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SAINTS*

O 7 NE of the merits of Susan Wolf's fascinating and disturbing
essay on "Moral Saints"t is that it brings out very sharply a
fundamental problem in modern moral philosophy. On the

one hand, we want to say that morality is of supreme value, always
taking precedence over other grounds of choice, and that what is
normally best must be absolutely best. On the other hand, if we
consider what it would be like really to live in accordance with that
complete priority of the moral, the ideal of life that emerges is apt
to seem dismally grey and unattractive, as Wolf persuasively
argues. I want to present a diagnosis of the problem that differs
from Wolf's. Replies to Wolf might be offered on behalf of the util-
itarian and Kantian moral theories that she discusses, but of them I
shall have little to say. My concern here is to see that sainthood,
not Kant or utilitarianism, receives its due.

WHAT ARE SAINTS LIKE?

The first thing to be said is that there are saints-people like St.
Francis of Assisi and Gandhi and Mother Teresa-and they are
quite different from what Wolf thinks a moral saint would be. In
the end I will conclude that they are not exactly moral saints in
Wolf's sense. But she writes about some of them as if they were,
and discussions of moral sainthood surely owe to the real saints
much of their grip on our attention. So it will be to the point to
contrast the actuality of sainthood with Wolf's picture of the moral
saint.

Wolf argues that moral saints will be "unattractive" (426) be-
cause they will be lacking in individuality and in the "ability to
enjoy the enjoyable in life" (424), and will be so "very, very nice"
and inoffensive that they "will have to be dull-witted or humorless
or bland" (422). But the real saints are not like that. It is easier to
think of St. Francis as eccentric than as lacking in individuality.
And saints are not bland. Many have been offended at them for
being very, very truthful instead of very, very nice. (Think of
Gandhi-or Jesus.) Saints may not enjoy all the same things as
other people, and perhaps a few of them have been melancholy;
but an exceptional capacity for joy is more characteristic of them.

*I wish to thank the Center of Theological Inquiry, for fellowship support dur-
ing the writing of this paper; and Marilyn McCord Adams, for helpful comments on
an earlier version.

tThis JOURNAL, LXXIX, 8 (August 1982): 419-439. Three-digit numbers in paren-
theses in the text refer to pages of Wolf's article.
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SAINTS 393
(For all his asceticism, one thinks again of St. Francis.) There are
joys (and not minor ones) that only saints can know. And as for at-
tractiveness, the people we think of first as saints were plainly peo-
ple who were intensely interesting to almost everyone who had any-
thing to do with them, and immensely attractive to at least a large
proportion of those people. They have sometimes been controver-
sial, but rarely dull; and their charisma has inspired many to leave
everything else in order to follow them.

Wolf may have set herself up, to some extent, for such contrasts,
by conceiving of moral sainthood purely in terms of commitment
or devotion to moral ends or principles. There are other, less volun-
tary virtues that are essential equipment for a saint-humility, for
instance, and perceptiveness, courage, and a mind unswayed by the
voices of the crowd. The last of these is part of what keeps saints
from being bland or lacking in individuality.

In order to understand how Wolf arrives at her unflattering pic-
ture of the moral saint, however, we must examine her stated con-
ception of moral sainthood.

WOLF'S ARGUMENT

Wolf states three criteria for moral sainthood; and they are not
equivalent. (1) In her third sentence she says, "By moral saint I
mean a person whose every action is as morally good as possible."
(2) Immediately she adds: "a person, that is, who is as morally
worthy as can be" (419). Her words imply that these two characteri-
zations amount to the same thing, but it seems to me that the first
expresses at most a very questionable test for the satisfaction of the
second. The idea that only a morally imperfect person would spend
half an hour doing something morally indifferent, like taking a
nap, when she could have done something morally praiseworthy
instead, like spending the time in moral self-examination, is at
odds with our usual judgments and ought not to be assumed at the
outset. The assumption that the perfection of a person, in at least
the moral type of value, depends on the maximization of that type
of value in every single action of the person lies behind much that
is unattractive in Wolf's picture of moral sainthood; but I believe it
is a fundamental error.

(3) On the next page we get a third criterion: "A necessary condi-
tion of moral sainthood would be that one's life be dominated by a
commitment to improving the welfare of others or of society as a
whole" (420). Here again, while it might be claimed that this is a
necessary condition of a person's, or her acts', being as morally
worthy as possible, the claim is controversial. It has been held as a
moral thesis that the pursuit of our own perfection ought some-
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times to take precedence for us over the welfare of others. The util-
itarian, likewise, will presumably think that many people ought to
devote their greatest efforts to their own happiness and perfection,
because that is what will maximize utility. Given a utilitarian con-
ception of moral rightness as doing what will maximize utility,
why shouldn't a utilitarian say that such people, and their acts, can
be as morally worthy as possible (and thus can satisfy Wolf's first
two criteria of moral sainthood) when they pursue their own hap-
piness and perfection? Presumably, therefore, Wolf is relying heav-
ily on her third criterion, as an independent test, when she says
that such cases imply "that the utilitarian would not support
moral sainthood as a universal ideal" (427).

This third criterion is obviously related to Wolf's conception of
morality. Later in her paper she contrasts the moral point of view
with "the point of view of individual perfection," which is "the
point of view from which we consider what kinds of lives are good
lives, and what kinds of persons it would be good for ourselves and
others to be" (437). "The moral point of view . . . is the point of
view one takes up insofar as one takes the recognition of the fact
that one is just one person among others equally real and deserving
of the good things in life as a fact with practical consequences, a
fact the recognition of which demands expression in one's actions
and in the form of one's practical deliberations" (436f.). And moral
theories are theories that offer "answers to the question of what the
most correct or the best way to express this fact is" (437).

This account of moral theory and the moral point of view is in
clear agreement with Wolf's third criterion of moral sainthood on
one central issue: morality, for her, has exclusively to do with one's
regard for the good (and perhaps she would add, the rights) of other
persons. One's own dignity or courage or sexuality pose moral
issues for Wolf only to the extent that they impinge on the interests
of other people. Otherwise they can be evaluated from the point of
view of individual perfection (and she obviously takes that evalua-
tion very seriously) but not from the moral point of view. This lim-
itation of the realm of the moral is controversial, but (without wish-
ing to be committed to it in other contexts) I shall use 'moral' and
'morality' here in accordance with Wolf's conception.

It might still be doubted whether her third criterion of moral
sainthood follows from her definition of the moral point of view. A
utilitarian, for reasons indicated above, might argue that for many
people a life not "dominated by a commitment to improving the
welfare of others or of society as a whole" could perfectly express
"recognition of the fact that one is just one person among others
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equally real and deserving of the good things of life." Dedication
to the good of others is not the same as weighing their good
equally with one's own. But if the former is not implied by the lat-
ter, it is the altruistic dedication that constitutes Wolf's operative
criterion of moral excellence (though I suspect she looks to the
equal weighing for a criterion of the morally obligatory). I do not
wish to quibble about this; for what interests me most in Wolf's
paper is what she says about moral devotion, and weighing one's
own good equally with the good of others (demanding as that may
be) is something less than devotion.

Thus Wolf's three criteria of moral sainthood seem to me to be
separable. The second (maximal moral worthiness of the person,
rather than the act) probably comes the closest to expressing an in-
tuitive idea of moral sainthood in its most general form. But the
other two seem to be her working criteria. I take all three to be in-
corporated as necessary conditions in Wolf's conception of moral
sainthood.

The center of Wolf's argument can now be stated quite simply. It
is that in a life perfectly "dominated by a commitment to improv-
ing the welfare of others or of society as a whole" there will not be
room for other interests. In particular there will not be time or
energy or attention for other good interests, such as the pursuit of
aesthetic or athletic excellence. The moral saint will not be able to
pursue these interests, or encourage them in others, unless "by
happy accident" they have an unusual humanitarian payoff (425f.).
But from the point of view of individual perfection we have to say
that some of the qualities that the moral saint is thus prevented
from fostering in herself or others are very desirable, and there are
commendable ideals in which they have a central place. So "if we
think that it is as good, or even better for a person to strive for one
of these ideals than it is for him or her to strive for and realize the
ideal of the moral saint, we express a conviction that it is good not
to be a moral saint" (426f.).

SAINTHOOD AND RELIGION

While those actual saints whom I have mentioned have indeed
been exceptionally devoted to improving the lives and circumstan-
ces of other people, it would be misleading to say that their lives
have been "dominated by a commitment to improving the welfare
of others or of society as a whole." For sainthood is an essentially
religious phenomenon, and even so political a saint as Gandhi saw
his powerful humanitarian concern in the context of a more com-
prehensive devotion to God. This touches the center of Wolf's ar-
gument, and helps to explain why actual saints are so unlike her
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picture of the moral saint. Wolf's moral saint sees limited resources
for satisfying immense human needs and unlimited human desires,
and devotes himself wholly to satisfying them as fully (and perhaps
as fairly) as possible. This leaves him no time or energy for any-
thing that does not have to be done. Not so the saints. The sub-
stance of sainthood is not sheer will power striving like Sisyphus
(or like Wolf's Rational Saint) to accomplish a boundless task, but
goodness overflowing from a boundless source. Or so, at least, the
saints perceive it.

They commonly have time for things that do not have to be
done, because their vision is not of needs that exceed any possible
means of satisfying them, but of a divine goodness that is more
than adequate to every need. They are not in general even trying to
make their every action as good as possible, and thus they diverge
from Wolf's first criterion of moral sainthood. The humility of the
saint may even require that she spend considerable stretches of time
doing nothing of any great importance or excellence. Saintliness is
not perfectionism, though some saints have been perfectionistic in
various ways. There is an unusual moral goodness in the saints,
but we shall not grasp it by asking whether any of their actions
could have been morally worthier. What makes us think of a
Gandhi, for example, as a saint is something more positive, which
I would express by saying that goodness was present in him in ex-
ceptional power.

Many saints have felt the tensions on which Wolf's argument
turns. Albert Schweitzer, whom many have honored as a twentieth-
century saint, was one who felt keenly the tension between artistic
and intellectual achievement on the one hand and a higher claim
of humanitarian commitment on the other. Yet in the midst of his
humanitarian activities in Africa, he kept a piano and spent some
time playing it-even before he realized that keeping up this skill
would help him raise money for his mission. Very likely that time
could have been employed in actions that would have been morally
worthier, but that fact by itself surely has no tendency to disqualify
Schweitzer from sainthood, in the sense in which people are actu-
ally counted as saints. We do not demand as a necessary condition
of sainthood that the saint's every act be the morally worthiest pos-
sible in the circumstances, nor that he try to make it so.

The religious character of sainthood also helps to explain how
the saint can be so self-giving without lacking (as Wolf suggests
the Loving Saint must) an interest in his own condition as a de-
terminant of his own happiness. In fact saints have typically been
intensely and frankly interested in their own condition, their own
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SAINTS 397
perfection, and their own happiness. Without this interest they
would hardly have been fitted to lead others for whom they desired
perfection and happiness. What enables them to give of themselves
unstintedly is not a lack of interest in their own persons, but a trust
in God to provide for their growth and happiness.

SHOULD EVERYONE BE A SAINT?

Even if it can be shown that the life of a Gandhi or a St. Francis is
happier and more attractive than Wolf claims that the life of a
moral saint would be, we still face questions analogous to some of
those she presses. Would it be good if everyone were a saint?
Should we all aspire to be saints?

Not everybody could be a Gandhi. He himself thought other-
wise. "Whatever is possible for me is possible even for a child," he
wrote.' This is a point on which we may venture to disagree with
him. A life like his involves, in religious terms, a vocation that is
not given to everyone. Or to put the matter in more secular terms,
not all who set themselves to do it will accomplish as much good
by humanitarian endeavor as Wolf seems to assume that any utilit-
arian can (428). But perhaps some of us assume too easily that we
could not be a Gandhi. In all probability there could be more
Gandhis than there are, and it would be a very good thing if there
were.

Wolf, however, will want to press the question whether there are
not human excellences that could not be realized by a Gandhi, or
even by someone who seriously aspired to be one, and whether it
would not be good for some people to aspire to these excellences
instead of aspiring to sainthood. My answer to these questions is
affirmative, except for the 'instead of aspiring to sainthood'. Given
the limits of human time and energy, it is hard to see how a
Gandhi or a Martin Luther King, Jr., could at the same time have
been a great painter or a world-class violinist. Such saints may in-
deed attain and employ great mastery in the arts of speaking and
writing. But there are demanding forms of excellence, in the arts
and in science, for example, and also in philosophy, which proba-
bly are not compatible with their vocation (and even less compati-
ble with the vocation of a St. Francis, for reasons of life-style rather
than time and energy). And I agree that it is good that some people
aspire to those excellences and attain them.

But if it is right to conclude that not everyone should aspire to be a

'M. K. Gandhi, Gandhi's Autobiography: The Story of My Experiments with
Truth, translated by Mahadev Desai (Washington, D.C.: Public Affairs Press, 1948),
p. 7.
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Gandhi or a Martin Luther King or a St. Francis, it may still be too
hasty to infer that not everyone should aspire to sainthood. Perhaps
there are other ways of being a saint. That will depend, of course, on
what is meant by 'saint'; so it is time to offer a definition.

If sainthood is an essentially religious phenomenon, as I claim,
it is reasonable to seek its central feature (at least for theistic reli-
gions) in the saint's relation to God. 'Saint' means 'holy'-indeed
they are the same word in most European languages. Saints are
people in whom the holy or divine can be seen. In a religious view
they are people who submit themselves, in faith, to God, not only
loving Him but also letting His love possess them, so that it works
through them and shines through them to other people. What in-
terests a saint may have will then depend on what interests God
has, for sainthood is a participation in God's interests. And God
need not be conceived as what Wolf would call a "moral fanatic"
(425). He is not so limited that His moral concerns could leave
Him without time or attention or energy for other interests. As the
author of all things and of all human capacities, He may be re-
garded as interested in many forms of human excellence, for their
own sake and not just for the sake of their connection with what
would be classified as moral concerns in any narrow sense. This
confirms the suggestion that Gandhi and Martin Luther King and
St. Francis exemplify only certain types of sainthood, and that
other types may be compatible with quite different human excel-
lences-and in particular, with a great variety of demanding artis-
tic and intellectual excellences. I do not see why a Fra Angelico or
a Johann Sebastian Bach or a Thomas Aquinas could not have
been a saint in this wider sense.

Now I suspect that Wolf will not be satisfied witth the conclu-
sion that a saint could be an Angelico or a Bach or an Aquinas.
And I do not think that the sticking point here will be that the
three figures mentioned all dealt with religious subjects. After all,
much of Bach's and Aquinas's work is not explicitly religious, and
it would be easy to make a case that a saint could have done most
of Uzanne's work. The trouble, I rather expect Wolf to say, is that
the forms of artistic and intellectual excellence typified by these
figures are too sweet or too nice or too wholesome to be the only
ones allowed us. There are darker triumphs of human creativity
that we also admire; could a saint have produced them?

Not all of them. I admire the art of Edvard Munch, but I cer-
tainly grant that most of his work would not have been produced
by a saint. I do not think that is a point against the aspiration to
sainthood, however, nor even against a desire for universal saint-
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hood. Who knows? Perhaps Munch would have painted even
greater things of another sort if he had been a saint. But that is not
the crucial point. Perhaps he would have given up painting and
done something entirely different. The crucial point is that al-
though I might aspire to Munch's artistic talent and skill, I cer-
tainly would not aspire to be a person who would use it to express
what he did, nor would I wish that on anyone I cared about. In
view not merely of the intensity of unhappiness, but also of the
kind of unhappiness that comes to expression in Munch's art, it
would be preverse to aspire to it, nobly as Munch expressed it. The
lesson to be learned from such cases is that our ethical or religious
view of life ought to allow for some ambivalence, and particularly
for the appreciation of some things that we ought not to desire.

Van Gogh provides an interesting example of a different sort.
There is much in his life to which one would not aspire, and his
canvases sometimes express terror, even madness, rather than peace.
Yet I would hesitate to say that a saint could not have painted
them. The saints have not been strangers to terror, pain, and sad-
ness; and if in Van Gogh's pictures we often see the finite broken
by too close an approach of the transcendent, that is one of the
ways in which the holy can show itself in human life. Certainly
Van Gogh wanted to be a saint; and perhaps, in an unorthodox
and sometimes despairing way, he was one.

IS MORALITY A SUITABLE OBJECT OF MAXIMAL DEVOTION?

Wolf's arguments lead her to reject an important received opinion
about the nature of morality and about what it means to accept a
moral theory-the opinion, namely, that it is "a testc t at ade4quate
moral theory that perfect obedience to its laws and maximal devo-
tion to its interests be something we can whole-heartedly strive for
in ourselves and wish for in those around us" (435). There are two
parts to the received opinion, as it has to do with perfect obedience
and with maximal devotion. I cannot see that Wolf's arguments
call in question the desirability of perfect obedience to the laws of
morality, unless those laws make all good deeds obligatory (as in a
rigorous act utilitarianism). Wolf seems on the whole to prefer the
view that even nonmoral ideals to which it would be good to aspire
ought not to involve the infringement of moral requirements; and
so she concludes that if (as she has argued) "we have reason to
want people to live lives that are not morally perfect, then any
plausible moral theory must make use of some conception of su-
pererogation" (438). What she clearly rejects in the received opin-
ion, then, is the desirability of maximal devotion to the interests of
morality.
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In this I agree with her. We ought not to make a religion of moral-
ity. Without proposing, like Kierkegaard and Tillich, to define reli-
gion as maximal devotion, I would say that maximal devotion (like
sainthood) is essentially religious, or at least that it has its proper
place only in religion. Wolf is going too far when she says that
"morality itself does not seem to be a suitable object of passion"
(424). But maximal devotion is much more than passion. And mor-
ality, as Wolf conceives of it, is too narrow to be a suitable object of
maximal or religious devotion. Her reason (and one good reason)
for thinking this is that a demand for universal maximal devotion to
morality excludes too many human excellences.

Religion is richer than morality, because its divine object is so
rich. He is not too narrow to be a suitable object of maximal devo-
tion. Since He is lover of beauty, for instance, as well as com-
mander of morals, maximal submission of one's life to Him may in
some cases (as I have argued) encompass an intense pursuit of artis-
tic excellence in a way that maximal devotion to the interests of
morality, narrowly understood, cannot. Many saints and other reli-
gious people, to be sure, have been quite hostile to some of the
forms of human endeavor and achievement that 1 agree with Wolf
in prizing. What I have argued is that the breadth of the Creator's
interests makes possible a conception of sainthood that does not
require this hostility.

There is for many (and not the least admirable) among us a
strong temptation to make morality into a substitute for religion,
and in so doing to make morality the object of a devotion that is
maximal, at least in aspiration, and virtually religious in character.
Such a devotion to morality, conceived as narrowly as Wolf con-
ceives of it, would be, from a religious point of view, idolatry. The
conclusion to which Wolf's arguments tend is that it would also
be, from what she calls "the point of view of individual perfec-
tion," oppressive.

On the other hand, the loss of the possibility of sainthood, and
of maximal devotion, would be a great loss. Wolf says, "A moral
theory that does not contain the seeds of an all-consuming ideal of
moral sainthood ... seems to place false and unnatural limits on
our opportunity to do moral good and our potential to deserve
moral praise" (433). This seems right, but I do not think it is just
our indefinite (not infinite) opportunities and capacities that gen-
erate the all-consuming ideal. There are other departments of
human life (such as memorization) in which our potential to de-
serve praise is indefinite but in which it would be bizarre to adopt
an all-consuming ideal. The fact is that many of the concepts that
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we use in morality were developed in a religious tradition; and to
tear them loose entirely from a context in which something (dis-
tinct perhaps from morality but including it) claims maximal de-
votion seems to threaten something that is important for the se-
riousness of morality.

It may not, in other words, be so easy to have a satisfactory con-
ception of morality without religion-that is, without belief in an
appropriate object of maximal devotion, an object that is larger
than morality but embraces it.

ROBERT MERRIHEW ADAMS

University of California, Los Angeles
Center of Theological Inquiry, Princeton
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