Adam Michnik 
Was Pontius Pilate a liberal democrat? 

Democracy Between Relativism and the Absolute 

(Reading Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger – Part 1)
When Pilate put Jesus to death, was he being a democrat?

In asking this question, Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger – today’s Pope Benedict XVI – began his polemic with a certain theory of democracy, which he ascribed to Hans Kelsen, the Austrian theorist of law.

As we remember, Pilate asked Jesus, “So what is truth after all?” The question – Ratzinger explained – represented for Kelsen, “an expression of the skepticism that is indispensable for a politician.” It was directed not so much at Jesus as at the audience. Pilate made his decision conditional on the “voice of the people, and acted like a genuine democrat: not knowing what is just, he leaves the decision to the majority.” 

According to Kelsen – Ratzinger noted – Pilate “appears to us as the symbol of a relativistic and skeptical democracy which is not based on values and truth but on procedures,” because for a relativist and a skeptic “there is no truth other than the truth of the majority.” And Ratzinger added: “The fact that a just man, who had done no wrong, had been sentenced to death does not seem to worry Kelsen.”

I

It is not entirely clear what set of views and attitudes is referred to here as relativism. No democrat will claim that truth does not exist, though he will note that what was once regarded as indisputable truth often turned out to have been simply the truth of its time. Any democrat will say that he does not want to live in a state where everything is allowed, but he will add that there exist issues on whose truthfulness he would not dare to pass judgment because he knows the limits of his own cognition. Hence the democrat is often skeptical towards institutions and people who present their views as revealed truth.

I do not think there are grounds for accusing the democrat-skeptic of indifference with regard to the crucifixion of Jesus. Contrary to what Ratzinger believes, the trial of Jesus does not illustrate a system of relativistic democracy, where the “truth of the majority” decides, but rather, it is the prototypical court murder where the sentence is passed by the mob. It is not “relativistic democracy” that condemned Jesus to death but the fanaticism of the crowd and the opportunism of Pilate, who preferred to stand with the crowd rather than with the lone defendant.

The democrat-skeptic has no ambition to enter into a fundamental dispute with the Catholic Church’s supreme authority. These notes, scribbled down in the margin of one’s readings of Ratzinger, are a record of the reflections and doubts of someone who has immense respect for the Church but whose respect is streaked with fear. The Church for him is like fire: you can warm yourself by it, but you can also get a bad burn. The author of these words has experienced both. 

II
The specificity of Poland – Europe’s most Catholic country – illustrates perfectly well the challenges the Catholic Church faces today. In its search for an answer to the challenges of secularization, the crisis of democratic institutions, and the new totalitarian temptations, Polish Catholicism – following a period of forced unity under communism – is highly diverse. That has been evident during the great public debates: over the new Polish constitution, EU accession, abortion laws, or the controversial Radio Maryja, with its peculiar mixture of Catholic fundamentalism, ethnic nationalism, and social demagoguery.
The argument that keeps reappearing in the Church hierarchy’s statements is that values are not subject to voting: if something is a value, it cannot be decided on by the majority. But what does this general and obviously true axiological judgment mean when translated into the language of real politics? That the Church’s views should be automatically passed by parliament as laws?

Besides a position that accepts the principles of the democratic state of law and of friendly separation of Church and state, there also surfaced within the Church hierarchy views harking back to pre-1939 stereotypes, with that era’s typical aggressive nationalism and anti-liberal phobia. The spirit and language of the Second Vatican Council have evaporated almost without a trace. Instead, we hear echoes of the Manichean division between good and evil, and the language of contempt and suspicion so typical of totalitarian rhetoric, exposing the Church’s alleged camouflaged enemies, referred to as the “pinks,” i.e. the “crypto-reds,” or the “Catho-left.”

The Church hierarchy’s tolerance for the rhetoric of the far right has been an element of this spiritual landscape. It has been accompanied by a violent attack on the demon of “liberalism” or “relativism” – as the Catholic right calls the ideas of its adversaries, gladly underpinning their argument with the peculiarly interpreted opinions of the incumbent Pope. It is these constituencies, let us add, that form today’s governing coalition in Poland. Their discourse combines orthodox Catholic rhetoric with nationalism. So it is no accident that their ideologues never quote, for instance, the following words of Ratzinger: “Nationalism brought […] Europe to the brink of destruction; it contradicts what Europe essentially stands for, spiritually and politically – even though it dominated the recent decades of European history.”

The Polish Catholic right is nationalistic and euroskeptic. It is also deeply anti-liberal. Following the fall of communism, it is “relativistic liberalism” that has become – according to these self-proclaimed anti-relativists – the main enemy of the public good and the Christian value system. They have declared a war against it that they present as a struggle between good and evil, light and darkness, idealism and materialism, purity and corruption. For them, “the liberal” is God’s enemy. The spirit of the French Revolution and materialism are his ideals. Only recently the servant of Marxism and Bolshevism, he has now put himself at the service of the unscrupulous market and an unbridled lust for power. Liberalism destroys marriage, the family, the love of one’s country, the Catholic Church, morality. That is why societies have to defend themselves against liberal influences in the arts, press, film, literature, science, economy, and politics. 

Ratzinger surely knows this kind of rhetoric. It is the language of the Protestant theologians who in 1933 voiced their support for Hitler. At that time, it was the Jew that was branded the demon of evil.

Today, after the historic gestures made by Pope John Paul II, no Christian will repeat these criminal idiocies. And no Christian theologian will declare himself to be an anti-Semite. Today, this discourse has replaced the Jew with the relativist liberal, someone who refuses to believe the holders of absolute truth and demands respect for the rights of all citizens, including homosexuals.

III
Ratzinger is an enemy neither of modernity nor of democracy. What’s more, he is a man of dialogue who feels at home in the world of democratic debate. In his writing, subtle and sophisticated, there is nothing of the brute crudity of the Polish Catholic right. The conservative spirit harmonizes there with respect for the democratic order, even though it is accompanied by the critical intuition that contemporary democracy is being threatened by the same kind of madness that manifested itself in the totalitarianisms of the 20th century.

Ratzinger believes that the modern separation of religion and law is a positive thing. At the same time, he demands that a “common respect for moral values and God, underlying official law,” be acknowledged as a condition of democracy. In his view, this “includes tolerance and an appropriate space for atheists, and must not have anything to do with religious constraint.” Democracy can only function when the conscience works, and the latter has nothing to say if it is not “guided by Christianity’s fundamental moral values, applicable also outside the Catholic faith, and even in the context of a non-Christian religion.”

These words bespeak an approval of pluralism; it is, however, a pluralism with limits. Ratzinger accurately names the ailments of contemporary – and not only Polish – democracy, where everything is for sale, including votes and experts’ views, and where opinion polls, “TV viewing levels,” and circulation figures become all-important, and newspapers turn into tabloids in the pursuit of profits. This is how mores change, ideas are abandoned, moral standards break. In a world dominated by money, the spirit of corruption reaches for power. The angel of tolerance and representational democracy is being squeezed out by the demon of populism and corrupted democracy. Ratzinger sees this as the triumph of relativism and connects the new culture to the popularization of the philosophical ideas of the Enlightenment and liberalism.

The democrat-skeptic will note first that what seems new is not new at all, because democracy has been criticized since its very inception. He will also note that the liberal confession of a belief in reason, liberty, and pluralism is as critical of corrupted democracy as is Ratzinger himself. He will not, however, stop repeating that he believes the political ambitions of Catholic fundamentalism – accompanied by populism and nationalism – pose a threat to democracy in Poland.

Is it possible – through constitutional or administrative means – to transform a sinful democracy, also referred to as a “democracy without values,” into a “democracy of values”? Will this not inevitably undermine the very foundation of democracy – i.e., liberty? Will the ailments of democracy mentioned by Ratzinger disappear if we write into the constitution that “God is the supreme value”?

The Polish democrat-skeptic has to voice his skepticism. All the public debates in which the Polish Church has taken a stand indicate that no law has ever improved the quality of public morality: the politicians and journalists have not become more honest, perhaps only more opportunistic with regard to the Church hierarchs’ demands. And it is not just from one Polish bishop that we have heard demands aimed at nothing else but a cementing and broadening of their own institutional and material power.

The Polish constitution was endorsed in a universal referendum, despite the bishops’ reservations. The same bishops who were very sparing in their criticism of the communist authorities during martial law, did not spare critical, or actually insulting, words for the post-communist parties elected in a democratic ballot.

In the debate on squaring accounts with communism and its people, we did not hear appeals for forgiveness and reconciliation, but rather, there emerged a tone of triumph and revenge, a spirit of re-conquest rather than reconciliation. The logic of the Polish transformation consisted in negotiation and compromise. Those were made in the name of the common good – social peace, a bloodless course of the democratic process. The Great Change was symbolized by the Round Table, not by the guillotine. On this profoundly moral and highly divisive issue the Church has not spoken clearly on behalf of reconciliation in truth.

Two visions clashed in the constitutional debate: one, of a Catholic state of the Polish nation, and the other, of a republic of citizens. We did not hear from the Polish bishops any declarations on behalf of a state of equal civic rights versus a state of privileges for Catholics.

This is how the dispute between the skeptics and the moral absolutists is shaping up in Poland.

IV
We lived for many years under an ideological dictatorship. We rebelled against it in the name of truth, freedom, dialogue. We opposed the self-proclaimed holders of absolute truths with the right to search, to doubt, to be skeptical. We believed that laws should be passed only by a democratically elected parliament, and that neither the Constitution nor the statutes were divine revelation or absolute truth but rather the result of compromise. In a pluralistic society, the constitution is always the result of compromise. In the end, it is the majority that decides.

But then I read Ratzinger, saying that such a line of reasoning leads to the conclusion that there can be no other principle in politics than the decision of the majority, which – in the life of the state – is to replace truth: “And truth is not a product of politics, i.e., the majority, but it precedes any political activity, as it illuminates the path of politics. The majority,” says Ratzinger, “can err.” These errors, I read, “can pertain not only to peripheral fields of life but can also challenge fundamental values, as the result of which there is nothing to guarantee human dignity and human rights – causing the very goal of freedom to collapse.” The democrat-skeptic, says Ratzinger, is “so sure his views are right that he has to impose them also on people who do not share the relativist position. This inevitably results in cynicism.”
The democrat-skeptic will say to this: sure, the majority can err. The point is that everyone can err – people, nations, governments, churches, parliaments. The majority can be manipulated and hand power over to people unworthy of it. This is, I believe, what has happened in my country. But do I have the right to say that if the majority has made a wrong – in my view – choice, then some minority should invalidate this choice? If the majority can err, is not the same true of the minority? The times when the Church acted as the supreme authority are, as Ratzinger himself points out, gone forever.

There remains the question of cynicism. Is it cynical to believe that, in a democracy, decisions should be made by the majority, with respect for the rights of minorities, or is it a dangerous cocktail of cynicism and fanaticism to believe that there exists a minority, enlightened by the light of truth, that knows better, and can thus impose its will on the majority?

V
The democrat-skeptic honestly agrees with Ratzinger that in “today’s times the fundamental problem is the blindness that our reason manifests towards the transcendental dimension of reality.” And yet, living without a fear of the Last Judgment, the democrat-skeptic knows that “truth” and “freedom” are not values that originate from a simple, rational calculation; he knows that, becoming involved in defending those values, he does so to obey an inner voice, which he calls the conscience. This voice is necessary in any public debate. When it is lacking, the debate degenerates into a vanity fair where arrogance and lies rule supreme.

Ratzinger believes that democratic “institutions cannot exist and act without common ethical views. Those, in turn, cannot be derived from purely empirical reason,” but must be rooted in religion, whereas those that “dissociate themselves from the great ethical and religious forces of their own history, culture and the nation, commit suicide.” “We must,” Ratzinger writes, “cultivate the important moral values, must preserve and protect them as the common good, without imposing them on anyone – that is what I regard as the necessary condition of freedom in spite of all nihilism and its totalitarian consequences.”

The democrat-skeptic will gladly agree with that view – with just one underlining. The key expression for him will be “without imposing them on anyone,” because the democrat-skeptic believes that moral values, when “imposed,” immediately turn from the common good into the “common evil.” He believes so from the vantage point of the last dozen or so years of Polish history, but also because of his conviction that the “pathology of religion,” as Ratzinger calls it, “is the human spirit’s most serious ailment.” Ratzinger mentions the pre-Columbian Aztecs, who made bloody sacrifices to their Sun-god, as an extreme example of such a pathology. Another example is provided by the Polish philosopher Marian Zdziechowski who, writing about the Inquisition in his essay On Cruelty, wondered, “How can cruelty go hand in hand with a belief in God?  How to explain the perversion in mind and character because of which people who, by vocation and by office, served God and God’s cause, could believe that they served it well by torturing other people?” Zdziechowski found no answer
.
VI
The democrat-skeptic respects this honest confession of helplessness. He himself – like his great masters – is helpless when faced with such questions: he is convinced neither by the Marxist explanation nor by the Freudian one; he rejects Zarathustra’s advice: “if he falls, kick him.”

That is why, to return to the beginning, the story of Pontius Pilate is not an illustration of the laws governing the thinking and doings of the democrat-skeptic; instead, it is the sanctimonious Catholic apologetics’ anti-rational stereotype of the liberal or secular humanist.

The democrat-skeptic is convinced that the human sense of justice and tolerance makes democracy possible, but that the human tendency to injustice and intolerance makes it necessary. The democrat-skeptic’s relativism does not mean a lack of respect for moral values, but rather a respect for diversity. The democrat-skeptic believes that the homo religiosus is a reality as empirical as the homo scepticus. They can argue, but they have to learn to live with each other.

The democrat-skeptic knows that, when meeting a democrat-Christian, he has to put his views in metaphysical brackets. He has to tell himself that if so many scholars assure him in good faith that religion is the result of external conditions, a kind of false consciousness, then perhaps his atheism – or agnosticism – is also the result of external conditions, a false consciousness of another kind.

The democrat-skeptic knows that it is not easy to live with such a consciousness. He says, “I don’t believe I can be holy and I don’t believe I will be saved, but that does not mean I can behave like a bastard.”

The democrat-skeptic would never accept applying the principle of parliamentary majority in the field of the judiciary. In fact, did anyone carry out a vote in the crowd that shouted, “Crucify him!”?  What guided that crowd? The democrat-skeptic does not think it was religious feelings: religion would have reminded those people of the simple commandment – thou shalt not kill! Much less does he think that they were guided by the spirit of liberal skepticism; it would have told them, “when in an emotional crowd, do not adjudicate on someone else’s life; you didn’t give that life so you aren’t in a position to destroy it.”

One cannot fail to recall that it was not democrats-skeptics who sacrificed people to the Aztec gods; it was not they who condemned heretics and disobedient philosophers to death, it was not they who acted as prosecutors and judges in Hitler’s and Stalin’s service. So who were those people? Fanatics possessed by a degenerate idea? Cynics? Monsters? Cowards? Whatever it is that guided them, they belied the values that Christianity had contributed to the world: faith, love, hope. And they contradicted the foundations of the democrat-skeptic’s value system: trust in human kindness, sense of brotherhood, dedication, and the obstinate voice of conscience. 

And Pilate? Does this cowardly opportunist deserve to be called a skeptic? Is it necessary – as Joseph Ratzinger did – to quote Hans Kelsen in order to understand the nature of cowardice and opportunism? Is our world not full of such Pilates?

ADAM MICHNIK, legendary dissident, historian, writer, lecturer and one of Poland’s leading journalists, is co-founder and editor-in-chief of Gazeta Wyborcza, Poland’s largest and first independent daily newspaper.
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�PAGE \# "'Strona: '#'�'"  ��[Odpowiedź jest bardzo prosta: ponieważ każdy, kto wypowiada słowo „Bóg” już błądzi. Kategoria „Boga” należy do rzeczywistości nie-ludzkiej, nadprzyrodzonej, z samej swojej definicji. Gdyby człowiek mógł powiedzieć cokolwiek o Bogu, to nie byłby to Bóg. Człowiek może tylko modlić się do Boga. Religia to milczenie. Człowieczeństwo wykuwa się w ciszy, nie w słowach. Cisza należy do Boga, słowa do człowieka. Wszelka teologia jest wyłącznie ludzką projekcją, jedyna religia polega na modlitwie. 


Dlatego, kiedy ludzie mówią „Bóg”, to w rzeczywistości mówią „ja”. Używanie kategorii Boga w dyskursie publicznym jest więc w istocie niczym więcej niż moralnym szantażem. Nie posiada żadnej wartości obiektywnej. To samo odnosi się do terminów takich jak „prawda” czy „wartości” – nie istnieje bowiem jedna prawda ani niekwestionowana wartość, tak jak słusznie pisze Pan w tym tekście. To samo – tym bardziej – odnosi się do „Boga”. 


Dlatego nie ma sprzeczności w mówieniu o Bogu, a tym bardziej „nauczaniu” o nim, i torturowaniu innych ludzi. „Bóg” jest tutaj tylko pałką do wymuszania posłuszeństwa, narzędziem. Prawdziwy Bóg wymusza milczenie – tylko w nim można doświadczać rzeczywistości transcendentnej. Bóg, o którym się mówi, nie jest Bogiem, jest ludzkim wynalazkiem.]





