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knowledge. The latter was logically and historically dependent on the notion of 
divine omniscience as, throughout the centuries, the human mind was believed 
incapable of actual omniscience, yet able to partake of divine knowledge to 
some extent. In modernity the perspective changed: divine illumination was 
replaced by overall theories in the sciences, i.e., in philosophy, mathematics, 
physics, biology, or, later, in psychology and sociology. The creation of new 
cosmologies by Nicolaus Copernicus, Johannes Kepler, Isaac Newton, Albert 
Einstein, Werner Heisenberg, and Erwin Schrödinger have been driven by 
the idea of omniscience attainable to human beings. In this connection, it is 
noteworthy that the real signifi cance of quantum physics and Gödel’s theorem 
still raises important problems in our day.2 

My point is simple: the idea of the university presupposes, historically and 
logically, the idea of the unity of research and teaching. I agree that this unity is 
better construed as the intellectual unity of teaching and research than as the social 
unity of a community sharing a valid paradigm, as in the latter sense unity is often 
conceived in terms of loose collegiality, i.e., companionship and cooperation 
between colleagues bearing common responsibility. As today collegiality does not 
mean either deeper community or intellectual unity, we can talk about the crisis 
of the university. The source of the crisis is precisely the divergence between 
methods and goals we can currently observe, the disunity that calls into question 
the very raison d’être of the millennia-old institution of the university. 

The crisis of university refl ects the crisis of the sciences. This is due to 
the fact that, in spite of the scientifi c revolutions of the past centuries, the 
unity of the sciences has not been properly conceived: ‘the grand theory of 
everything’ is still in the making. Research and teaching are highly diffuse, 
rival interpretations of quantum physics and confl icting theories in biology 
or in the humanities multiply. Today it has become almost a dogma that it is 
in vain to seek any intellectual unity at universities and that we just need to 
pursue our immediate study goals and thereby develop our particular research 
and teaching in effective ways. Powerful international companies support such 
an approach: they need applicable research results so that, for instance, ever 
more successful versions of artifi cial intelligence could be constructed. 

There is, however, a different model of the intellectual unity of the univer-
sity, namely, the Catholic university model. The Catholic university regards the 
requirement of intellectual unity as a standard. It is in the Apostolic Constitution 

2  See Arkady P l o t n i t s k y, Epistemology and Probability: Bohr, Heisenberg, Schrödinger, 
and the Nature of Quantum-Theoretical Thinking (New York: Springer, 2009); Kurt Gödel: Essays 
for his Centennial, ed. Solomon Feferman, Charles Parsons, and Stephen G. Simpson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2010); Karl G i b e r s o n, “Dice and Divine Action,” in: The Oxford 
Handbook of Divine Revelation, ed. Balázs M. Mezei, Francesca A. Murphy, and Kenneth Oakes 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming).
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Ex Corde Ecclesiae that we can fi nd a clear statement of this requirement. As the 
requirement of unity seems incompatible with the changes in the contemporary 
world of higher education, we can also see the struggle in which Catholic uni-
versities are engaged today: some are about to abandon their Catholic identity, 
others seek new ways to follow contemporary trends by changing mandatory 
courses and introducing diversity curricula. There are also Catholic universities 
where the implementation of the Great Books Program—an important initiative 
that involves reading classic works in literature, philosophy, and theology—has 
been halted, given its emphasis on Western intellectual history.

Below I will argue that the intellectual unity of the university, and especially 
of the Catholic university, can and must be restored. This becomes clear in the 
light of a new reading of the Apostolic Constitution Ex Corde Ecclesiae and the 
Encyclical Fides et Ratio. Then, if the intellectual unity of Catholic universities 
is reestablished along the lines of this new reading, the community aspect of 
the university can also be addressed. In particular, I argue that the philosophical 
foundation of Catholic universities needs to be reinterpreted and linked to im-
portant fi elds of contemporary science. It is through its renewed philosophical 
understanding that the unity of universities can be reconsidered and rebuilt. 

A RENEWED UNDERSTANDING OF “EX CORDE ECCLESIAE” 
ON THE PHILOSOPHICAL LEVEL

THE NEED FOR A PROPER PHILOSOPHY OF THE UNIVERSITY

The Apostolic Constitution Ex Corde Ecclesiae was written thirty years 
ago and since that time no comparable document on teaching and research on 
Catholic universities has been published by the Vatican. The issue date is im-
portant: it was in 1990 that the collapse of the Soviet system in Europe became 
obvious. Part and parcel of this system was the Soviet-type university with 
its ideological bias and forced separation of research and teaching.4 Ex Corde 
Ecclesiae seeks to overcome both: it argues for a sound philosophy of human 
personhood as the basis for the university and also for the intellectual unity of 
research and teaching. The philosophy of human personhood points to theol-

3  See Tim L a c y, The Dream of a Democratic Culture: Mortimer J. Adler and the Great Books 
Idea (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013).

4  This separation was introduced when the fruitful combination of teaching and research, the 
great achievement of German universities during the nineteenth century, was still considered the best 
way of education. The strict separation of research and teaching took place fi rst in the Soviet Union 
during the 1920s. The Soviets had a centralized research planning strictly separated from ideological 
education long before militarized Germany did. See A History of the University in Europe, vol. 3, 
Universities in the Nineteenth and Early Twentieth Centuries (1800–1945), 663−7. 
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