mentioned,	 his	 philosophical	 vision	 had	 been	 elaborated	 by	 him	 during	 his	
service	 as	 a	 professor	 of	 ethics.	His	main	 issue	was	 to	 develop	 an	 ethic	which	will	 be	more	
person	 oriented.	 Since	 at	 that	 time	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 that	 prevailed	 was	
characterized	by	fragmentation,	he	proposed	an	integral	vision	based	on	the	concept	of	person.	
In	 his	 opinion,	 the	 concept	 of	 person	 can	 be	 considered	 as	 a	 synthesis	 because	 it	 can	 be	
approached	either	metaphysically	or	phenomenologically.15	
	
Based	 on	 his	 evaluation	 of	 the	 contemporary	 situation,	 he	 found	 in	 Thomas	 Aquinas	 and	
Aristotle	 a	 basic	 and	 fundamental	 concept	 of	 the	 person	 which	 could	 be	 proposed	 to	 the	
modern	 world.	 Yet	 in	 his	 opinion,	 the	 concept	 of	 person	 as	 commonly	 understood	 –	 the	
definition	of	Aristotle	and	Boethius	–	was	insufficient.	There	is	a	missing	dimension	which	did	
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not	 get	 sufficient	 elaboration.	 The	 missing	 dimension	 John	 Paul	 means	 is	 the	 subjective	
dimension	of	the	person.	He	affirmed	that	the	subjective	dimension	of	the	person	he	proposed	
is	different	from	subjectivism	and	idealism.	To	achieve	his	goal,	he	saw	that	the	new	method	of	
doing	 philosophy,	 that	 is,	 by	 phenomenology,	 could	 be	 a	 helpful	 tool	 to	 make	 evident	 the	
subjective	 dimension	of	 the	person.	At	 the	 same	 time	 the	philosophical	 vision	 of	 the	human	
person	in	this	phenomenological	approach	can	be	accepted	by	modern	people.	16	
	
To	present	the	philosophical	vision	of	the	human	person	in	the	philosophical	work	of	John	Paul	
II,	 I	 followed	 the	 presentation	 of	 Jameson	 Taylor17	 where	 he	 based	 his	 presentation	 on	 a	
mature	philosophical	work	of	John	Paul	II:	The	Acting	Person.	Firmly	rooted	on	the	Aristotelian	
and	Thomistic	and	Scholastic	tradition,	John	Paul	accepts	the	definition	of	person	suggested	by	
Aristotle	and	Boethius,	 that	 is,	 ”homo	est	animale	rationale“	 (Aristotle),	 “persona	est	rationalis	
naturae	 individuae	 substantia”	 (Boethius).	 In	 the	 Pope’s	 view	 the	 full	 definition	 of	 person	
formulated	 by	 Boethius	 is	 broader	 than	 the	 concept	 of	 individual	 because	 individual	 and	
rational	nature	are	expressions	of	a	specific	completeness	of	the	concept	of	person.	That	is	why	
Taylor	 suggested	 that	 the	 interpretation	 of	 John	 Paul	 is	 “maximalist”	 in	 regard	 to	 Boethius’	
definition	of	the	term	person,	in	the	sense,	that	substance,	rationality	and	nature	are	parts	of	
something	deeper,	that	is,	a	unity	which	includes	subjectivity,	consciousness	and	personal	love.	
	
In	the	light	of	Scheler’s	description	of	the	person	from	a	phenomenological	point	of	view,	John	
Paul	II	presents	his	evaluation	of	Boethius’	concept	of	the	person	as	inadequate.	From	Scheler,	
he	owes	the	concept	of	the	person	as	a	concrete	and	essential	unity	of	being	of	acts	of	different	
essences.	 In	other	words,	 the	person	 is	 the	 foundation	of	all	essentially	different	acts.	Saying	
this,	the	person	–	in	Scheler’s	opinion	–	is	not	a	substance	or	a	rational	being.	John	Paul	II	does	
not	fully	follow	such	a	concept	of	the	person	which	Scheler	holds.	His	main	interest	is	the	role	
of	the	person	as	a	being,	which	is	the	basis	of	all	acts.	Based	on	the	concept	that	the	person	is	
essentially	an	actor	who	undertakes	diverse	acts,	 John	Paul	turns	to	the	concept	of	person	in	
Thomas	that	every	individual	person	must	assume	a	body.	So,	the	person	who	assumes	a	body	
as	the	principle	of	individuality	is	the	actor	of	all	acts.	Furthermore,	John	Paul	II	focuses	more	
closely	on	the	phenomenon	of	action	in	which	the	person	is	evidently	revealed	as	the	actor	and	
the	efficient	 cause	of	 an	action.	 In	 the	action	 the	person	as	a	 substance,	 subject	and	agent	 is	
clearly	seen	and	experienced.	Here	another	term	comes	to	the	fore,	namely,	experience.	In	his	
analysis	 of	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 experience,	 John	 Paul	 affirms	 that	 the	 person	 recognizes	 his	
existence	as	both	a	subject	and	a	suppositum	in	the	human	experience.	
	
However,	he	was	dissatisfied	with	the	traditional	explanation	of	the	person	because	its	vision	
focused	 on	 the	 objectivity	 of	 the	 agent	 or	 actor.	 In	 the	 line	 of	 this	 vision,	 the	 person	
understands	 himself	 as	 a	 rational	 being	 and	 an	 object	 among	 objects	 in	 the	world	 or,	more	
precisely,	 the	person	 considers	himself	 as	 ‘something’.	To	 say	 this	means	 that	 the	 subjective	
dimension	was	absent	in	their	reflections	on	the	human	person	which,	according	to	John	Paul,	
is	one	of	the	essential	aspects	of	a	human	being	as	a	person.	To	fill	the	missing	aspect	left	by	
the	 traditional	 concept	 of	 the	 person,	 reflection	 on	 the	 person	 should	 turn	 to	 the	 reality	 of	
personhood,	 that	 is,	 subjectivity.	 Phenomenology	 provides	 such	 an	 aspect	 because	 in	 a	
phenomenological	 description	 of	 the	 human	 experience,	 the	 person	 experiences	 himself	 not	
only	 as	 a	member	 of	 a	 species	 (human	 being,	homo)	 but	 also	 as	 a	 unique	 and	 unrepeatable	
being.	 Moreover,	 John	 Paul	 insists	 that	 only	 the	 person	 perceives	 his	 subjectivisms.	 This	 is	
possible	 because	 there	 are	 two	 essential	 elements	 which	 constitute	 personhood	 or	 one’s	
subjecthood,	 that	 is,	 consciousness	 and	 intellect.	 Thanks	 to	 these	 elements,	 the	 person	
perceives	 his	 subjectiveness	 from	 three	 perspectives:	 as	 a	 being/subject	 of	 existence	
(metaphysical	domain),	a	subject	as	object	of	knowledge	(epistemological	domain),	a	subject	of	
experience	 (experiential	 domain).	 In	 other	 words,	 a	 person	 understands	 his	 personhood	
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through	intellect	(objective	cognition)	and	experiences	his	personhood	through	consciousness	
(reflexive	consciousness).18	So,	it	can	be	seen	that	the	concept	of	person	itself	already	covers	or	
unites	the	two	poles	which	philosophical	reflections	deal	with	in	the	human	being.	That	is	why,	
after	presenting	a	description	of	 the	role	of	consciousness	and	 intellect	 in	 the	person,	Taylor	
says:	

Thus	we	begin	to	see	more	fully	the	implications	of	man’s	dual	possession	of	intellect	
and	 consciousness.	 […]	While	 both	 of	 these	worlds	 possess	 their	 own	 integrity,	 their	
mutual	 reference	 helps	 establish	 man’s	 unity	 as	 a	 person.	 Man’s	 outer	 and	 inner	
worlds	combine	to	form	the	one	world	of	the	person.	Accordingly,	any	definition	of	the	
person	must	account	for	man’s	outer	and	inner	dimensions	as	revealed	by	his	objective	
and	subjective	activities.19	
	

The	 pivotal	 role	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 person	 in	 the	 philosophy	 of	 John	 Paul	 II	 leads	 him	 to	 be	
counted	 as	 a	 personalist	 philosopher	 in	 the	 Catholic	 tradition.	 His	 personalist	 vision	 of	 the	
human	 person	 is	 more	 evident	 in	 his	 successive	 reflections,	 especially	 in	 his	 Wednesday	
Catechesis	1979-1984.	The	integration	of	the	objective	and	subjective	dimensions	in	the	vision	
of	 the	 human	 person,	 as	 far	 as	 presented	 up	 this	 point,	 met	 the	 need	 for	 a	 philosophical	
foundation	of	 such	a	vision.	This	 integral	vision	of	 the	human	person	 from	the	philosophical	
point	of	view	helps	John	Paul	to	move	on	to	theological	reflection.	
	
Theological	Dimension	
We	can	now	present	a	summary	of	the	integral	vision	of	the	human	person	proposed	by	John	
Paul	II	in	the	Wednesday	Catechesis.	He	had	already	worked	out	a	philosophical	vision	of	the	
human	 person	 which	 is	 basically	 a	 synthesis	 of	 the	 Aristotelian,	 Thomistic	 and	 Scholastic	
tradition	 and	 the	 phenomenological	 tradition	 on	 the	 question	 of	 the	 person.	 Indeed,	 in	 the	
Wednesday	 Catechesis,	 he	 tried	 to	 apply	 his	 philosophical	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 in	
theology.	As	 far	 as	 the	 object	 of	 theology	 is	 concerned,	 the	Catechesis	 focused	on	 revelation	
(the	word	of	Christ	and	Holy	Scripture)	and	tradition.	In	this	context,	it	is	really	a	theological	
work.20	
	
John	 Paul	 II	 clearly	 said	 that	 his	 theology	 of	 the	 body	 (anthropological	 theology)	 aimed	 to	
establish	a	sound	foundation	 for	ethics	and	the	sacrament	of	marriage	and	an	explanation	of	
the	encyclical	Humanae	Vitae.21	The	sound	foundation,	he	intends,	is	an	anthropology	informed	
by	revelation.	The	basic	reason	for	such	an	endeavor	 is	 the	questions	put	by	people	of	every	
generation	regarding	marriage	and	all	its	consequences,	such	as	in	ethics	(cf.	Humanae	Vitae).		
In	 his	 view,	 the	 foundation	 of	 a	 sound	 anthropology	 or,	 in	 his	 own	 term,	 “an	 adequate	
anthropology,”	which	will	contribute	to	a	sound	vision	of	marriage,	can	be	found	in	the	deposit	
of	revelation,	that	is,	the	word	of	Christ.22	Christ’s	words,	which	are	considered	to	be	an	answer	
to	 the	perennial	questions	posed	by	people	of	 every	generation,	 are	 seen	 in	his	 recall	 to	 the	
“beginning”.	This	recall	to	the	“beginning”	leads	John	Paul	II	to	search	for	elements	or,	as	he	put	
it,	 for	the	“essentially	human	experience,”	which	refers	to	the	basic	characteristic	of	a	human	
being.23	Here	John	Paul’s	main	interest	is	the	basic	human	experience	through	which	elements	
of	 the	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 can	 be	 identified.	 	 The	 human	 experience	which	 Genesis	
narrates	is	that	of	Adam	and	Eve.	Focusing	on	their	human	experiences	as	reported	by	Genesis	
is	 the	 only	 way	 to	 grasp	 the	 essence	 or	 nature	 of	 a	 human	 being	 from	 the	 viewpoint	 of	
revelation.	The	human	experiences	of	Adam	and	Eve	constitute	human	experiences	in	general	
which	can	be	applied	to	each	human	being	in	all	ages.	So	the	role	of	the	human	experience	of	
Adam	and	Eve	is	of	great	importance	in	establishing	his	vision	of	the	human	person.24	
	
In	 fact	 John	 Paul	 II	 considers	 their	 experience	 as	 a	 corner-stone	 to	 obtain	 a	 complete	
understanding	or	a	complete	vision	of	the	human	being.	By	so	doing,	he	wants	to	elucidate	this	
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issue	 in	 the	 context	 of	marriage.	Referring	 to	 the	words	 of	 Christ	 regarding	 the	 existence	 of	
humans	as	male	and	female	willed	by	God,	the	Creator,	John	Paul	concentrates	his	reflection	on	
the	human	body	as	a	sexual	body	of	a	male	or	a	female.	This	basic	leads	John	Paul	to	look	for	
the	meaning	of	the	human	body	in	the	structure	of	the	personal	subject.	The	fundamental	idea	
of	the	human	body	as	an	expression	of	the	human	person	opens	up	to	a	further	reflection	on	
the	meaning	of	the	body	either	in	the	philosophical	or	theological	sphere.	Regarding	the	human	
body	as	an	object	of	theological	reflection,	its	fundamental	basis	is	found	in	the	Incarnation	of	
Christ,	the	Word	of	God.	
	
The	 basic	 idea	which	 undergirds	 John	 Paul	 II’s	 reflections	 on	 the	 human	 experiences	 in	 the	
texts	of	Genesis	1-4	is	that	the	body	expresses	the	person.	Consequently,	he	focuses	on	some	
texts	which	refer	directly	to	those	experiences	in	order	to	capture	some	characteristics	of	the	
human	 being	 as	 person.	 In	 this	 context,	 John	 Paul	 pays	 much	 attention	 to	 the	 description	
offered	 by	 the	 Yahwist	 tradition25	 which,	 according	 to	 him,	 presents	 rich	 metaphysical	
elements	of	the	human	being,	that	is,	personhood/subjectivity.	The	personhood	of	the	human	
being	 (its	 subjectivity)	 is	 clearly	 indicated	 through	 some	different	 stages.	 Firstly,	 the	human	
being	 is	 a	 covenant	 partner	with	God.	 Secondly,	 the	 human	being	 is	 called	 to	work.	 Thirdly,	
faced	with	a	 commandment,	 the	human	being	manifests	his	 free	will,	 self-determination	and	
choice.	 Fourthly,	 the	 phenomenon	 of	 solitude	 leads	 the	 first	 human	 being	 to	 self-knowledge	
where	the	role	of	the	body	is	of	great	importance.	Fifthly,	the	phenomenon	of	the	human	body	
leads	 to	a	communion	of	persons	 (communio	personarum).	Moreover,	he	also	 touches	on	 the	
Priestly	and	Elohist	tradition	which	have	a	more	metaphysical	vision	of	humanity.26	By	doing	
so,	John	Paul	shows	clearly	that	his	philosophical	vision	of	the	human	person	is	at	work	in	his	
approach	 to	 revelation.27	 Moreover,	 he	 introduces	 a	 new	 hermeneutic	 in	 comprehending	
creation	(man,	woman	and	earth	and	creatures)	which	he	calls	the	hermeneutic	of	gift.28	This	
new	 hermeneutic	 is	 applied	 more	 clearly	 in	 his	 endeavor	 to	 discover	 the	 meaning	 of	 the	
difference	of	 the	sexual	body	as	male	and	female.	The	human	body	as	male	and	female	 in	 its	
personal	structure	paves	the	way	to	reach	its	profound	meaning	which	John	Paul	calls	“a	gift”	
to	 one	 another.	 Consequently,	 the	 fundamental	meaning	 of	 the	 human	 body	 as	 gift	 plays	 an	
important	 role	 in	 the	 theological	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 and	 his	 vocation	 to	marriage,	
celibacy,	and	sanctity	in	the	present	and	future	world/eternal	life.	
	
In	 short,	 the	 integral	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 from	 the	 theological	 point	 of	 view	 as	
proposed	by	John	Paul	is	based	on	his	philosophical	vision	of	the	human	being	as	a	person	with	
its	subjective,	objective	and	experiential	dimensions.	In	other	words,	he	sees	his	philosophical	
vision	 of	 the	 human	 being	 as	 confirmed	 by	 the	 deposit	 of	 revelation	 in	 the	 first	 chapters	 of	
Genesis.	
	
Revelation	also	highlights	that	the	human	being	as	a	person	is	created	in	the	image	of	God.	The	
term	 “image	 of	 God”	 (imago	Dei),	 which	 is	 fundamental	 in	 theological	 anthropology,	 gets	 a	
particular	meaning	in	John	Paul	II’s	reflections.	Its	original	meaning	refers	to	every	individual	
person	(male	or	female)	as	being	an	image	of	God.	John	Paul	widens	the	original	meaning	of	the	
term	to	embrace	the	communion	of	persons	as	being	image	of	God.	29The	argument	he	uses	to	
demonstrate	this	is	that	the	term	“image	of	God”	is	commonly	applied	to	every	human	being.	
He	insists	that	every	human	being,	thanks	to	its	mode	of	being	as	male	and	female,	is	called	to	
be	a	gift	to	one	another,	which	is	a	basis	for	the	communion	of	persons.	Now,	if	being	male	and	
female	reflects	being	an	image	of	God,	then	the	communion	of	persons,	formed	by	two	or	more	
persons,	 is	also	an	 image	of	God.	This	new	dimension	of	 the	meaning	of	 “image	of	God”	 is	of	
great	importance	for	subsequent	theological	reflection.	If	the	fundamental	characteristic	of	the	
human	being	manifested	in	the	body	is	called	to	be	a	gift	to	the	other,	then	in	the	communion	of	
persons	the	leitmotif	of	such	a	communion	is	a	total	self-giving.30	
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Another	point	to	be	added	is	that	his	integral	vision	is	based	on	the	historical	condition	of	the	
human	person.	The	centrality	of	the	historical	condition	is	one	of	the	pillars	in	his	reflections.	
The	 focus	 of	 his	 reflection	 on	 the	 human	 person	 is	 the	 concrete	 person	 in	 whom	 are	
interwoven	three	dimensions:	 the	past,	 the	present	and	the	 future	realms.	 In	this	regard,	 the	
role	of	the	present	or	historical	human	experience	cannot	be	neglected.	Looking	closely	at	the	
present	situation	of	the	human	being,	enlightened	by	revelation,	John	Paul	highlights	the	origin	
of	the	present	situation	and	the	future	condition	of	human	beings.	To	comprehend	the	human	
condition	in	the	present	time,	it	is	necessary	to	look	back	to	the	situation	of	the	human	person	
in	the	original	condition.31	The	reason	is	that,	what	the	present	condition	looks	like	is	rooted	in	
what	 has	 happened	 in	 the	 condition	 at	 the	 beginning.	 What	 the	 human	 being	 has	 in	 his	
experiences	of	the	present	condition	is	a	kind	of	missing	or	lack	of	what	was	in	the	beginning.	
John	Paul	singles	out	the	human	experience	of	sin	and	concupiscence	which	dwell	in	the	heart	
of	 the	 human	 being.	 Precisely	 here	 is	 the	 core	 of	 ethics	 which	 opens	 up	 to	 a	 possibility	 of	
redemption.32	Consequently,	the	original	condition	of	heart	in	the	beginning,	which	was	pure,	
is	in	contrast	to	the	present	condition	which	is	overwhelmed	by	concupiscence	and	sins.	So	the	
present	 condition	 of	 the	 human	 heart	 is	 in	 need	 of	 redemption.	 The	 redemption	 has	 taken	
place	through	the	resurrection	of	Jesus	Christ,	but	its	culmination	will	be	reached	at	the	end	of	
time.	The	tension	between	what	is	already	done	and	what	will	be	completed	characterizes	the	
present	condition	of	human	beings.	So	 it	 is	clear	 that	 the	present	condition	of	human	beings	
mirrors	the	condition	of	the	beginning	and	at	the	same	time	inclines	to	the	future	condition.	In	
other	words,	in	a	concrete	human	being	there	are	three	dimensions	at	work:	past,	present	and	
future.	
	

SOME	CHARACTERISTICS	OF	AN	INTEGRAL	VISION	OF	THE	HUMAN	PERSON	
The	integral	vision	proposed	by	John	Paul	II	is	basically	derived	from	his	philosophical	method	
in	 dealing	with	 the	 human	being.	 The	main	 interest	 of	 Karol	Wojtyla’s	 philosophy	 had	 been		
built	on		an	ethics	as	a	science.	In	the	progress	of	his	endeavor	he	could	not	avoid	touching	also	
on	 anthropology.	 He	 claims	 that	 there	 is	 no	 ethics	 without	 anthropology	 and	 vice	 versa.	
Consequently,	 to	 establish	 an	 acceptable	 ethics,	 a	 robust	 anthropology	 should	 be	 construed.	
Based	on	the	prevailing	philosophical	mainstream	at	that	time,	he	proposed	a	new	approach	to	
doing	philosophy	about	the	human	person,	which	is	anchored	in	Thomas	Aquinas,	that	is,	using	
a	 phenomenological	 method.	 Although	 these	 two	 strands	 are	 completely	 different,	 Karol	
Wojtyla	tried	to	use	both	of	them	in	a	new	and	original	way.	His	philosophical	project	was	to	
make	an	 investigation	of	humans	acting,	 in	action.	 In	his	view,	 through	action,	human	beings	
can	be	more	adequately	comprehended.	An	integral	vision	of	human	beings	can	be	crystallized	
in	the	term	‘person’.33	This	term	person	has	a	particular	content	in	John	Paul	II’s	vision	since	it	
gains	a	wider	meaning	in	respect	to	the	traditional	meaning	based	on	Aristotle	and	Boethius.	
From	the	description	made	so	far	some	characteristics	of	the	term	person	can	be	singled	out	as	
follows.		
	
Subjectivity-Objective	of	the	Person	
The	existence	of	a	subject	in	philosophical	reflection	on	the	human	person	as	acting	is	evident.	
In	the	course	of	the	philosophical	tradition,	a	human	being	as	actor	of	his	own	action	has	been	
meditated	 on	 in	 detail.	 Such	 reflection	 resulted	 in	 the	 recognition	 that	 the	 human	 being	
objectively	 is	 the	actor	of	one’s	 	 action.	 Its	description	 is	 strongly	characterized	by	objective	
data,	in	the	sense	that	the	main	object	of	investigation	is	the	one	who	performs	such	an	action.	
There	was	little	attention	to	the	internal	dimension	of	the	actor	who	performs	the	action.	John	
Paul	 II	 in	his	elaboration	of	his	philosophical	 reflection	on	action	stressed	 the	 importance	of	
investigating	what	really	happens	in	the	internal	dimension	of	the	actor.	Describing	something	
that	 happens	 in	 the	 inner	 dimension	 of	 the	 actor	 of	 an	 action	 can	 be	 made	 thanks	 to	 the	
phenomenological	method.	 Such	 a	 description	 provides	 a	 lot	 of	 evidence	 that	 the	 actor	 has	
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various	experiences	in	performing	an	action.	The	description	of	what	happens	in	the	internal	
dynamic	structure	of	the	subject	is	very	evident	in	the	Catechesis,	especially	on	Adam	and	Eve.	
The	term	subject	 in	John	Paul	II’s	view	has	two	meanings,	namely,	 the	actor	of	an	action	and	
the	subject	of	the	effect	of	the	action	performed.	In	other	words,	the	person	who	performs	an	
action	is	the	same	person	who	suffers	or	experiences	the	effect	of	that	action.		
	
The	 subjectivity	 of	 the	 actor	 can	 be	 recognized	 thanks	 to	 the	 consciousness	 of	 the	 subject.	
Consciousness	as	a	capacity	of	a	human	being	enables	 the	actor	of	an	action	 to	acknowledge	
that	 the	 action	 one	 performs	 derives	 from	 one’s	will	 and	 choice.	 Accordingly,	 that	 action	 is	
under	 one’s	 control	 and	 possession.	 From	 this	 very	 fact,	 the	 subject	 or	 actor	 of	 an	 action	 is	
responsible	for	the	effects	of	such	an	action.	
	
Unity	of	body	and	soul	
Following	 the	 tradition	 of	 the	 Christian	 vision	 of	 a	 human	 being	 as	 a	 unity	 of	 body	 and	
spirit/soul,	 John	Paul	 II	 enlarges	 its	meaning	which	 is	 rooted	 in	 the	biblical	vision	of	human	
beings.	 The	 unity	 of	 body	 and	 spirit	 is	 accentuated	 in	 order	 to	 tackle	 the	 one-sided	 view	 of	
human	beings	proposed	by	modernity.	The	human	being	cannot	be	considered	merely	 in	the	
category	of	 the	world.34	Body	and	spirit	as	a	union	safeguard	the	dignity	of	 the	human	being	
since	 the	compositum	humanum	 (body	 and	 spirit)	 guarantees	 the	 individuality	 of	 the	human	
being.	Enlightened	by	revelation,	compositum	humanum	(body	and	spirit/soul)	 is	an	image	of	
God	(imago	Dei).	The	concept	of	 imago	Dei	 in	 John	Paul	 II’s	vision	of	 the	human	being	gets	a	
new	 character.	 He	 stresses	 that	 the	 concept	 of	 imago	Dei	 consists	 not	 only	 in	 the	 spiritual	
dimension	but	also	in	the	corporal	dimension.35	This	affirmation	stems	from	the	fundamental	
revelation	of	the	Incarnation.	This	strong	accentuation	on	the	unity	of	body	and	spirit	as	image	
of	God	is	to	tackle	the	one-sided	concept	of	image	of	God	which	touches	only	on	the	spiritual	
dimension	of	the	human	being.	
	
Relation	Man-Woman:	the	reciprocal	gift	
In	John	Paul	II’s	view,	man	and	woman	have	the	same	dignity	as	persons.	Sexual	difference	is	
seen	as	a	difference	of	mode	of	being.36	Being	male	or	being	female	is	good	in	itself.	The	good	of	
an	 entity	 is	 that	 it	 is	(being).	Consequently,	 the	difference	of	 the	 sexual	 being	of	 persons	 (as	
male	and	 female)	 is	good.37	 So,	each	one	depends	on	 	one	another	which	paves	 the	way	 to	a	
particular	relation.	Then	the	relation	that	exists	between	them	is	a	personal	relationship.	In	the	
Catechesis,	 the	 relation	 of	 man	 and	 woman	 is	 considered	 fundamental	 for	 each	 since	 the	
existence	 of	 the	 other	 completes	 his	 or	 her	 self-comprehension.38	 The	 importance	 of	 the	
presence	of	the	other	sexual	being	is	clearly	described	in	the	Catechesis	to	elucidate	a	proper	
relation	that	exists	between	man	and	woman.	Each	of	 them	considers	himself	or	herself	as	a	
gift	to	the	other.	Such	a	conception	is	derived	from	the	story	of	creation.	Using	the	hermeneutic	
of	gift,	John	Paul	II	considers	creation	as	a	pure	gift	of	God.	The	creation	of	man	and	woman	is	
also	 seen	 in	 the	 same	 hermeneutic.	 Particular	 to	 the	 relation	 of	 man	 and	 woman,	 which	 is	
manifested	 through	 the	 body,	 John	 Paul	 suggests	 the	 term	 ‘spousal	 meaning’	 or	 nuptial	
significance	of	the	body.	
	

RELEVANCE	OF	INTEGRAL	VISION	OF	HUMAN	PERSON	
As	 the	 integral	 vision	 of	 Man	 is	 constructed	 in	 the	 context	 of	 theological	 discussion	 of	
theological	 anthropology	which	 should	offer	 something	particular.	The	 theological	 feature	of	
his	 integral	 vision	 of	Man	 stems	 from	 the	 use	 of	 revelation	 in	 setting	 forth	 his	 vision	 of	 the	
theology	 of	 the	 body.	 The	 particularity	 of	 the	 Catechesis	 on	 the	 theology	 of	 the	 body,	 in	my	
judgment,	is	the	way	John	Paul	II	interpreted	revelation,	that	is,	Christ,	the	fullest	and	complete	
revelation	of	God.	Christ	is	a	master,	teacher	for	humans	of	all	epochs	and	places	on	how	to	be	
a	human	person.	
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The	words	 of	 Christ	 are	 points	 of	 departure	 for	 the	 Pope’s	 assertions.	 In	 interpreting	 these	
words,	he	uses	a	phenomenological	method	with	the	optic	of	Thomistic	vision.	Consequently,	
the	theology	of	the	body	is	Christocentric	in	nature.	
	
Although	 the	 integral	 vision	 of	Man	 presented	 in	 the	 theology	 of	 the	 body	 is	 limited	 to	 the	
question	 of	 marriage	 and	 celibacy,	 it	 has	 a	 vast	 range	 of	 impacts.	 What	 is	 insightful	 in	 the	
integral	vision	of	Man	can	be	traced	from	some	key	points.	
	
First	 of	 all	 is	 its	 method.	 John	 Paul	 was	 deeply	 influenced	 by	 Thomas	 Aquinas	 in	 his	 basic	
intellectual	formation	in	Poland	and	Rome.	In	his	further	intellectual	formation	he	was	getting	
in	touch	with	and	influenced	by	the	phenomenology	movement.	These	two	main	philosophical	
strands	were	heavily	 imprinted	 in	his	method	of	 academic	work	as	a	professor	of	 ethics.	He	
made	a	 synthesis	of	 the	metaphysics	of	Thomas	Aquinas	and	 the	phenomenology	of	Scheler.	
This	 synthesis	 is	 clearly	 seen	 in	 his	 interpretation	 of	 revelation	 which	 is	 the	 source	 of	 his	
theological	 anthropology.	 What	 is	 particular	 in	 his	 method	 is	 strongly	 connected	 with	 the	
object	 of	 the	 synthesis,	 that	 is,	 the	 essential	 human	 experience.	 Human	 experiences	 in	
revelation	 are	manifested	 through	 some	 subjects	where	 the	 scriptural	 texts	 are	 an	 object	 of	
interpretation	 or	 meditation	 or	 reflection.	 It	 needs	 a	 special	 method	 to	 deal	 with	 such	
experiences.	 The	 suitable	method	 for	 such	 experience	 is	 reductive-induction.	 This	 approach	
was	at	work	 in	his	main	philosophical	work	The	Acting	Person.	 In	approaching	revelation	 in	
the	Catechesis,	he	still	uses	the	same	method.	Accordingly,	his	interpretation	of	scriptural	texts	
is	replete	with	philosophical	terminology.	
	
The	 approach	 of	 John	 Paul	 took	 in	 dealing	with	 sacred	 texts	 is	 likely	 very	 similar	 to	 that	 of	
some	 of	 the	 great	 patristic	 writers,	 such	 as	 Augustine,	 John	 Chrysostom,	 Cyprian,	 etc.	 They	
would	meditate	on	a	particular	text	within	a	holistic	frame	to	draw	out	the	meaning	of	the	text	
in	 question.	 Such	 an	 approach	makes	 use	 of	 all	 possible	 sources,	 especially	 philosophy	 and	
other	 scientific	 disciplines.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 John	 Paul	 II,	 his	 meditation	 or	 analysis	 is	
characterized	 by	 the	 phenomenology	 movement	 which	 concentrates	 on	 human	 experience.	
Human	 experience	 would	 be	 analyzed	 as	 it	 was	 lived	 through	 by	 a	 person	 as	 subject	 and	
another	as	subject.	Using	the	reduction	method,	these	experiences	would	be	explored	in	detail	
to	discover	the	essence	of	that	experience.	In	John	Paul	II’s	view	experience	is	understood	as	an	
expression	of	the	person	since	the	subject	is	really	involved	in	the	experience	through	human	
acts.	 In	performing	an	act,	 the	subject	 (the	person)	expresses	himself.	This	particular	way	of	
meditating	on	sacred	texts	(revelation)	furnishes	an	immense	insight	and	a	deep	knowledge	of	
the	 subject	 in	 question.	 There	 is	 no	 doubt	 that	 this	 method	 or	 approach	 is	 rooted	 on	 the	
tradition	and	at	 the	 same	 time	opens	widely	 to	 future	endeavors	 in	 theological	 reflection	on	
revelation.	 It	 is	more	 realistic	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	 touches	 on	what	 the	 human	person	 really	
lives	and	experiences.		
	
Secondly,	some	points	for	future	inquiry.	The	theology	of	the	body	or	theological	anthropology	
as	proposed	by	John	Paul	II	inspires	further	investigation	in	the	theological	sphere.	There	are	
many	topics	which	need	to	be	dealt	with	in	depth.	It	also	inspires	to	take	a	more	practical	or	
pastoral	 involvement	 in	 questions	 of	 human	 dignity.	 One	 important	 issue	 John	 Paul	 II	
promoted	 in	 his	 Catechesis	 is	 the	 concept	 of	 image	 of	 God,	which	 embraces	 also	 the	 bodily	
dimension	of	the	person.	The	term	“body”	in	the	Catechesis	is	a	translation	of	the	Italian	word	
“corpo”.	 In	 theological	 discussion,	 this	 term	 refers	 to	 a	 human	 being	 as	 a	whole.	 The	 bodily	
dimension	 of	 the	 person	 obtains	 a	 lot	 of	 reflection	 in	 theological	 discourse	 (and	 also	 other	
disciplines).39	 It	 does	 not	 touch	 merely	 on	 dogmatic	 theology	 but	 also	 other	 branches	 of	
theology.	Emphasis	on	the	bodily	dimension	of	the	person	paves	the	way	for	various	different	
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approaches	 in	 dealing	 with	 some	 fundamental	 matters	 in	 theology,	 such	 as	 the	 theology	 of	
sacraments,	especially	 the	sacrament	of	matrimony/marriage.	 It	also	 touches	on	 the	place	of	
the	body	in	sexual	ethics	and	bioethics.	
	

CONCLUSION	
The	integral	vision	of	the	human	person	proposed	by	John	Paul	has	a	solid	biblical	foundation	
and	 is	 consistent	 with	 the	 tradition	 of	 the	 Catholic	 Church.	 The	 Pope	 wants	 to	 present	 the	
integral	 vision	 of	 the	 human	 person	 for	modern	 people	 through	 contemporary	mainstream	
philosophical	 language.	He	 centers	 his	 argument	 on	 a	 solid	metaphysics	 of	 Thomas	Aquinas	
and	 speaks	 to	 modern	 people	 through	 phenomenological	 language.	 Since	 the	 style	 and	 the	
content	of	his	 integral	vision	 in	 the	Catechesis	 is	dense	due	 to	 	phenomenological	 terms	and	
metaphysical	concepts,	then,	it	can	be	taken	as	an	implementation	of	philosophical	study	into	
the	theology	of	the	human	person	or	theological	anthropology.	Some	have	criticized	it	as	being	
incomplete	and	not	always	clear	as	a	systematic	handling	of	such	a	topic.		Yet	this	does	not	take	
away	 its	 value	 as	 a	 genuine	 and	 particular	 contribution	 in	 the	 ongoing	 search	 for	 a	 more	
complete	and	fruitful	integral	vision	the	human	person.	
	
The	description	of	his	integral	vision	proposed	by	the	Pope	justifies	him	to	be	considered	as	a	
Catholic	 personalist.	 Morover,	 personalism	 proposed	 by	 Catholic	 thinkers	 has	 much	 to	
contribute	 to	a	 sound	vision	of	human	person	suitable	 for	modern	people.	That	 is	why	Pope	
John	Paul	II’s	vision	of	human	person	is	widely	appreciated	by	modern	thinkers	as	one	of	the	
strongest	defenders	of	integrated	human	person.			
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