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Immanel Kant in his essay “What is Enlightenment?” uses the admonition of the Roman poet, Horace from his Ars poetica, “Sapere aude!”, “Dare to Know!”.   The words of the oracle at Delphi, repeated by Socrates through Plato, “Know thyself,” echo out to us over millennia.  In our own times Pope John Paul II has written, “The admonition Know yourself was carved on the temple portal at Delphi, as testimony to a basic truth to be adopted as a minimal norm by those who seek to set themselves apart from the rest of creation as “human beings”, that is as those who “know themselves.”
   He has encouraged us further, “...become what you are.”
  In a similar vein the philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche
 wrote, albeit from a rather different matrix of thought,  “What does your conscience tell you? —“You shall become the person that you are.”
  

Seek to know who you are and dare to be yourself.  The exhortation to achieve the fullness of our personal humanity has been repeated often, over centuries by intellectual leaders in a variety of cultures.  It is so ubiquitous in our own times that our minds tend to become numb to the idea and it falls into our cultural catch basin of clichés, words often in our ears and on our lips but seldom in our reflective minds.  In our times, in an exaggeratedly commercial culture, the idea of daring to “be yourself” has even been systematically mutated to a call for thoughtless self indulgence (including such expressions of our ‘true self’ as  ‘designer’ clothing,  large or fast vehicles which ‘make a statement’, cosmetic surgery, personal eccentricities, exaggerated sexuality, ostentatious wealth, or affected social prestige).

The Enlightenment with its aftermath and the rise of democracy led to a new sense of individuality with a new sense of having an individual right, even a duty, to question cultural patterns, standards, traditions, obligations, and self-understanding. The philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, burst open the last portals remaining sealed by traditional and cultural taboos, calling for a “revaluation of all values”.  Indeed, there is much merit to such self-reliance and self-understanding.    Much progress has been made in human rights, in individual freedom and in human knowledge through questioning and rethinking traditional values, standards, and prohibitions (elimination of slavery, women’s human rights, a limited work week, social security, new perceptions of the natural world, advances in medicine, etc.)  A cultural problem has arisen, however, when the perception of individuality and once bold, dynamic aspirations have been reduced to thoughtless cliché or commercial and political manipulation.

The question of the specifically human role (vocation) of women (and men) seeking to know themselves and live life in the fullness of their individual and collective humanity in the 21st century is more complex and surrounded by more conflicting claims and manipulation than at any other time in history.  In earlier ages manipulation and domination were achieved by rather direct means (often physical force or the threat thereof, as well as discriminatory legislation).  In our own age, the techniques of manipulation and control and the means of communication to exert them are eminently more subtle.  Our minds are assaulted constantly by a cacophony of demands to conform our perceptions and our values to the commercial and/or socio-political objectives of a variety of groups and interests – or to a prevailing popular whim.  At the same time, at the other end of the spectrum, authentic values and understandings are battered brutally on a daily basis, often because they may interfere with momentary pleasure, for the purpose of selling products, for political momentum or simply through thoughtless repetition of a thought pattern which seems to be ‘in’.   This all is most often propounded under the guise of entertainment, education or even therapy. 

Kant’s ideal of a population having the freedom and the inclination to think critically as individuals and thus the opportunity to develop their persons and achieve their highest human potential has been distorted extensively in a consumer culture to a pattern of using people’s capacity for ideals or their innate sense of justice to achieve the self-interested goals of others having the means to exploit the weaker.  The ethical safeguard Kant suggested in the categorical imperative is more and more extensively ignored:  “Treat human beings, be it in your own person or in another, always simultaneously as an end and never merely as a means.”
  Pope John Paul II in his concern for the decline of culture, laments the deterioration of  “...the primordial moral requirement of loving and respecting the person as an end and never as a mere means...”
.  John Paul II, citing the work of the Second Vatican Council, adds a theological dimension and also defines the concept of ‘person’ (as used in his writings and also in this essay), “Man—whether man or woman—is the only being among the creatures of the visible world that God the Creator “has willed for its own sake”; that creature is thus a person.”
  

The idea of a woman’s vocation, in the 21st century may mean a calling to many things, including such roles as a working career, a dedication to home and family, a commitment to the church, immersion in the arts, a life of learning or, most often,  a combination of such life choices and responsibilities.  In all cases, however, a primary, overreaching vocation is to an understanding of and a respect for human dignity both in our own person and in others.  This is the very foundation of a specifically human culture.  This is the essence of ‘becoming who we are’.  “There can be no true democracy without a recognition of every person’s dignity and without respect for his or her rights.”
 

We live in an age in which women, more commonly than ever before in human history, have the opportunity to participate actively and openly in the design and construction of the culture in which we live.  Although there remain certain artificial social restraints and inhibitions on a woman’s ability to function with her full capacities for freedom of will in all circumstances, such restrictions are wilting rapidly.  The historic opportunity for women to make an active, open, positive contribution to the way of life of this and future generations and to take active part in the in the sculpting of a culture’s tables of values is at hand -- and is awesome.

At the same time we live in an age which envelopes us with a psychotropic allure to possession, power, intoxication, self-indulgence, trivialized sexuality, deified secularism, indifference, passivity, and a host of other “freedoms” which draw us far below any elevated ideal of humanity.  How tragic it would be if women at the very dawn of a newfound autonomy should only be immediately subsumed into an ongoing festival of thoughtless self-gratification!  

The philosopher, Friedrich Nietzsche, who was perhaps the first to notice fully the spiritual decline of Western culture to a ‘herd mentality’ and a regression from human dignity to a status of elevated, technological bestiality, encouraged us with the caveat, “But Human beings are capable of consciously resolving to evolve themselves to a new culture...”
 In citing the work of the Second Vatican Council and the words of Sirach, Pope John Paul II (although proceeding from a rather different orientation than Nietzsche) is also concerned about the decline of culture, but is also encouraged by the autonomy of human persons, “These words indicate the wonderful depth of the sharing in God’s dominion to which man has been called:  they indicate that man’s dominion extends in a certain sense over man himself.” 

In the 21st century women are called upon (receive the vocation) to participate fully in specifically human autonomy, to ‘know themselves’ and to ‘dare to become who they are’.  Women are called upon to participate in the willed elevation of culture beyond bestial sensuality and any inculcated servility of a ‘herd’.  Women “assume, together with men, a common responsibility for the destiny of humanity according to daily necessities and according to that definitive destiny which the human family has in God himself...”
 Women, having achieved autonomy within modern society, are called upon to use their human capacity for choice with wisdom, with an informed understanding of their fully human, cultural responsibility to self and to others in the present and for the future;  “...our time in particular awaits the manifestation of that “genius” which belongs to women...”.
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