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St. John Paul II, one of the most influential popes of the 20th century, was deeply engaged in

defending the Christian faith amidst a rapidly changing world. His pontificate spanned over two

decades marked by significant cultural, political, and social upheavals. Among the many challenges he

identified, secular humanism stood out as a formidable ideological force that could potentially

undermine the core tenets of Christianity. Specifically, he was concerned about two prominent forms of

secular humanism: scientism and moral relativism. These two philosophies, he believed, posed

profound threats to Christian doctrine, moral order, and the spiritual well-being of individuals and

societies.

In this comprehensive article, we will explore what these two forms of secular humanism entail, why

St. John Paul II saw them as dangers, and how his teachings and actions aimed to counteract their

influence.

---

Understanding Secular Humanism and Its Variants

Before diving into the specific threats, it is essential to understand what secular humanism is. Broadly,

secular humanism is a worldview that emphasizes human reason, ethics, and justice, often advocating

for a secular (non-religious) approach to life. Unlike religious perspectives, secular humanism tends to



reject supernatural elements and divine authority, focusing instead on human agency.

Two prominent variants of secular humanism that concern St. John Paul II are:

- Scientism: The belief that science is the ultimate or sole source of knowledge and truth.

- Moral Relativism: The view that moral principles are subjective and vary between cultures or

individuals, with no absolute moral standards.

---

Scientism: The Reduction of Humanity to Scientific

Materialism

Definition and Overview

Scientism is often characterized as the overextension of scientific methodology beyond its appropriate

boundaries, leading to the belief that science can explain all aspects of human existence. It dismisses

or minimizes the importance of philosophical, spiritual, or moral dimensions, asserting that only

empirically verifiable facts are valid.

Key features of scientism include:

- The view that scientific explanation is the only valid way of understanding reality.

- The belief that all truths, including moral and spiritual truths, can be reduced to scientific data.

- A tendency to dismiss religious beliefs as superstition or outdated.



Why Did St. John Paul II See Scientism As a Threat?

St. John Paul II warned that scientism threatened to diminish human dignity and the spiritual

dimension of life. He argued that reducing human beings solely to their physical or biological aspects

neglects the soul and divine purpose, which are central to Christian anthropology.

His concerns included:

- The devaluation of the human person as a spiritual being.

- The potential to justify unethical practices (e.g., eugenics, cloning) under the guise of scientific

progress.

- The marginalization of religious and philosophical perspectives, leading to a materialistic worldview

incompatible with Christian faith.

Impact of Scientism on Society and Christianity

Scientism, according to St. John Paul II, could lead to:

- A loss of moral compass, as moral values become relative or entirely discarded.

- A worldview that fosters nihilism or existential despair, as spiritual meaning is dismissed.

- The erosion of religious freedom, as secular ideologies seek to marginalize or suppress faith-based

beliefs.

---

Moral Relativism: The Decline of Absolute Moral Standards



Understanding Moral Relativism

Moral relativism posits that moral judgments are not universal or absolute but are shaped by cultural,

societal, or individual preferences. It denies the existence of objective moral truths, asserting instead

that morality varies across different contexts.

Main characteristics include:

- The rejection of universal moral standards.

- The belief that what is morally right for one person or culture may not be for another.

- The tendency to justify diverse behaviors, including those traditionally deemed immoral, based on

cultural norms.

St. John Paul II’s Concerns About Moral Relativism

The pontiff viewed moral relativism as a significant threat because it undermines the very foundation of

moral order, which is essential for social cohesion and individual integrity. He believed that without

objective moral standards rooted in human nature and divine law, societies risk descending into chaos

and moral decay.

His key concerns included:

- The erosion of the concept of sin and moral responsibility.

- The justification of behaviors such as abortion, euthanasia, and sexual promiscuity.

- The undermining of natural law, which he saw as integral to understanding human rights and dignity.

Effects of Moral Relativism on Christianity and Society

Moral relativism can lead to:

- A relativistic attitude toward truth, making it difficult to uphold moral principles.



- The weakening of family, community, and societal values.

- Challenges to religious teachings that emphasize moral absolutes, such as the Ten Commandments

and natural law.

---

Counteracting the Threats: St. John Paul II’s Response

Emphasizing the Integral Truth of Christianity

St. John Paul II promoted a worldview that recognizes the harmony between faith and reason,

emphasizing that true human fulfillment comes from embracing divine truth revealed through Christ.

His approach included:

- The development of the theology of the body, highlighting the spiritual significance of human

sexuality.

- Advocating for a return to natural law as a basis for morality.

- Engaging in dialogue with secular ideologies to demonstrate their limitations and affirm the Christian

worldview.

Promoting a Culture of Life and Moral Absolutes

He tirelessly worked to uphold the sanctity of life from conception to natural death and to defend the

moral absolutes rooted in divine law.

Key initiatives included:

- The International Congresses for Life and Family.



- Support for pro-life movements worldwide.

- Teaching that moral relativism leads to a fragile and unstable society, whereas moral absolutes foster

peace and justice.

Engaging with Culture and Education

St. John Paul II emphasized the importance of education rooted in truth, promoting Catholic intellectual

traditions and encouraging dialogue with secular thinkers.

His efforts involved:

- The publication of encyclicals like Veritatis Splendor, which defends moral doctrine.

- Encouraging the renewal of Catholic education to nurture authentic human development.

- Challenging secular ideologies through public speeches and writings.

---

The Legacy of St. John Paul II Against Secular Humanist

Threats

St. John Paul II’s teachings continue to resonate in the ongoing struggle to uphold Christian values in

a secularized world. By emphasizing the importance of divine revelation, natural law, and human

dignity, he provided a robust response to scientism and moral relativism.

His legacy includes:

- The promotion of a balanced understanding of science and faith.

- A call to defend objective morality grounded in divine law.

- Inspiration for individuals and communities to resist the erosion of Christian principles.



---

Conclusion

St. John Paul II identified scientism and moral relativism as the two primary secular humanist threats

to Christianity. Scientism’s reductionist view diminishes the spiritual and moral dimensions of human

life, risking nihilism and ethical chaos. Moral relativism, on the other hand, undermines the foundation

of moral truth, leading to societal decay and the loss of human dignity.

His response was to reaffirm the centrality of divine truth, natural law, and the dignity of the human

person. By fostering a culture rooted in authentic moral values and a harmony between faith and

reason, St. John Paul II sought to safeguard Christianity’s future against these pervasive ideologies.

His teachings remain a vital resource for believers striving to navigate the challenges of a secularized

world while remaining faithful to the Gospel.

In essence, understanding these threats and the Christian response is crucial for anyone committed to

preserving the integrity of faith in contemporary society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the two forms of secular humanism that St. John Paul II

identified as the greatest threats to Christianity?

St. John Paul II highlighted moral relativism and scientific materialism as the two primary forms of

secular humanism that pose significant threats to Christianity.



How did St. John Paul II describe the impact of moral relativism on

Christian values?

He warned that moral relativism leads to the denial of absolute moral truths, undermining the

foundation of Christian ethics and teachings.

In what way did St. John Paul II see scientific materialism as a threat

to Christian faith?

He believed scientific materialism promotes a worldview that dismisses spiritual realities and divine

existence, thereby challenging the core beliefs of Christianity.

Why did St. John Paul II consider secular humanism's emphasis on

individual autonomy problematic for Christianity?

Because it can lead to self-centeredness and relativism, diminishing the importance of divine authority

and community in Christian life.

Did St. John Paul II see secular humanism as incompatible with the

existence of God?

Yes, he viewed secular humanism—particularly its materialist and relativist tendencies—as

fundamentally incompatible with belief in God.

What role did St. John Paul II believe secular humanism played in

modern societal changes?

He believed it contributed to the decline of traditional moral values and the marginalization of religious

perspectives in public discourse.



How did St. John Paul II suggest Christians should respond to these

threats from secular humanism?

He urged Christians to defend their faith through education, promoting absolute moral truths, and

demonstrating the compatibility of faith with reason and science.

Additional Resources

What Two Forms Of Secular Humanism Did St John Paul II See As The Biggest Threat To Christianity

In his extensive teachings and writings, St John Paul II consistently emphasized the profound

challenges that secular humanism posed to Christianity in the modern world. Recognized as one of the

most influential popes of the 20th century, he viewed secular humanism not merely as a philosophical

stance but as a formidable cultural and ideological force capable of undermining the very foundations

of Christian faith and morality. Among the various manifestations of secular humanism, he identified

two principal forms that he believed posed the greatest threat: the materialist worldview and the

relativist mindset. Understanding these two forms provides critical insight into the pope’s pastoral

approach and the broader cultural battles he sought to address throughout his pontificate.

---

Introduction: The Context of Secular Humanism in the Modern World

Secular humanism, broadly speaking, advocates for a worldview grounded in human reason, ethics,

and science, often emphasizing the rejection of supernatural and religious explanations. While it can

promote positive human values such as compassion, justice, and progress, St John Paul II warned

that certain interpretations and implementations of secular humanism could be detrimental to the soul

of Christian belief. His concern stemmed from the realization that these two dominant

forms—materialism and relativism—could erode the moral and spiritual fabric of society if left



unchecked.

---

The Two Main Forms of Secular Humanism According to St John Paul II

1. Materialist Secular Humanism

Definition and Core Beliefs

Materialist secular humanism centers around the idea that the material universe is all that exists. It

asserts that everything, including human consciousness, morality, and purpose, can be explained

solely through physical processes, science, and empirical evidence. This form of humanism often

dismisses or reduces religious beliefs to outdated myths or subjective opinions.

Why St John Paul II Saw It as a Threat

- Undermines the Transcendent: The belief that only the material world exists negates the spiritual

dimension central to Christianity—namely, the existence of God, the soul, and divine purpose.

- Erodes Moral Foundations: By denying any objective moral law rooted in divine authority, materialist

secular humanism risks reducing ethics to subjective preferences, thereby weakening the moral fabric

of society.

- Promotes Scientific Reductionism: It leads to a view where human beings are merely biological

machines, stripping away the dignity and unique worth accorded to humans by Christian teaching.

- Encourages Nihilism: The lack of a higher purpose or divine accountability can foster nihilistic

attitudes, despair, and a sense of meaninglessness.

Implications for Christianity

St John Paul II believed that materialism could lead believers and non-believers alike away from

acknowledging the divine, thus making the Gospel’s message of hope, salvation, and eternal life less



compelling or even irrelevant in a worldview that dismisses the spiritual altogether.

---

2. Relativist Secular Humanism

Definition and Core Beliefs

Relativist secular humanism emphasizes that truth and morality are subjective, culturally dependent, or

individual preferences. It advocates for tolerance and diversity but often at the expense of universal

moral standards, asserting that what is true or right for one person or society may not be for another.

Why St John Paul II Saw It as a Threat

- Undermines Absolute Truth: Christianity teaches that Jesus Christ is the Way, the Truth, and the Life

(John 14:6). Relativism challenges this claim, promoting a pluralistic view that diminishes the

uniqueness and exclusivity of Christian truth.

- Erodes Moral Absolutes: Without objective moral standards, principles like justice, dignity, and human

rights become relative, making it difficult to oppose injustices or defend the vulnerable.

- Encourages Moral Confusion: The proliferation of conflicting moral perspectives can lead to societal

fragmentation, loss of shared values, and ethical paralysis.

- Weakens the Foundations of Moral Authority: Relativism denies any external authority beyond

individual or societal consensus, which can diminish the role of divine authority in moral decision-

making.

Implications for Christianity

St John Paul II warned that relativism could lead to a crisis where moral and spiritual truths are viewed

as mere opinions, thereby undermining the Church’s authority and the very essence of Christian moral

teaching grounded in divine revelation.



---

The Intersection and Consequences of These Threats

While materialist and relativist secular humanism are distinct, they often reinforce each other in

societal trends:

- Erosion of Absolute Moral Norms: Materialism’s focus on the physical can lend itself to relativism

about morality, suggesting that moral values are just societal constructs rather than rooted in divine

law.

- Loss of Moral and Spiritual Anchors: Both forms diminish the importance of divine revelation, the

church’s teachings, and the spiritual dimension of human life.

- Rise of Secular Ideologies: These threats have historically contributed to the growth of secular

ideologies that marginalize religious perspectives, influence legislation, education, and cultural norms.

Impact on Society

- Increased secularization and decline in religious practice.

- Decreased emphasis on moral education rooted in Christian doctrine.

- Growing cultural skepticism toward religious authority and divine truths.

- Challenges in evangelization and fostering a Christian worldview in increasingly secularized contexts.

---

How St John Paul II Addressed These Threats

St John Paul II was an outspoken advocate for the importance of defending human dignity, rooted in

the divine image of every person. His approach to counteracting the threats posed by materialism and

relativism included:

- Reaffirming the Centrality of Truth: Emphasizing that truth is not just a human construct but is



grounded in the person of Jesus Christ.

- Promoting Natural Law: Highlighting the moral order inscribed by God in human nature, accessible

through reason.

- Encouraging a Culture of Life and Love: Challenging relativist tendencies by promoting unwavering

respect for human life from conception to natural death.

- Engaging in Dialogue: Advocating for respectful dialogue with secularists to demonstrate the

coherence and attractiveness of Christian truth.

- Educational Initiatives: Supporting catechesis and intellectual engagement to equip believers to face

these modern challenges.

---

Conclusion: The Ongoing Battle for the Heart of Humanity

What Two Forms Of Secular Humanism Did St John Paul II See As The Biggest Threat To

Christianity—materialist and relativist secular humanism—remain relevant today. Recognizing these

threats helps believers, pastors, and society at large understand the importance of upholding objective

truth, moral absolutes, and the spiritual dimension of human life. The pope’s teachings continue to

serve as a call to defend the Gospel in a world where these two forms of secular humanism challenge

the very essence of Christian faith. Through education, dialogue, and witness, Christians are

encouraged to stand firm against these cultural currents and to proclaim the eternal truths rooted in

divine revelation.
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