COURSE SUPPLEMENT: 

INTRODUCTION TO CATHOLIC MORAL THEOLOGY

CERT ED. / BA(Applied theology)    MARYVALE INSTITUTE

Chapter 1.  Answers to Fernandez and Socias p.46

1. See the Pinckaers definition, or VS 29: “Moral theology, a science which accepts and examines divine revelation while at the same time responding to the demands of human reason. . .  a reflection concerned with morality, with the good and evil of human acts and the human person who performs them . . it acknowledges that the origin and end of moral action are found in the One who “alone is good”, and who, by giving Himself to man in Christ, offers him the happiness of divine life.

2. Scripture, Tradition, Magisterium, ancillary sciences (medicine, psychology, economics, biology, genetics, philosophical ethics, law, politics etc.)

3. To assist the individual and the collective on the path to eternal salvation. To aid the human person and society in the pursuit and enaction of moral truth. To promote the Kingdom of God upon earth, a kingdom of love and peace, justice and truth.  To defend against the seductive deceits of the Evil One which seem attractive, but lead to much human unhappiness and misery. To systematise the moral experience of all past generations of Christian believers, in a way which facilitates our learning from it, so that we can avoid destructive errors and cleave to that which bears good fruit.

4. A correct moral theory must be based upon an accurate picture of man, a sound anthropology. “It is Christ who reveals man to himself “  (JP II)

5. Body and soul, the physical and spiritual dimensions of our being.

6. The Beatific Vision, eternal life and joy with the Holy Trinity, Heaven. The divinization of Man: God became man so that man might become God (Irenaeus) – in the sense of sharing the Divine Presence.

7. Same as No 2. The Magisterium draws its teaching from Holy Scripture and Sacred Tradition.

8. True. We can be far more certain of that which has been divinely revealed and is attested by the Apostles, prophets, saints and martyrs, and the teaching authority of Christ’s Church.  A philosopher, be he Aristotle, Spinoza or A J Ayer, speaks only upon his own authority. The Church’s message comes with God’s authority, and is witnessed to by miracles, healings, miraculous signs and so forth. In any moral debate, the certainty of the results depends upon the certainty of the premises. A Philosopher’s reasoning may be correct, but his initial starting point (the anthropology, the notion of man) may be faulty. And neither Aristotle, nor Spinoza, nor A.J. Ayer could tell us about the next world, nor has any of them risen from the grave!

9. Fernandez and Socias mention that the Fathers systematized the Church’s moral teaching, but I would not agree with this. They developed certain questions: martyrdom, virginity etc. Their moral teaching usually came in the course of a profoundly spiritual exegesis. The first thorough and systematic treatment was that of St Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae around 1260 AD. The way for this was prepared by the Summa of Alexander of Hales, the Sententiae of Peter Lombard.

10. Christ is the true Wisdom of the Father. The most genuine philosophy is that based upon his revelation and teaching.  A true Lover of Wisdom – philosopher – who manages by grace and free will to overcome the blindnesses and distortions of original and personal sin – will recognise this Wisdom which comes from above. Ultimately, therefore, a true philosophical ethics and moral theology coalesce to form one and the same discipline.  It is worth reflecting on the fact that religious experience, and especially Christian experience, form a part of the human heritage. Any philosophy which fails to take them into account, or which even deliberately excludes them (e.g. materialism), is not a valid philosophy. It becomes a flight from reality, not an exploration of reality. 

Practical Exercises:

1. Without reference to right and wrong, to moral good and evil, we cannot show that Hitler was evil. The idea of evil becomes merely a subjective emotional reaction: I don’t like Adolf Hitler. Anyone who says that Hitler is evil, inherently believes that he acted in ways that were vicious, cruel, tyrannical; that he caused immense suffering to millions of his fellow human beings; that he freely and culpably chose to do so – and was therefore responsible – at least partly – for his moral acts.  The person who does not believe in absolute moral principles is asserting that it is possible to think of circumstances in which the murder of 11 million in the Holocaust (6 million Jews, 3 million Catholic Poles, 2 million mostly Soviet PoWs) would be justified. I challenge them to do just that.

2. Moral theology works primarily from the sources of revelation, philosophical ethics from the human condition. Moral theology is based upon a Christian anthropology: the existence of the immortal soul, the creation of man in God’s own image and likeness, the fall into original sin, redemption by Christ’s death and resurrection mediated through sacramental encounters.

3. Man is endowed with the gift of speech, in a way not found in the animal Kingdom. The state is something in the natural order of things.  Man is a political (social) animal. He is meant – by speech – to organise himself in the collective.  It is the bad man or one who is “above humanity” who is not part of the city-state, the collective.

4. Cicero is condemning the selfishness of those who make no contribution to the common life of the collective/society.  Aristotle argues from man’s supra-animal capacity of speech and discussion, to the natural order of human society. The two passages are similar but not quite in parallel. It is difficult to contrast them.

5. You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and your neighbour as yourself. The NT focus is on the heart, the inner person. St Paul repeatedly lists tables of virtues and vices: Gal 5:19-22, 1 Tim 1:8 ff.

Mt 5:21-48.  Love your enemy and avoid even the angry word. Purity even in thought. Truthfulness such that oaths are deemed unnecessary. Avoid vengeance. Practice generosity, even to the wicked.

Mk 9:42-48, 10:1-12  Avoid giving bad example or leading others into sin. Make every effort to avoid temptation. Divorce and remarriage is forbidden

Lk 17:1-4  Avoid giving scandal and bad example, especially to the young. Practice forgiveness repeatedly

Jn 14:34-35  Mistaken reference. Should read 13:34-35  “Love one another as I have loved you.”

6. See the coursebook on how Jesus developed OT teaching:  He perfected the Old Law and refined it. He did not abolish it.  Mt 5:21-48 above refines Decalogue commandments 5. 6/9 and 8.  Only the ceremonial arrangements and kosher laws of the Old Covenant were suspended. The moral law was interiorised and made more challenging. Christ’s teaching does contradict the Law of Moses in areas like divorce and love of one’s enemies. In the Mosaic dispensation certain concessions were allowed “because of your hardness of heart.” But in the New Dispensation of grace and the Holy Spirit, Christ’s disciples must try to live the Law in its full spirit. Charity is the supreme guide. The law is radicalised and interiorised. It is communitarian, not individualistic, and an “imitatio Christi” and dociility to the Spirit, not merely obedience to the written letter of the Law.

7. To contribute to the common good according to one’s means and the needs of others, even to the point of helping public and private organisations devoted to bettering the conditions of life.  GS 30.  Hence not only family and work responsibilities, but also a care for the materially, culturally or spiritually deprived. Social, even political, involvement, to promote justice and love, especially on behalf of the suffering.

8. The Church’s teaching shows the glory of human dignity, man made in the image and likeness of God, with almost divine potential. Yet at the same time man is fallen and weakened by origianl sin, ever prone to evil impulses and temptations. Christian humanistic realism keeps in mind that man can rise as high as the angels, or lower than the beasts. A sensible and well-balanced humility is the best remedy against fanaticism and rigorism.

Fernandez and Socias:   

Chapter 1 pp.22-24  Answers

1. Christianity is the revelation of the Most Holy Trinity, and the communication of saving knowledge and divine life (grace) to fallen man. This includes divine truths about how we must live if we wish to be with God for all eternity, but Christianity is not first and foremost a morality: it is primarily a Divine Revelation. The elements of Revelation and grace distinguish Christianity from secular ethics.

2. We fall into moralism and legalism, as did the Pharisees. Christianity becomes Good Advice, not Good News and saving grace. 

3. A focus upon the smallest details of the Law – casuistry and a lack of perspective. A lack of understanding of the human heart. The tendency to try to save one’s own soul – to earn justification – by works of the Law rather than by grace – to place one’s trust in one’s own moral virtue rather than in Christ. The tendency to externalism, keeping the outward letter of the Law whilst perhaps denying its Spirit.  A lack of understanding of the imitatio Christi and a failure to be docile to the Holy Spirit. Rigidity and conformism.

4. It is a morality which has its origin in God’s self-revelation. Therefore good and evil are categories determined by God, and the moral life cannot be lived without the help of God’s grace. We cannot live out Christian morality on our own, apart from God.

5. The origin of Christian morality is the Divine Love. Its goal is to share fully in that same Divine Love (Agape)
6. Call or vocation, Response, the Following of Jesus,  Discipleship (learning), Imitation of Christ.

7. To identify with Christ, especially in our thoughts, love and actions. We “put on Christ” interiorly, not externally, and so come to know the Father intimately as his adopted children.

8. Christian morality affects first the person, then the action.

· It transforms both the inside and the outside

· It considers the profound attitudes of the person, not merely outward acts.

· It is aware of what is forbidden, but more emphasis is placed on what positively ought to be done.

· It requires not only just actions, but holiness.

· Although Jesus proclaimed a series of moral laws, Christian morality is not a rigorism marked by a multiplicity of precepts.

· Christian morality includes motives of reward and punishment.

· It is a morality which inculcates the right use of freedom.

· It applies to life on earth, but finds its final goal in the next life.

· It finds its beginning and end in the Divine Love.

9. The final lesson of Christian morality is that of the love of God and neighbour. Love of God guarnates the authenticity of love. The love of neighbour shows that the love of God is real.

10. See no.5

11. Life in Christ corresponds to anew type of person, regenerated in baptism. Transforming grace gives a new internal power and freedom to live by God’s commandments and in the Holy Spirit. Natural ethics is not usually aware of this Divine Power which has been made available to those who follow Christ. The Christian is summoned to live at a supernatural, not at the merely natural level.

Practical Exercises:

1. Man is a being made in God’s image and likeness, who will live with (or apart from) God for all eternity. By reason of his immortal soul and spiritual faculties, man himself is far more important than the material goods he possesses. They will corrupt and pass away, but his destiny is in eternity. The moral life is thus linked with perceiving the temporal and the eternal in the correct relationship, and in using the temporal in such a way as to achieve blessedness for eternity, for oneself and as many others as possible.

2. The pattern and teaching of Christ’s life is laid before us as an example of what the perfect human life is. Seek ye first the Kingdom of God, and all these things shall be added unto you. Much of Jesus’ teaching is connected with our path to the hereafter. We are involved in a spiritual conflict which will decide our eternal destiny. The Lord gives His own life on the cross to save us from sin and death.

3. The corporal works of mercy: to give food to the hungry, drink to the thirsty, to clothe the naked, shelter the homeless, to welcome the stranger and to visit the sick and imprisoned. “Whatever you do to the least of these little ones, you do unto me,” were Jesus’ words. Neglecting these consistently – being without compassion for others’ suffering - can cause us to be damned to hell. It was out of pity for fallen man that Jesus became incarnate and died for our sins. We too should inwardly feel and externally show his compassion for the needy.

4.  Mt 15:10-20  The heart is the seat of moral or immoral impulses in a man. A man is defiled when he surrenders himself to vicious and illicit desires.  What comes from outside (forbidden foods) cannot defile him. It is from the innermost depths of the person, the heart and conscience, that either good or evil yearnings flow.

5. Ppp

6. The existence of hell shows that man can freely choose to frustrate the purpose for which he was created. “God who created us without our consent, will not save us without our consent.”  The doctrine of hell is a call to responsibility to make best use of our freedom, and an urgent call to conversion (CCC 1036). To go to hell a wilful turning away from God (mortal sin) is necessary, and persistence in it until the end. However, God pre-destines no-one to hell. The doctrine of hell is more a statement about human obstinacy, culpable blindness and pride, than about the Divine Mercy and Justice.

Fernandez & Socias ch 3, Freedom and the Moral Act (Questions & Exercises pp 65-66)
1. Only human beings have free will and can reflect intelligently upon themselves and their own behaviour. Animals work by instinct and desire. Only man is made in the image and likeness of God, with rationality and spiritual freedom.

2. The rational principles of the moral life are as follows:

· Freedom, which makes man a moral agent.

· Conscience, which gives man the capacity to discover God’s plan as written in his soul.

· Law, which does not limit freedom, but allows it to function properly.

3. Man is created by God, a redeemed child of God, for whom Christ has given his life upon the cross. The radical basis of moral life then, is for man to fulfil that which he was created to be, and to live in union with the holy Trinity.

3b   The human act requires knowledge (full or partial)  and freedom 

4. To the truth, to the good, to beauty and to divine grace.

5. Human freedom is often limited and weakened by sin and sinful inclinations (concupiscence), ignorance, fear, and violence (the sheer force of external circumstances (cold, hunger and thirst, torture, violence, money). CCC 1735

6. Fundamentally freedom depends upon the truth, and upon the free will of the person.

7. Freedom is oriented towards the good. There is no true freedom except in the service of what is good and just.

8. Evil destroys and diminishes freedom. The choice to do evil is a sign that man is free, but it leads to the loss of freedom and slavery to disordered passions and guilt.

9. Freedom is the power, rooted in reason and will, to act or not to act, to do this or that, and so to perform deliberate actions on one’s own responsibility. By free will one shapes one’s own life. Human freedom is a force for growth and maturity in truth and goodness; it attains its perfection when directed towards God, our beatitude. (CCC 1731) . . .the more one does what is good, the freer one becomes (1733).

10. Prudence is the virtue that disposes practical reason to discern our true good in every circumstance and to choose the right means of achieving it. Aquinas defines it as “right reason in action”. It guides the judgement of conscience.

11. Freedom implies responsibility, because he who chooses voluntarily to commit a certain type of act, may then be called to answer for it and its consequences. This is a principle both of law in society – we call criminals to account for their evil acts, and we reward those who act virtuously – and the Gospels speak of a final judgement when all shall be called to account. The word responsibility comes from Latin respondere, to answer or respond.

12. Grace does not diminish freedom: rather it increases it. It enables man to perceive what is truly good, and then to overcome contrary inclinations and fears in achieving the good. The man who lives by grace is more free than the person who lives enslaved to his physical or social desires and perceived needs. Grace also helps us to grow in strength and confidence so as to face trials. It develops our spiritual freedom so that we are no longer so conditioned by the secular world.

