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MY DIALOGUE WITH UNBELIEVERS: ETHICS, AESTHETICS AND LEADERSHIP
by Cardinal  Cormac Murphy O'Connor,  Archbishop of  Westminster

There is a magnif icent passage in Pope John Paul ’s encycl ical ,  Redemptor Hominis,  where
he speaks about man, humankind, as the pr imary and fundamental  way for the Church.
He says Man, in the fu l l  t ruth of  h is existence, of  h is personal  being, and also of  h is
community and social  being, in the sphere of  h is own fami ly in the sphere of  society and
very diverse contexts,  in the sphere of  h is own nat ion or people,  and in the sphere of  the
whole of  mankind, th is man is the pr imary route that  the Church must t ravel  in fu l f i l l ing
her mission. He is the pr imary and fundamental  way for the Church, the way traced out by
Christ  Himsel f .

In my personal  deal ings wi th people who are non#bel ievers,  which I  take to include people
who do not openly profess any rel ig ious bel ief ,  I  have found that the most natural  and
frui t fu l  way to engage is in discussion of  the th ings that interest  and concern al l  of  us,
whatever our background or c i rcumstances. I  propose, in the next few minutes to ta lk about
three aspects of  human l i fe which touch people whether they are bel ievers or not.  Let  us
see how they might i l lustrate indirect ly the values of  the Gospel  of  Jesus Christ .  The three
areas are:  beauty,  goodness and leadership,  or  as the t i t le of  my talk puts i t :  aesthet ics,
ethics and leadership.  Within these three areas we f ind aspects of  human l i fe which touch
everyone, and which in my exper ience open up, rather than close down, our dialogue with
non-bel ievers.

I  begin wi th ‘beauty’ .  Recent ly,  I  was invi ted to ta lk to a dist inguished group of  archi tects
and designers,  most#of whom were unbel ievers.  I  found that fact  chal lenging # I  had to
discover the common ground on which we might engage. React ions to my talk suggested
that wi th a l i t t le imaginat ion we had indeed found more common ground than might have
been expected. I  to ld them that when I  was a young student in Rome I  was taught that
being is  one, t rue,  good and beaut i fu l :  ens est  unum, verum, bonum et pulchrum. I t  was the
pulchrum, the beaut i fu l ,  that  f i red my imaginat ion.  There is beauty in the wor ld and the best
way to del ight  in that  t ruth is to exper ience i t .  Plato said,  The power of  the good has taken
shape in the nature of  the beaut i fu l .  One of the Church Fathers,  St .  Maximus, said that  The
created world had within i tsel f  a meaning, i ts own signi f icance. So the wor ld is or ientated
towards humanity,  so even matter is or ientated towards us # or rather us and God.

Archi tecture has i ts own part icular and very important part  to play in creat ing a space for
meet ing,  a space for humanity,  a space for the sacred. Bui ld ings are never just  funct ional ;
they always have something to say about the complexi t ies of  l i fe in community,  and the
humanisat ion of  space. Of course bui ld ings f rom beaut i fu l  Cathedrals,  l ike St.  Peter 's,
br idges, gal ler ies and business schools have to be designed and constructed so that they
serve a pract ical  purpose. But art  and archi tecture also have something to do with civ i l tà
# c iv i l izat ion,  civ i l i ty ,  and must never be enclosed within their  own world.  They should
raise the human heart  to the Creator of  a l l  th ings,  namely God. Our art ist ic and aesthet ic
imaginat ions are a br idge to the t ranscendent and eternal .  Art  and archi tecture,  music and
l i terature are means to raise hearts and minds to God.

This impl ies,  and my exper ience bears th is out,  that  ar t ,  archi tecture and beauty,  can also
act as a br idge in our conversat ion wi th unbel ievers.  For many people aesthet ics can act
as a k ind of  pre#evangel isat ion that may lead them in t ime to a more profound engagement
with eternal  t ruths and the discovery of  God. Pope John Paul ,  in his let ter  to art ists says,
Beauty is a key to the mystery and cal l  to t ranscendence. I t  is  an invi tat ion to savour
l i fe and to dream of the future.  That is why the beauty in created things can never fu l ly
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sat isfy.  I t  st i rs that  h idden nostalgia for  God which a love of  beauty,  l ike St.  August ine
could express in incomparable terms, “Late have I  loved You, Beauty so old and so new,
late have I  loved You".  So my f i rst  point  is  that  the beauty,  goodness and glory of  creat ion
offer real  substance for our dialogue with unbel ievers,  d ia logue which may lead some to
the discovery of  the t ruth of  God.

A second area of  common ground between Christ ians,  and indeed people of  the other main
fai ths,  and those who do not profess any fai th,  is  ethics.  A concern wi th moral  goodness
is common to the whole human fami ly,  even i f  the pr inciples which we apply in order to
di f ferent iate that  which is good from that which is wrong vary considerably.  There is a
sense in which our Western cul ture,  for  example,  is  on i ts own ethical  journey. This is
most apparent in the younger generat ion.  Whi le so many have lost  their  bear ings,  as far  as
an expl ic i t ly  Chr ist ian moral i ty is concerned, nevertheless they are of ten conscient iously
searching for goodness, for  beauty and for t ruth.  We are back to possibi l i t ies for  pre-
evangel isat ion.

I  gave a ta lk two weeks ago to students at  the Universi ty of  Wales on the topic of
Chr ist iani ty,  cul ture and human f lour ishing. Only three paragraphs of  that  ta lk referred to
a troublesome aspect of  our cul ture which is the apparent t r iv ia l isat ion of  sex,  part icular ly
in the media.  Perhaps unsurpr is ingly i t  was those paragraphs which at t racted the at tent ion
of the nat ional  media the next day. I  said that  too of ten the sex which we see on our
televis ion screens, and which dominates so much modem advert is ing,  is  devoid of  any
real  context .  Sex is presented as something which has no real  s igni f icance. Love is hardly
ever ment ioned. Commitment is measured in at tachments of  weeks, not l i fet imes. Sex
divorced from love, f rom commitment,  f rom f idel i ty and from the desire to have chi ldren is
a t r iv ia l isat ion of  something profound and extraordinar i ly  important.  Apart  f rom the mere
ment ion of  the word sex these sent iments received nat ional  media at tent ion because I
was touching on issues that are of  profound concern to a great many in our society,  most
notably parents.

I  bel ieve very strongly that  the cement which holds society together is fami ly l i fe.  Stable
fami l ies are made and sustained by loving, unsel f ish and mature relat ionships.  Our at t i tude
to that  most important gi f t  of  God to humankind, namely the gi f t  of  sex,  is  fundamental
therefore to the cont inued heal th and stabi l i ty  of  our society,  and our cul ture.  Here is a
subject  where people of  goodwi l l ,  be they bel ievers or unbel ievers,  would f ind common
cause with us.

The last  area which I  f ind acts as a br idge between the Church and non-bel ievers is the
issue of  leadership.  In increasingly plural  and mult icul tural  societ ies,  and in inst i tut ions
which f ind themselves the subject  of  increasingly intense scrut iny or suspic ion, leaders
are faced with a common chal lenge: how to mot ivate and inspire people to work together
with a common sense of  purpose, uni ted by common values. Def in ing mission, values and
purpose in an increasingly diverse world,  has become more chal lenging. I  have found
that dialogue with leaders in society,  whether in industry,  pol i t ics or other walks of  l i fe #
including of  course rel ig ious leaders # can be mutual ly enr iching.

In my own discussions I  have found that many people in leadership posi t ions are concerned
about how they can enable a group to f lour ish under their  leadership.  The f i rst  point  I  of ten
make is that  of  John Henry Newman who famously said that  the def in i t ion of  a gent leman
is someone who has his eye on al l  the company. Leaders,  ourselves included, must take
a personal  interest  in al l  their  col leagues. They must be sure that everyone within their
organisat ion,  team or command is inspired both by a personal  loyal ty,  and by a common
mission. This requires relat ional  ski l ls  of  a high order,  and an at tent ion to the detai l  both
of the purpose and values of  the organisat ion,  and the l ives and indiv idual  qual i t ies of  the
people who make that organisat ion work.

This is the stuf f  of  a r ich dialogue between us and non-bel ievers in responsible posi t ions.
One simple example # the model of  community wi th the leader at  the centre rather than at
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the apex # is a model at  the heart  of  the Church’s t radi t ion and exper ience which has a
great deal  to of fer  leaders in more secular s i tuat ions.  I t  is  encouraging for instance that the
Rule of  St  Benedict  is  being used successful ly by monast ic communit ies in England and
elsewhere as the basis for  new ref lect ions on business ethics and leadership.  The not ions
of communion and sol idar i ty are other aspects of  the Church’s exper ience, t radi t ion and
teaching which of fer  great scope for fur ther ref lect ion and dialogue with non-bel ievers.

Dialogue with non#bel ievers requires in the f i rst  instance gett ing into conversat ion about
matters that  concern us al l ,  and on which we can al l  expect to have a v iew. I t  is  in
exchanging views openly and respectful ly that  car icatures fa l l  away, and new connect ions
and interest  can spark.  Di f f icul t  though i t  is  we should always try to resist  the temptat ion to
defensiveness. In my exper ience people remain open to dialogue so long as di f ference is
respected, and af fect ion and humour are part  of  the conversat ion.  This is usual ly easier in
pr ivate and fr iendly conversat ion than in the TV studio ( ! )  # but we have to learn to accept
both.

I  have ment ioned here three areas which seem to me natural ly to al low for interest ing
and engaging dialogue, and even opportuni t ies for  pre-evangel izat ion,  namely ethics,
aesthet ics and leadership.  There are of  course many, many more, and they wi l l  vary f rom
culture to cul ture.  Suff ice then to repeat,  wi th Pope John Paul ,  that  i t  is  precisely the
person, the man, in al l  the t ruth of  h is l i fe,  in his conscience, his cont inual  incl inat ion to
sin and at  the same t ime in his cont inual  aspirat ion to t ruth,  to what is good and what is
beaut i fu l ,  to just ice and to love, that  the Vat ican Counci l  had before i ts eyes, when i t  looked
at the modem world,  and declared so famously that  our joys,  hopes, gr ief  and anguish and
the joys,  hopes, gr ief  and anguish of  every man are the same. Plenty of  scope then for our
cont inuing dialogue.

This man, th is person, the Pope says, is  the way for the Church.


