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But within the greatness of the human person, within the unique 
self-subsistent,' there is another paradox and another tension. The 
greatness itself can be a misery. I t  was said of Napoleon that he 
made one w ~ n d e r  whether sovereigns could have a neighbour. The 
wages of greatness is loneliness. Of his nature man is outward- 
turning; he can escape his destiny of becoming ' in a manner all 
things ' only at  the cost of spiritual decay and death. And yet he is 
enclosed in the loneliness of his uniqueness. At the core of his nature 
there is the desire-an ontological t?iszts-for oneness with other 
persons, with the race, with the world, with God. At the same time 
he must equally assert and cling to his identity. So, again, he is 
ce-aselessly torn in two opposite directions. For this is not the same 
tension as that presented by the fact that man is both social animal 
and individual person. A man can play his part in society (though 
as we shall see he ought not) without involving his whole self: he 
can 'be a t  surface-level a citizen, and reserve to himself the deeper 
realities. But this second tension exists within those deeper realities 
themselves: it is in his inmost King  that he is torn between the 
rival claims of the Self and the Other. H e  can attempt to deny the 
claims of his self-hood; and then he becomes, in personal relation- 
ships simply the shadow and echo of another personality, in society 
the sub-rational creature of the state- or race-deity; in religion he 
follows the path of the pantheist; in each case he ceases to be a 
human being. Or he can deny the claims of the Other; and SO he 
becomes not a man but a megaphone, proclaiming his own greatness 
in a ghost-ridden void. The danger of a tension is always that we 
are tempted not ta  resolve bu t  to suppress it by suppresing one of 
its terms ; and these two extremes are the rival dangers which have 
heset a humanity trying to escape its paradox. If the East has 
tended to suppress the individual personnlity in its desire to find re- 
integration in the Whole, the West has certainly tended to ignore 
the . m o l e  in its aggrandizement of rhe individual. That worship 
of the self which begins in the culture of the Renaissance, the philo- 
sophy of Descartes, the politics of Locke, the economics of Zaissez- 
juire, the theology of Luther, ends by degrading what it set out to 
exalt. Ego-centiricity, individualism, do not fulfil but empty the 
personality. 

Can a man, in those 
levels in which he is most unique, break through the bonds of his 
loneliness? The answer is riot No; but neither is it' an unqualified 
Yes. 

'To man the world is twofold, in accordance with his two-fold 
attitude. The attitude of man is twofold, in accordance with the 

Yet is there a real solution to the paradox? 
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twofold nature of the primary words which he speaks . . . The 
one primary word is the coinbination 1-Thou. The other primary 
word is the combination I - Z t ;  wherein, without ;I change in the 
priniary word, one of the words H e  and S h e  can rrplace I t .  . . . . 
Primary wolds do not signify, things, but they intimate relations.’ 
The world of I - I t  is the world of subject-object relations, the world 
of experience. But ‘ t h e  man who experiences has no part in the 
world. For it is “ in him ” and not between him and the world that 
the experience arises.’ If I consider a tree I can look on it as  a 
picture, or as movement, or as an expression of law, or I can study 
it and classify it as a species; and in all this it remains my object. 
Hut it may come about, ‘ if I have both will and grace, that in con- 
sirlerbg the tree I become ’bound up in relation to it. The tree is 
no longer I t . ’  So too ‘ if I face a human being as my Thou, and 
say the primary word I-Thou to him, he is not a thing among 
things . . . nor is he a nature able to  be experienced and described, 
a loose bundle of named qualities. But with no neighbour, and 
whole in himself, he i s  Thou and fills the heavens. This does not 
mean that nothing exists except himself. But all d s e  lives in his 
light And just as prayer is not in time but time in prayer, 
sacrifice not in space but space in sacrifice, and to reverse the re- 
lation is t o  abolish the reality, so with the nian to whom I say Thou. 
I do not meet with himi a t  some time and place o r  other . . . I do  
not esperience the man to whom I say Thou.  But I take my stand 
in relation t o  him, in the sanctity of the primary word . . . All 
real living is meeting.’a Very wisely (unless we are degrading words 
by abusing them) we say not that  love is in us but that we are  in 
love. 

Western man is so circumscribed, both by individual training and 
by racial tradition, within the confines of the world of subject-object 
relations, that he finds the word I-7hou obscure or meaningless. 
Yet it is the primitive word. We should find it easier could we 
rememher our  first days and years of life. The Jews have a saying, 
‘ in the mother’s body nian knows the universe, in birth he forgets 
it.’J that shut u s  off from 
the world of I-Thou, and surround us with a world of objects which 
cannot alleviate the loneliness of confinement within the )?go. We 
may iiideetl escape the prison, or escape from the prison, in our wak- 
ing as we do in our sleeping hours; but there is a force which always 
presses u s  back towards the gates, a force f2r more primitive than 

\ 

. . 

I t  is the ‘ shades of the prison-house 

a M. Buber: I and Thou, pp. 911. 
3 Buber, op. cit., p. 28. 
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3ur modern western heritage of thought which indeed, without it, 
'could not have come to  be. For it 
was sin that broke up the harmony of creation into numberless dis- 
cordant fragments; it is sin that causes the self to protlaini itself 
supreme and autonomous, to assume sovereignty oveI a world i t  can- 

'not govern; it is sin that robs man of the clarity arid humility and 
humour which would have enabled him to remain also a child. 

Those who speak of the Fall as a Fall upwards ' are emphasising 
a truth of great value. I t  was indeed (being pride-super-hia) a fall 
upwards, in the sense that it was a determination to scale the 
heights of conscious autonomy, to be independent of God and so 
to be &solute arbiter of destiny. The goddess of reason is an en- 
tirely immanent deity. She is also a bore, being quite unable to 
laugh at hersell. Absolute Man is a chimera posing as a god (and 
therefore an  amusing species of ens ratioiris), but ihcapable of ap- 
'preciating the humour of the situation (and therefore tiresome). But 
the Fall was a fall upwards because it wits the destruction of the 
child, not because it was the creation of the film. The  complete man 
is  not born out of the d k t h  of the child as ashes are made out of 
the destruction of wood. The complete man is barn only through 
the continued existence of the child; for it is the child in him that 
makes him wise (and not nerely well-informed) by keeping him 
humble, makes him creative by safeguarding his power to  see and to 
receive, makes him (psychologically speaking) capax Dei by keep- 
ing him in mind of his nothingness. I t  is the man-child who alone 
is the human person : growing always in maturity, freedom, respon- 
sibility, but also growing always more childlike, more receptive, 
more completely one with the family of men, with the universe, with 
God. 'That is why the answer tQ the question, Can a man break 
through the bonds of his loneliness? is a qualified Yes. He can do  
SO; but, safely and fully, only through the redemptive grace of Christ. 
He will want to achieve the Rlenitude uf his selfhood apart from God 
and in defiance of his essential dependence on God ; he will want to 
use all other things and persons as means to this end ;  or a t  best 
he will want to love nature apart  from man, o r  man and, nature 
apart from God ; and if he does so he will in fact be forcing himself 
further and further away from integrity. But through the grace of 
Cod he may be able to obey the command to  ' become again as little 
children ' ; he may be able to ' lose his life,' his egocentric, his would- 
be autonomous life, and so to find. his true life in the universe of 
Being. The Christian revelation solves the dilemma between the 
desire for Cad and the desire for personal integrity by revealing to 
us the meaning of the beatific vision. So too the dilemma of man 

I t  is the force of original sin. 
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who is part of the universe and yet not part of the universe, who is 
part of the human family and yet is unique and independent, who is 
infinitesimal and yet infinite, can be fuily solved only in the crucible 
of chiirity. ' Let chzrity make thee a slave, since the Truth hath 
made thee free.' A s  saints become saints through scrubbing floors, 
SO man becomes infinite by lovingly choosing the infinitesimal. H e  
is both part and whole; but he can only be gcrfectly each by being 
the other:  he can only be perfectly a citizen by being perfectly a 
person, independent in mind, mature in judgement, creative, respon- 
sible. H e  can only be perfectly a person by being a citizen-and 
the child of a family, of a race, of the universe, of the Church, of 
God: for it is through living in these relations, through being in 
love with these wholes, that he can himself be made whole. 

The Renaissance and the subsequent history of the West stand 
for the aggrantlisement of the individual. But the aggrandisement 
of the individual is far from k i n g  the same as-is indeed the precise 
contrary of-acknowledgement of the grandeur of the human per- 
SOI?. A society has ii right to be called civilised when its members 
are real personalities, really independent, responsible, creative indi- 
viduals, themselves making the life of society instead of merely re- 
ceiving their life from society. But in this respect our society to-day 
would seem to  be not progressing but regressing: the more the 
claims of the individual a r a  extolled, the more real personality seems 
to be at  a discount : we are regimented in our work, standardised 
in our clothes, passive recipients of standardised amusements and 
(unless we react violently and in time) uncritical consumers of the 
mawkish or commercial vulgarities of a standardised press. The 
person is ontologically independent, self-subsistent ; the whole pur- 
pose of society in general as  of education in particular is t o  enable 
him to become intellectually and morally independent and self-sub- 
sistent too. 

But the way to remedy the present standardisation of life is not to 
become more individualist, but less. Individualism is the root of 
the disease: the remedy is personalism. The personality becomes 
deeper, richer, more independent, not in so far as it tears itself 
from its roots in the race, the universe, Gad, but on the contrary 
in so far as it more and more recognises and acknowledges them 
and grows from them. 

Quod etiim (homo) c s t ,  says Boethius, aliis debet quae noti sun6 
h o m o :  what man is he owe3 to other things which are not man.' 
The term self-subsistence in the definition of person often appears 
in Latin as incommunicabilitas ; and though it would be a crass mis- 
understanding to  interpret this as an  ' illability t o  communicate with 
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others ’-it is a perfection, not a privation-it is none the less useful 
t o  set it over against the ‘communion of saints,’ the borizcm com- 
mune, the unio oi  lovers and of the soul with Godl, as a reminder 
that when we  have described the essential denotations of persona- 
l i f m  we are  far from having exhausted the connotations of person- 
ality. Self-sulbb’sistence is not self-sufficiency. .j&’hat man is he Dwes 
co other things which axe not man, not nafitra humnnu. w e  be- 
come, if we have will and power to do so, what comes to us from 
without. ‘ I become through my re- 
lafiom to  the Thou.’ The personality becomes complete only in so 
far as  it affirms and enlarges the self in a:id by the very act of break- 
ing down the bonds of selfhod.  I t  becomes complete only by 
achieving oneness witn nature and men and God and then giving 
forth again of its fulness. I t  is then that it can serve society, not 
with the officialdom af the bureaucrat, but with the power of Ipr- 
sonality of the saint. For sin will always drag us back to our ego- 
centricity until we live fully in the charity of him ‘ of whose fulness 
we have all received.’ 

I t  is then no pious platitude to say that if we wish to build a 
better world we must start from charity. Charity does not mean 
kindly emotion ; it does not primarily mean kindly action towards 
others ; it means a complete reorientation of attitude. .We have seen 
the effects of individualism in practice; we have seen the effects of 
totalitarianism in practice; if we want neither of these, but a world 
of real persons, then we have first of all to turn our backs on the 
assumptions upon which these ways of life are built. Real demo- 
cracy, if by democracy we mean a social system wherein every citi- 
zen shares in the task of creating and guiding the commonwealth, 
can only be achieved if all are free, responsible and creative servants 
of society, not simply as individuals exercising certain external 
functions, but as persons each of whom o a r s  the uniqueness.of his 
personality, as a whole, to the greater totality, the common work 
and the common weal, having achieved (yet still continuing to 
achieve more and more through his personal service) wholeness in 
himself through his ability to say the primary word I-Thou t o  his 
fellow men, t o  rhe world, to God, 

‘All real living is meeting.’ 

GERALD VANN, O.P. 


