Catholic Moral Teaching      CHAPTER 1: THE NATURE OF MORAL THEOLOGY AND ITS SOURCES

OBJECTIVES:
· 1. To illustrate the link between morality and our final end, beatitude. God gives us rules by which to live, so that we may attain true happiness and the vision of God.
· 2. To examine the place of Scripture in moral theology, as requested by the Second Vatican Council. 
· 3. To understand something of the history of moral theology, and the sources from which it draws its principles, values and norms.
1.A. What is moral theology or Christian ethics?


What is it that “you really really want”? You want to be happy. Everyone does. It's probably the only answer on which all ethicists agree. Even the moaner and the grumbler are happiest when they are moaning and grumbling! 

A second question: do you really want to do what is right? Answers here might vary from a definite “Yes”, to “Well, usually, so long as it's not too costly.” Or even: “I’m not really bothered.” 


These two questions actually belong together. The science of ethics is the science of human living: how to live the good life in a happy and worthwhile manner. Morals and ethics come into our lives every single day. They are the issues we argue about in the family, at work, with our friends, the moral conflicts we can write to the newspapers about and ring up the radio phone-ins.


Christian ethics is not a dry monologue from the pulpit. It is a vigorous dialogue about the really important things in life, about what matters in building up a family, in sustaining a healthy society, in love, in medicine, in law, in ecology. So much is at stake in moral dialogue, In fact, even further - our eternal salvation depends upon the choices we make, and whether we allow divine truth to infuse our actions.



Morals is not the preserve of clergy and theologians. You, the laity, have a special vocation: to make the teaching of Christ your own, to put flesh on it by living it out, to show the world what it means and how it makes sense in your own lives.


Here is one definition of Christian ethics: 

“Christian ethics is that branch of theology that studies human acts so as to direct them to a loving vision of God seen as our true happiness and final end. This vision is attained by means of grace, the virtues and the gifts, in the light of revelation and reason.” This is the definition of Servais Pinckaers O.P., rooted in the tradition of St Thomas Aquinas.


Other definitions speak of “the moral law, its imperatives and obligations”, or “human acts as conformed to duty” or “how Christian faith should shape Christian life” as central in Christian ethics. What advantages has Pinckaers’ definition over these others?

The Specificity of Christian Ethics

Firstly, please read ch.1 of Fernandez & Socias. List the ten prime characteristics of Christian morality they give, and answer the questions on p.22-23 (See the course supplement for suggested answers)


Christian ethics is a composite discipline. It draws on many other branches of theology for its raw material, including Biblical Studies, Patristics, Dogmatic Theology, Church History, Spirituality and Canon Law. It is concerned with the way we live our Christian lives. It aims to answer the questions: how should the Gospel influence our daily behaviour and life decisions? How should we respond to the grace which Christ has given us?


Moral theology is not merely philosophy or philosophical ethics. It differs from the moral writings of the great philosophers – Aristotle, Plato, Kant, Descartes, etc., in that it starts from and continually dialogues with Revelation. It is not merely man working out how he should live his life: What sort of a being is the human person? What ought I to do? What can I hope for? It includes this, but it is based upon God's answers to man's questions. God Himself has revealed to us certain fundamental values, aims and laws through the life of Christ, through the Scriptures and the Church. In moral theology we are imbibing this divine wisdom, applying it to daily life, but also challenging it with novel situations. We want to understand more deeply the universal laws written into the human constitution by God the Creator. Then, by acting in accord with our given nature, and God's will for us, we can fulfil the purpose for which God created us.


There is an ancient proverb: 'Man proposes; God disposes'. There are many philosophers who propose all kinds of different meanings to life and solutions to life's questions. However, in Catholic moral theology we are concerned with God's answers to the moral dilemmas of human life. In the Judaeo-Christian Revelation, God has given us the basic principles: we have to apply them in practice.


Before we begin, we must answer one important question:

1.B. What are our sources for the study of Moral Theology?


As with Catholic theology in general, moral theology is rooted in the sources of Revelation (Scripture and Tradition) as interpreted by the Church’s Magisterium. But because moral theology applies the principles flowing from Revelation to many practical areas of life, in its application it must draw upon various human sciences (medicine, psychology, philosophy, economics etc.) Please refer back to Course 2 Foundations of Christian Faith and revise what Dei Verbum says about Scripture, Tradition and Magisterium.

2. Biblical Foundations of Christian Ethics


Vatican II emphasized that Sacred Scripture should be “the soul, as it were, of all theology” so that is where we shall begin.

2.A. Old Testament: (i) Torah


Old Testament morality is a covenant morality. It is lived out within the Old Covenant, made by God with his chosen people Israel. The covenant with Abraham was the original basis of the Hebrews' relationship with Yahweh. Then on Sinai during the Exodus from Egypt to the Promised Land a covenant was made with the whole people of Israel.


An intrinsic part of this covenant was the Decalogue (Exod. 20:1-21). Once the Promised Land has been conquered, Joshua summons the tribes together and renews the Covenant at Shechem (Joshua 24). Solomon too renews the Covenant with Yahweh at the consecration of the Jerusalem Temple in 1 Kings 8. It is renewed every seven years at the feast of Tabernacles.


The Decalogue (Ten Commandments) is not the only rule of behaviour in the Covenant. There are also 

· the Code of the Covenant (Ex.20:22-23:33) which contains case law, and bears comparison with the legislation of surrounding peoples like the Sumerians, Assyrians and Babylonians.

· The Ritual Covenant (Ex.34:12-27), concerning worship, feastdays, first fruits and the Passover.

· Statutes and Ordinances (Deut.12-26), a compilation of social customs and laws.

· Holiness Code (Lev.17-27) on maintaining ritual purity, avoiding defilement and idolatry.

· Priestly code (Lev.1-7, 11-15, Num.28-29). Rules of sacrifice, guilt offerings, circumcision, kosher laws and leprous diseases.

Please have a look at these Scripture passages, and also J.L.Mackenzie, Dictionary of the Bible, pp.153-7 on Covenant. Pay particular attention to Ex.19-24, which gives the context for the promulgation of the Decalogue. Read this carefully and then continue:


The making of the Sinai Covenant is bound up with the Passover, the escape from bondage to Pharoah and the miraculous traverse of the Red Sea. Moses ascends Mount Sinai as the terrified people watch from below, and a powerful theophany takes place: thunder, lightening, trumpet blast, fire smoke and thick darkness. God speaks to Moses in the thunder.


Afterwards the Covenant is sealed by sacrifice (ch.24): half of the blood is thrown on the altar. The Book of the Covenant is read, and the people respond, "All that the Lord has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient." Moses sprinkles the rest of the blood over the people, saying "Behold the blood of the covenant which the Lord has made with you in accordance with all these words." 


Earlier God had revealed his personal name YHWH to Moses, and then freed his people from their oppressors. He gives the Decalogue this context of liberation, and invites the Hebrew people to a new freedom after their experience of slavery. By observing the 'Ten Words' they show their gratitude for YHWH's liberating love. They remain His people, and He will be their God.


In the Bible, moral law is essentially religious, and is bound up with this order of salvation. OT morality is not autonomous: every law refers directly to YHWH. To keep the law is to please Him. To break it is to insult Him, and even to exclude oneself from His chosen people.


OT morality is thus radically different from Greek ethics and indeed from modern philosophical ethics. The Greeks tried to build up a moral system on the basis of human reason and various ideas of 'the good life.' But the Hebrews were convinced that YHWH had given their moral commandments, and that they are rooted in his will. Ethics for them was not a matter of debate, but of obedience.


Among the other Ancient Near Eastern tribes many pagan gods were worshipped. They made their demands upon their followers in terms of cultic requirements. Only YHWH demands faithful and loving relationships among his people. Moreover, to guard them from the surrounding idolatries, polytheism is explicitly rejected. The daily confession of faith, the Shema, begins with: "Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God is one Lord . ." (Deut.6:4)


The fact that YHWH in his loving kindness (hesed) has chosen Israel out of all peoples on earth, makes them special and gives them unique responsibility: "You alone have I known of all the families of the earth; therefore I will punish you for all your iniquities." (Amos 3:2) However the gift of the covenant is not purely for Israel's self-admiration or to foster feelings of exclusivity. The Covenant is a testimony to the nations. Israel is called to stand before God as His intermediary with all humanity. The Law, the "tables of the testimony", are bound for the whole human race. Isaiah foresees a day when many peoples shall say: "Come, let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob, so that He may teach us His ways and we may walk in His paths." (Is.2:3)


Israel's is the Lord's elect. She has a special role in His plan for humanity. She must be a consecrated people, a light to the nations, holy and sacred.  The ground of Israelite morality is this: "You shall be holy, for I, the Lord your God, am holy." (Lev.19:2). Israel must take on this quality of holiness from God. Therefore she must be separated from defilement and false gods. (Deut.4:15-20)  God wants her as a people for Himself, different from all the neighbouring tribes who prostrate themselves before idols and commit immorality. He warns that those who desert the Covenant will perish (Deut.7:9-10, 11:16-7). 


Every precept of the Decalogue reveals an aspect of God's Holiness, His infinite sanctity and perfection. Israel's duty is to obey God's commandments, to fear the Lord "that you may not sin" (Ex.20:20), and to love the Lord  "with all your heart and soul and mind" (Deut.6:4)


The Decalogue is a community law. Greek ethics were by and large individualistic, but the Hebrews have an intense awareness of solidarity. The second table of the decalogue (4-10) is dedicated to protecting community life. Evil cannot be tolerated: "You shall purge the evil from your midst." (Deut 19:19) The death penalty is exacted for grave offences which threaten the existence of the community. Israel has a special moral code: when Amnon tries to commit incest with his sister Tamar, she replies "Such a thing is not done in Israel,." (2 Sam.13:12)


Whereas much of Mosaic law is casuistic (concerns particular cases, casus in Latin). the Decalogue is apodictic: it consists of short, absolute imperatives, mostly negative. It does not deal with every specific case. It needs to be explicated, unfolded, for particular circumstances. It expresses the absolute and unconditional will of YHWH.



Several commandments take the form of universal, exceptionless moral prohibitions: in Hebrew "lo tirsach" - you shall not kill (murder); "lo tin'af" - you shall not commit adultery; "lo tignov" - you shall not steal.  Hebrew has two forms of the negative participle "not": lo is the strong, universal prohibition form. 'al is milder (do not do X on this particular occasion, although it might be OK at other times)


However these commandments need further precision. For example, the verb rasach from which "lo tirsach" is derived signifies blood murder. It did not apply to the killing of animals, killing in self-defence or in war, or capital punishment.  Na'af includes any sexual impurity, so its scope is wider than just adultery.  Ganav (lo tignov) is to steal, but the poor had the right to be fed, and if they were starving and took another's crops this was not stealing. Jewish farmers were obliged not to reap their fields twice, so as to leave some grain or fruit behind for the widow, the orphan and the stranger to glean. 


This reveals the unusually humanitarian quality of the Jewish Law. It is designed to protect the widow, the orphan, the poor, the stranger, the hired servants, aliens and the common labourer. A family's millstone cannot be taken in pledge, for they need it to prepare their food. A cloak taken in pledge must be returned before nightfall. The sabbath rest and Jubilee Years apply equally to the slave and the foreigner as to Jews. 


Hence the Decalogue is one of the wonders of God, the mirabilia Dei. It is a means of freedom and social justice. It represents a more radical deliverance than the historic Exodus: a liberation from the subtle slavery of disorderly passions, a passage from selfish inclinations to a fuller life in God.

2.A. Old Testament: (ii) Prophets:

During the following centuries God inspired the prophets to rebuke Israel for her unfaithfulness to the Covenant. Repeatedly they summoned her back to fidelity, to the path of justice and obedience. When faced with obstinate resistance, they had to threaten her with the dire consequences of non-compliance: foreign invasions, war, destruction and the exile into Babylon. The prophetic books have a tone of quality of denunciation and reproof, different from the legislation of the Torah. 


For YHWH lip-service to the cult is never sufficient. He demands sincere worship backed up by righteous conduct and justice to the poor (Amos, Hosea, Isaiah). Through the prophets Israel is taught about individual responsibility. Each man shall be rewarded or punished for his own behaviour, not for that of his fathers and ancestors (Ezek.33:20). Jeremiah promises a New Covenant, where the Law will be interiorised: "I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts. they shall be my people, and I will be their God" (31:33). Ezekiel too tells of this new dispensation:  "A new heart I will give you, and a new Spirit I will put within you; and I will take out of your flesh the heart of stone, and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my spirit within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes . ." (36:26-7)


The Law is to be not merely external. A new inner dynamism of heart and spirit will make men capable of observing it fully. 

2.A. Old Testament: (iii) Wisdom Literature 


The Books of Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) and the Wisdom of Solomon are a mixture of meditation on the Law and shrewd advice. They show a reflective and didactic mood, in contrast to the tirades of the Prophets. They seem to be directed at young men in the royal service or civic life, who by moral living will prosper and advance. Reading these texts maybe 2500 years after their conception, we can still relate to many of the experiences referred to. Human nature has not changed that much. They afford a good demonstration of the validity of the "natural law principle" (see Ch.5).


Please pause to sample the Wisdom literature. Prov. 11-12 contains some intriguing couplets: "A false balance is an abomination to the Lord . . " Sirach warns his readers about duties towards parents (3:1-16), loose talk (19:4-12), swearing and foul talk (23:7-15); women in general (!) (25:13-26-18); and not overeating or getting drunk at banquets (31:12-31). Everything is situated within the framework of trust in Yahweh and fidelity to Him.


Psalm 15 is a liturgical summary of moral conduct: Lord, who has the right to enter your tent?  . .  The man whose way of life is blameless, who always does what is right . . " This chant may have been sung responsorially as pilgrims entered the Temple in Jerusalem.


The Psalmist expresses a deep delight in the law: "Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all the day long. Your words are sweet to my taste, sweeter than honey in the mouth. Your word is a lamp to my steps, and a light to my path." (Ps.119) 

2. A. (iv)  What are the distinctive notes of Old Testament morality?


1. In contrast to the moral and legal codes of surrounding cultures, in Israel  the entire law and all spheres of life are consistently placed under the absolute rule of YHWH. All moral action is inseparably bound up with the worship of the Lord. Good and evil are immediately referred to what pleases Him, or what offends Him and incurs the divine wrath. The moral codes of the pagans have a more humanistic, horizontal quality: worship and morality are not connected. For them there is no necessary contradiction in worshipping your idol and going out immediately to kill your neighbour. . If that appears strange to us, it shows how profoundly the Judaeo-Christian outlook has formed us. Unthinkingly we regard religion and morality as bosom companions. 'Twas not ever thus.


2. Monotheism is the principle of unity for the moral and legal order. In matters of justice there are no class differences. The Covenant Law applies to every member of God's people equally, be he king or pauper. There is equality before the moral law.


3. Manipulations of the divine will by magic are excluded. Punishment for sin cannot be avoided by magic formulae, nor can magic win the favour of YHWH. He is impartial and just, and cannot be manipulated.


4. The Jewish law shows a high regard for every human person, made in the image and likeness of God. For instance, the Code of Hammurabi and the Assyrian code prescribe lots of mutilations and amputations as punishments for crime. Judaism does not allow these. Even the poor are protected.


5. The goal of the moral life is fellowship with YHWH.


6. On the negative side, the Jewish law has certain shortcomings. It believes that reward and retribution arrive in this life: an early form of "prosperity theology." Obey God and you will be rich and have many children. There is a certain enlightened self-interest in serving YHWH, a flavour of eudaemonism cf. Ch.2. God's election of the Jews predisposed them to be nationalistic and racist at times, looking down upon the ignorant Gentiles. The Law for a while tolerated polygamy, divorce and slavery, and the lex talionis limited revenge to just equality ("an eye for an eye").  

2.B. New Testament


In the New Covenant, as in Jewish ethics, God Himself is the source and motive of all moral obligation. The New Testament rests upon God's actions, redeeming humanity through Christ's death and resurrection. Instead of the Decalogue given from Sinai. Jesus presents the Sermon on the Mount (Matt.5-7) as the core of his ethical teaching.

2.B.1. Synoptic Gospels:

Jesus' teaching transcends the national and racial boundaries of Judaism and lays the foundations for a universal world religion. His basic themes are:

· the Kingdom of God. The one true God will rule in human hearts and lives. Jesus demands total devotion to the Father. This requires:

· Repentance, undergo metanoia, a change of heart and mind, a change of behaviour. Repentance is more than just "feeling sorry for sin". Whoever wants to enter the Kingdom must repent and believe. Christian morality is for those who want the Kingdom, who want God's gift of eternal life and joy.
· Believe in the Son of God. Faith is required, assent, trust and submission to the message He himself will preach at His Father's behest. Alone of all prophets and avatars (Moses, Mohammed, Buddha etc.), Jesus puts Himself on the same level as God and claims divine prerogatives.

Jesus' moral teaching is rarely presented as a table of precepts like the Decalogue, or in catalogues of virtues and vices such as we find in the letters of the Apostles. His style is dramatic, poetic and imaginative. It comes through parables and stories. Sometimes he uses exaggeration and hyperbole ("the plank in your own eye"). 


He issues stirring challenges to a boundless generosity: "Turn the other cheek . . let him have your cloak as well   . .go two miles . give to anyone who begs from you" (Matt.5:38-42).
The scope of God's commandment is limitless. It goes beyond any external written law to a fully comprehensive radical obedience. It is unfulfillable, even to St Paul! (Phil.3:12-3)  Jesus also stresses that good and evil flow from the heart. He gives primacy to inner dispositions over external legality. Some Pharisees, for instance, keep the letter of the Law, but have lost its spirit.

Exercise for your portfolio: Compare Mt. 5:33-48 with Rom. 12:9-21.  List any differences of style you note. Are there any differences of content?


Jesus' message is not merely novel in its form: a call to awake. There is novelty too in its content, as compared to the OT. His disciples must be salt to the earth and light to the world. They should be merciful and peacemakers. They must persevere in prayer, even for their enemies. They must forgive others their trespasses and carry out the corporal works of mercy (Matt.25). The 614 rules of the Torah are reduced to two great commandments, love of God and love of neighbour (before Catholic canon lawyers expand them again to 1752 canons!). In the Parable of the Good Samaritan the word "neighbour" takes on a universal sense, pointing especially at the poor and needy. Brotherly love and love of God must henceforth go hand in hand.

2.B.2. What is Jesus' attitude to the Law of Moses, the Torah?

· 1. The Decalogue is still binding. "If you would enter life, keep the commandments." (Mt.19:17)

· 2. Jesus has come "not to abolish but to perfect the law" (Mt.5:17). "He brings the commandments to fulfilment . . by interiorizing their demands and bringing out their fullest meaning" (VS 15).  The Decalogue now applies to inner thoughts as well as to external acts. Lustful thoughts are also adultery. "The precept prohibiting adultery becomes an invitation to a pure way of looking at others, capable of respecting the spousal meaning of the body." "Thou shalt not kill" calls man to protect and promote his neighbour's life. So a man shall answer for the angry word, as well as for murder. 

· 3. Jesus restores the Law to the original intentions of its divine promulgator. He revokes the permission given to Moses for divorce and insists upon the indissolubility of the marriage bond (Mk 10:2-12), referring back to the order of creation.  He opposes the legalism of the Pharisees, who tithe their "dill and mint and cumin but neglect the weightier matters: justice, mercy, good faith" (Mt.23:23). The little regulations of the oral tradition (halakah) must not be allowed to take precedence over God's will. 

· 4. Jesus is an observant Jew, but He regards himself as free to alter the law of YHWH: "Of old it was said to you . . but I say unto you" (Mt. 5:21,27,31,33,38,41). He does not justify his authority for doing so. 

· 5. Jesus rejects the unnecessary burdens of the ceremonial law, and insists upon the superiority of God's will over merely human legislation. He disregards part of the ritual laws and man-made regulations: washings, fastdays, the prohibition of sabbath healing, mixing with sinners, Mosaic kosher laws (Mk 7:19 contradicts Lev.11: "Thus he pronounced all foods clean").  

· 6. The Beatitudes form the quintessence of Jesus' moral message. They fulfil the hopes of the faithful remnant of Israel, the anawim, poor, persecuted, thirsting for righteousness. They form the Magna Carta of the new Covenant, "the perfect pattern of the Christian life" (St Augustine). Unreserved obedience to the Father is far greater than any holocaust or sacrifice. He stands by the absolute claim of God's call over man's life.

The Beatitudes "speak of the basic attitudes and dispositions in life and therefore they do not coincide exactly with the commandments. On the other hand, there is no separation or opposition between the Beatitudes and the commandments: both refer to the good, to eternal life." They are "above all, promises, from which there also indirectly flow normative indications for the moral life . . they are a sort of self-portrait of Christ . . .invitations to discipleship and to communion of life with Christ." (Veritatis Splendor 16)
2.B.3. Moral Teaching of the early Church


The apostolic Church did not have a blueprint for every aspect of Christian morality. They had to apply Jesus' words and example to whatever situation they found themselves in. In practice the Apostles issue concrete practical precepts, not vague generalisations. They do not leave good and evil to be decided by the individual Christian's intuition or imagination. Their teaching is not original. It assimilates Jesus' words. It uses the Old Testament along with general church practice, Greek thought and contemporary wisdom literature. In his epistles St Paul entreats, counsels, exhorts, admonishes, but ultimately he is peremptory in giving orders on his own apostolic authority. Several times he threatens to excommunicate those who disagree or disobey.


The primary elements of Christian morality are as follows:

1. The outpouring of the Holy Spirit has worked a joyful transformation in the lives of the early Christians. It is the driving impulse throughout the Acts of the Apostles, filling their lives with power (dunamis) and bringing forth a host of charismatic and miraculous demonstrations of the truth of the Gospel. "The Spirit of God has made his home in you" (Rom.8:9). "The pneuma (Spirit) as the holy and effective power of God, given to the baptised person and working constantly in him, has to overcome the corrupting power of the sarx, the natural man inclined to sin." (Schnackenburg)


Please read Romans 6:12-23 and 7:14-25 and make notes on them. These passages describe the Christian's task: to let holiness, not sin, reign in his person, despite the battle between good and evil which continues within his heart.


The Holy Spirit created in the early Church a close fellowship or koinonia. Luke gives a somewhat idealised picture in Acts 2:42-7 & 4:32-5 of daily prayers, the Eucharist, the sharing of property according to needs. The "followers of the Way" were closely united in the face of trials and persecutions, and expected the return of the Risen Lord (the parousia) within a relatively short time.


Of which moments in your own life can you say, "I experienced the Holy Spirit"? How would you explain this to a non-Christian as a witness to the reality of the Spirit?

2. Charity (agape) is the centre of the New Law, its soul and binding force: "The love of God has been poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit which has been given us" (Rom.5:5). Love is the greatest gift (1 Cor.13). 

"As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you. Remain in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will remain in my love." (Jn 15:9-10) Obeying Jesus allows the life of the Holy Trinity, the divine agape, to increase in the believer's heart and mind: "If anyone loves me he will keep my word, and my Father will love him, and we shall come to him and make our home with him. Those who do not love me do not keep my words" (Jn 14:23). By the indwelling of the Holy Trinity the person is transformed, divinized. He becomes intimate with the Divine Reality. His actions and thoughts flow from this interior communion with the living God.

3. Christians are not under the law but under grace and "in the Spirit."  St Paul explains that the Law was good and holy. It expressed God's loving will. It was like the custodian, the paedogogus who every day escorted the young pupil to his tutor, and goes over the lessons as they walk along the way. It was a preparation for the coming of Christ, the new Lawgiver.  Sadly, on account of sin, the Law became an instrument of condemnation, a "curse", because it showed up man's disobedience to God. It taught man what he should do, but it did not give him the grace to achieve it. "The very command which promised life proved to be death for me. For sin, finding an opportunity in the commandment, deceived me and by it killed me" (Rom.7:10-11).


In the New Covenant the external law is replaced by the internal dynamism of the Holy Spirit within the believer. He receives within himself this novel source of spiritual energy. It enables him not just to keep the law, but to go beyond it bearing the fruit of the Spirit (Gal.5:22) in a free and loving fulfilment of God's will.


Christian freedom from the law, however, must not become an excuse for licentiousness. "You were called to freedom, brothers, only do not use your freedom as an opportunity for the flesh, but through love be servants of one another" (Rom.5:13). If every Christian were perfectly "Spirit-filled" then we would need no law, but unfortunately sin still struggles within us. We are led by the Spirit, but imperfectly, because we offer some resistance. So we still need the law in order to distinguish our own carnal inclinations from the promptings of the Spirit.


These external commandments do not cramp Christian freedom and spontaneity, as some suppose. They safeguard its exercise. We are sons now, not slaves (Rom.8:15), and we must still do the Father's will.


"Christ is the end of the law for all who have faith" (Rom.10:4). Here Paul is referring to the OT ritual law and ceremonial laws, the liturgical Temple sacrifices, kosher practices and circumcision. The Council of Jerusalem decreed that Gentile converts to Christianity do not have to keep the Mosaic law. But they must still keep "the law of Christ" (1 Cor.9:21), the Decalogue (Rom. 13:8-10) and the natural law (Rom.2:12-6) which binds all men, Christians, Jews and pagans.


Some Christian groups have overstressed this emancipation "in the spirit" from the Law. In reading the NT, we need to distinguish carefully when Paul is talking about the ritual laws of the superseded Jewish observances, and when he is speaking about the new "law of Christ" or natural law, from which there can be no dispensation.
4. Christian morality is not individualistic but communitarian. Baptised into Christ, nourished with the Eucharist, we become part of the Body of Christ, the Church. We hear the Gospel through others' preaching, we receive the sacraments from others. In the eucharistic community we are taught and encouraged by others. God does not call the Christian to be lonely, but to be part of a community. Here he must love and serve others, and be loved and served in return. Christian morality is person-centred and community-based, rather than law and rule-centred.

5. The New Life in Christ is Christocentric, an internal "imitatio Christi". Christian life is the personal following of Jesus. He is the prototype according to whom we we all created. He Himself is the Kingdom in person, the supreme norm of Christian morality. He is not just an external teacher, like for instance the Qumran 'Teacher of Righteousness'. Jesus gives us the capacity, by the gift of the Spirit, to be inwardly conformed to Him, to "put on Christ". Then we can say, "It is no longer I that live, but Christ who lives in me" (Gal. 2:20). He is the vine, and we have become the branches. We eat Him and draw life from Him (Jn.6:57).


He summons us to love and to holiness of life. We are gradually conformed to the pattern of His death and resurrection (Rom.6:5-11) as we allow the grace of baptism to take effect. We "cast off the works of darkness and put on the armour of light" (Rom.13;12). We "walk as children of the light." (Eph.5:8). "We know that our old self was crucified with Him, so that the sinful body might be destroyed and to free us from the slavery of sin . . So you also must consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus." (Rom.6:6,11). He invites us to share by adoption that very relationship which He has with the Father by right.


At the same time as we are encouraged to "rejoice in the Lord always", we must practise self-denial and reasonable mortification. "If anyone come after me, let him deny himself, take up his cross and follow me" (Lk 9:23). The passions of the fleshly man need to be harnessed: "I chastise my body and bring it under subjection" (1 Cor.9:17). Attachment to God enables us to be detached from what is only temporal and transient. Integration into the Christian community, the body of Christ, allows less of our emotional capital to be invested in material possessions. 

EXTRA READING:  On the use of Scripture in Moral Theology 

G.V. Lobo, Guide to Christian Living,  pp.23-43 (The Morality of the Old Testament) and pp. 44-
65 (The Morality of the New Testament)

S. Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, pp.104-67

W.E.May, An Introduction to Moral Theology, pp.185-221

K.H.Peschke, Christian Ethics Vol.1, pp. 13-64

R. Schnackenburg, The Moral Teaching Of The New Testament
NECESSARY READING AND EXERCISE:  Read  CCC 101-41 on the use of Sacred Scripture, and then CCC 1961-1984. Write notes on the Old Law, the New Law, and the differences between them. What are the evangelical counsels?
3.  Tradition

Tradition means literally "that which is handed on." It shows us how the Christian community has faced certain recurrent moral problems down through the ages. It relays to us a vast amount of experience and spiritual insight, from many countries and social milieux. It teaches us how the Faith has been lived in practice, and what has been expected of faithful Christians through many centuries. We shall now survey briefly the history of the Church, noting the contributions to moral theology made by different generations. 

3.A. Patristics.


After the apostolic era, we rely upon the writings of the Fathers of the Church (100-700 AD) for insight into how the Scriptures were understood in the early centuries. Few of the Fathers treat moral matters in any systematic way. Nevertheless there are valuable indications of the mind of the early Christian community, and how it clarified some contentious issues.


The earliest sub-apostolic document we have is the Didache ('The Teaching of the Lord to the Gentiles through the Twelve Apostles') which originated in Syria c.100 A.D. It begins: "There are two Ways: a Way of Life and a Way of Death, and the difference between these two ways is great". There follows a baptismal instruction on the two great commandments of love of God and love of neighbour. Here is a flavour of the teaching we find:


“Commit no murder, adultery, sodomy, fornication or theft. Practise no magic, sorcery, abortion or infanticide. See that you do not covet anything your neighbour possesses, and never be guilty of perjury, false witness, slander or malice. Do not equivocate in thought or speech, for a double tongue is a deadly snare ... You are to cherish no feelings of hatred for anyone; some you are to reprove, some to pray for, and some again to love more than your own life.


Keep away from every bad man, my son, and from all his kind. Never give way to anger, for anger leads to homicide. Likewise refrain from fanaticism, quarrelling and hot-temperedness, for these too can breed homicide.


Beware of lust, my son, for lust leads to fornication. Likewise refrain from unclean talk and the roving eye, for these too can breed adultery. Do not always be looking for omens, my son, for this leads to idolatry. Likewise have nothing to do with witchcraft, astrology or magic; do not consent even to be a witness of such practices, for they too can all breed idolatry...


You are not to withhold your hand from your son or daughter, but to bring them up in the fear of God from their childhood ... In church, make confession of your faults, and do not come to our prayers with a bad conscience.”


In the early Christian centuries, as now, it was not easy to maintain a Christian lifestyle in a perverted pagan world. Bishops and scholars were asked for guidance on such questions as the attitude Christians should hold towards pagan worship. For example, could Christian craftsmen have any part in fashioning idols for pagan use? How should they behave towards the theatre, the fashions, military service in the pagan army? Among others, Tertullian, St.Clement of Alexandria and St. Cyprian of Carthage discussed such matters in their works, as well as connected liturgical problems like the reconciliation of public penitents.


The first systematic work is the De Officiis by St. Ambrose (d.397), a type of moral directory written for his priests in the diocese of Milan.


The greatest single influence was St. Augustine (d.430) who wrote on many pastoral and moral problems in his works The Good of Marriage, Holy Virginity, Continence, Against Lying, Patience, Summary on Faith, Hope and Charity. He laid the foundations of the Just War theory, and has some topical remarks on the use of contraceptive potions.


The mantle of the prophetic tradition concerning poverty, possessions and the right use of wealth was taken up by St. Basil and St. John Chrysostom.

3.B. Later History of Moral Theology:


Tradition includes the Church Fathers (dealt with above). After the Patristic era, one source for the study of moral theology is the libri poenitentiales, the penitential books of the Celtic monks (C6-9) who developed the practice of private Confession. They enumerated sins and tariff-penances. This system spread to the Continent and was gradually standardised.


The great flowering of theology in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries brought the theological Summas, complete syntheses of the Christian faith. Moral theology was not distinguished as a separate discipline, but moral questions are well treated in the writings of Peter Lombard (d.1164), St. Albert the Great, and of course, St. Thomas Aquinas. St. Thomas was the first person to systematise the whole of ethics (Summa Theologiae I-II), but his work was not accepted as the standard textbook on the subject until well into the sixteenth century. Early collections of Canon Law decretals also help to give us insights into the life of the Church through the ages.


During the Middle Ages many of the moral questions about wealth, usury and private property were the subject of fierce debate between the Franciscans and other religious orders. It is ironic to note that the same arguments have now passed into the secular sphere, and are rehearsed by the economists and politicians of left and right.


Moral theology blossomed in sixteenth century Spain, especially with the Dominicans at Salamanca: de Vittoria (on international law) and Melchior Cano. Their abiding fruit is in the realm of the study of justice and the rights of nations. Other leading moralists of the time were the Jesuits, Suarez (d.1617), Molina and Sanchez (on marriage).


Azor's Institutiones morales,  published in 1600-11, opened the age of the manuals for the pastoral clergy. These contained all the canon laws, liturgical precepts and information necessary for pastoral decisions, especially the identification of mortal sins in the confessional, since Trent (1542-65) had declared they must be confessed in number and species.  Henceforth, Catholic moral theology invested immense efforts in categorising what exactly was and what was not mortal sin.


This era tended towards voluntarism, i.e. X, Y and Z are wrong simply because God or His Church says so. It did not explain that God had forbidden X, Y and Z because they destroy human nature, human relationships and one’s love for God. For this reason they contradict God's will. It also inclined to legalism – the detailed regulation of external behaviour. Matters of personal vocation, the call of grace, growth in holiness and Christian perfection, were hived off to ascetical and mystical theology. The two disciplines were compartmentalised. Moral theology also grew distant from its roots in Scripture and dogma. The manuals failed to integrate much philosophy into their arguments. Despite these limitations, they can still be a rich source of wisdom and experience, and should not be dismissed out of hand.


The patron saint of moral theology, St. Alphonsus Liguori, founder of the Redemptorists, steered a moderate course in moral counsel between the excessive strictness of the Jansenists, and the aberrant laxity of others. His Theologia Moralis came out in 1748 and ran to 70 editions.


Until Vatican II, Catholic moral theology was based upon the 'manualists'. They explained moral doctrine following either the Decalogue or the cardinal virtues (prudence, fortitude, justice, temperance) primarily with a view to the Sacrament of Penance and pastoral administration. Often they limited themselves to showing what must be avoided as sinful and unlawful, and especially into distinguishing venial and mortal sin. They presented the Christian life in terms of obligation and law, and said little about spiritual ideals and the vision of humanity redeemed in Christ. 

3.C. Spirituality


Spirituality is part of the life of the Church. There is a spiritual wisdom and knowledge of the ways of the Holy Spirit in prayer, which can be “handed on” (traditum) – from generation to generation.


There is considerable overlap between spirituality and moral theology. Scripture may be the soul of moral theology, but spirituality is its heart. A saint has few moral problems. A saint is so inspired by God's grace and has so surrendered to Him, that evil has little attraction. He can safely follow St. Augustine's dictum: 'Love and do what you will.'  The truly holy person enjoys a 'connaturality' with God, and so has a sure instinct for His will. Holy people with very little education can, by grace, have the sharpest moral and spiritual insights, to equal the best of school theologians.


On the other hand, a person who has not developed a living relationship with the heavenly Father, through Christ, in the Holy Spirit, will find it hard to accept all the principles and teachings of Catholic moral theology. The closer we are to Jesus, the more sense it will all make to us. A man may be a very clever theologian, but if he does not pray much, if he does not live in a strong faith environment, it is little surprise if he dissents from Catholic moral teaching. The pride which will not submit to apostolic authority has always been the weak point of Christian intellectuals. 


It is God's grace alone which enables us to keep the commandments, and assures us of forgiveness when we try but fail. In the words of the Pentecost Sequence to the Holy Spirit: 'If thou take thy grace away, nothing good in man will stay, all his good is turned to ill.'  Whatever sin there is in our own lives, we must not attempt to alter our theology to accommodate it. We must stick to the uncomfortable truth, even when it judges us and finds us lacking. Too many people in our time search for a "theology" to suit their own lifestyle, rather than seeking out objective truth.


Moral theology provides an external framework which distinguishes good from evil, and provides general rules and principles of Christian behaviour. However, it does not deal exhaustively with the ways of the Holy Spirit in the human heart, nor of personal guidance by grace. It works on a general and universal level to provide basic guidance for everyone. 


Spirituality in contrast can deal with God's particular call to one person or community. Moral theology cannot tell a particular young woman whether she should be a nurse, a mother or a nun. That is a matter for individual spiritual discernment. But it can and does give her moral guidance applicable to the treatment of patients, how to be a mother, and life in community.

4.  The Magisterlum of the Pope and Bishops in communion with him (CCC 2030-40) 


It is the responsibility of the Magisterium to teach the faithful sound doctrine, and to warn them away from harmful and immoral practices, thus directing them towards the Christ-like standards of the Gospel. Jesus told his Apostles “The Spirit will lead you into all truth”, and that the gates of the underworld would not prevail against the Church founded on Peter. As Catholics, we see these promises of the Lord fulfilled in the infallibility of the Church. We believe Christ’s Church will not plunge seriously into error in the teaching of the Gospel and the “deposit of faith”. She is a reliable herald of God’s truth to all generations, though her individual members may be far from perfect. (Please see Course 4)

4.A. Dogma


The solemn creeds and definitions of the Faith explain what God has done in redeeming us. They crystallise the central truths of Scripture and Tradition. They furnish the framework of Christian anthropology. The answer to the question, 'What is man?' is demonstrated by the story of the Creation, the Fall, the Incarnation and the Redemption. Christ reveals man to himself.


In this human life on earth we are asked to 'put on Christ' and follow in the way of the Cross to glory. By the power of the Holy Spirit we are enabled to live the new life of charity, and to escape from slavery to the sinful desires of the flesh, our natural and baser instincts. Dogma provides the landscape within which moral theology is situated. It shows us the fundamental orientation of the Christian life.


In the Catechism of the Catholic Church, Section 1 is the Creed, Section 2 is on the Sacraments. Only when we know what God has done for us, and experience the new life of grace available to us through the Sacraments, are we ready for Section 3 on "Life in Christ".

4.B. Specific Interventions on questions of Morality


The Magisterium has made certain decisive interventions in Catholic moral theology. Among its most prominent documents are: the Catechism of the Council of Trent which organises its treatment of morality around the Ten Commandments; the condemnation by Pope Innocent Xl in 1679 of 69 propositions of the laxist moral school; various statements in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries on abortion (craniotomy), sterilisation, divorce, freernasonry, duelling, cremation, hypnotism, usury and onanism.

4.C. Papal Encyclicals 

Encyclical letters have become prominent as a source of authoritative moral teaching in the last 100 years. Since Rerum Novarum (On the rights of workers, 1891) a series of social encyclicals has provided a synthesis of Catholic wisdom on such questions as labour and capital, communism, socialism and fascism, the rights and duties of man, intra- and international relations.


In the field of family and sexual ethics, Casti Connubii (1930) upheld traditional Christian morality at a time when the Church of England (Lambeth, 1929) had just changed its mind and allowed contraception within marriage – the first time in nineteen centuries any denomination had broken the universal Christian consensus condemning artificial contraception. Humanae Vitae (1968) and Familiaris Consortio (1981) have upheld the traditional values and constant teaching in the face of Western public opinion.


The publication of Donum Vitae (1987) on bioethics, Veritatis Splendor (1993) on fundamental moral theology, and Evangelium Vitae (1995) on life issues, marks a defining moment in the history of moral theology: Peter's successor has intervened to settle the disputes of the last thirty years. 

4.D.  Vatican II (1962-5) 

The Council Fathers asked for a renewal of moral theology. Theology in general should be taught 'under the light of faith and under the guidance of the Church's teaching authority'.

“Special care should be given to the teaching of moral theology. Its scientific presentation should draw more fully on the teaching of Holy Scripture and should throw light upon the exalted vocation of the faithful in Christ, and their obligation to bring forth fruit in charity for the life of the world.”  (OptatamTotius 16)


Christian life is to be both 'other-worldly' and 'this-worldly' at the same time. The moral theology which Vatican II calls for must show how such a life can be lived. Gaudium et Spes in particular speaks about the relationship of the Church and the world, marriage and the family, work and culture.


Unfortunately, since Vatican II and especially Humanae Vitae (1968), it is no exaggeration to say that moral theology has been a battlefield. There has been fierce debate over the specificity of Christian morality, and over which elements of the Catholic teaching are unchangeable, and which are time-conditioned. The appearance of the Catechism of the Catholic Church (1992), a veritable compendium of doctrine, sets a clear reference point for all moral catechesis in the Church. Meanwhile Pope John Paul II in his recent encyclicals has attempted to set the record straight on various disputed questions.

What then is the role of Catholic moral theology, given all this activity of the Magisterium?

· a)  It is to explain the teachings of the Magisterium in a reasonable and acceptable manner, showing how they are coherent with Scripture and Christian Tradition. It should be able to show how such teachings have been arrived at, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit, from the sources of Revelation.

· b)  It should be able to show the errors in opposing points of view: to demonstrate how the following of God's law leads to happiness and peace, while moral error leads to disintegration of the person and of society.

· c)  It has to apply the basic principles to new challenges e.g. organ transplants, designer babies, surrogate motherhood, manipulation of the human genome, joint-stock banking and pension funds.

· d) The community of Catholic scholars and the lived experience of the faithful both help to inform the Magisterium, at diocesan, national and international levels, about new developments and challenges, and to formulate a well-informed response.

· e)  It engages in ecumenical dialogue with other Christian communities. It also holds conversation with specialists in various natural and human sciences, and with philosophers of non-Christian traditions.

If you want to follow this up, see  Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith (C.D.F.), Instruction on the ecclesial role of the theologian (1990)  

5. Other ancillary disciplines


Moral decisions come into every realm of human endeavour, and so moral theology must draw on many fields of human knowledge: philosophy, psychology, medicine, art, science, economics, sociology, politics, history, and law. As Terence, the Latin poet (d.159 BC), wrote "Homo sum; humani nil a me alienum puto'" - I am a man, I count nothing human foreign from me.


The task of building a civilisation of love involves impregnating economic, political and scientific life with the spirit of Christ. Gospel values are to season and salt the whole of society. Moral theology can help businessmen, factory workers, magistrates and politicians to see the implications of the Faith in their workplace. There is no area from which theological reflection can justly be excluded (see Gaudium et Spes, 42-43, 63-76).

Although psychology, medicine and so on, provide much data for moral deliberation, it is important to realise that they are not themselves the source of moral values. It is from Christ Himself that the values and laws come, via Revelation and the Church. They are tied in to the Christian vision of life and of man's supernatural destiny.


A psychology or medical textbook may well state that, for example, masturbation or homosexuality is harmless, or that euthanasia is a valid option to cut short the sufferings of the terminally ill. When the underlying philosophy is not spelt out, there is an illicit reasoning from "what is" to "what ought to be" of the type pointed out by David Hume. The author's values may be derived from the current assumptions of secular humanism, or from one particular thinker. 


We must be analytical and critical. We should always be asking ourselves, what picture of man and what ideal of human happiness does this author propose?  Is his/her underlying philosophy broadly in line with Gospel values, or is it implicitly anti-Christian?  What does he/she propose as man's true good? Can I accept this?


This anthropological question is central to moral theology. What is man? What is his destiny? The entire moral debate hinges upon our answer to these questions. As Catholic Christians we are convinced that God Himself has revealed the meaning of human life to us in Christ Jesus.

NECESSARY READING: Fernandez & Socias ch.2. Please answer the questions on p.46 (check your answers with those given in the course supplement).

EXTRA READING:
B. Häring, The Law of Christ, Vol.1, pp 3-33, "Historical Survey of Moral Theology" 

K.H. Peschke, Christian Ethics, Vol 1, pp 65-107, "The Nature of Morality and its Ultimate End."  


also only in 1973 earlier edition, pp 43-64, The Evolution of Moral Theology


P. Bristow, The Moral Dignity of Man, pp.11-29. 

S. Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, pp.191-323 (History of Moral Theology)

G.V. Lobo, Guide to Christian Living, pp.1-22. 


Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, paras. 6-27.

