Catholic moral teaching

CHAPTER 4 -  VIRTUES AND SIN

OBJECTIVES: 

1. In this chapter you will learn the advantages of a virtue-oriented approach to morality, to complement the usual commandment-centred.

2. You will come to appreciate the classical wisdom of the cardinal and theological virtues

3. We shall deepen our concept of sin

Article 7  -   The Virtues 

"Virtue must be the happiness, and vice the misery, of every creature"  - Bishop Butler
Necessary reading: CCC 1803-45.  Note the basic definition of virtue in 1803-4.

1.  The nature of Christian virtue:


The word virtue is derived from the Latin virtus meaning manliness, manly excellence (Latin vir = man, husband). That is not to imply that women cannot excel in virtue. In general virtus came to denote excellence, capacity, worth, goodness or virtue.


Virtue is a quality of inner goodness, through which one lives well and avoids acting badly. It is a habitus of the soul's powers assuring constancy in good action. Virtue makes a man ever true to himself. "Virtue then, as it seems, is a kind of health, beauty, and good habit of the soul; and vice its disease, deformity and infirmity." (Plato)



When the ancient Greeks spoke of virtue, their idea of human perfection placed man at the centre: what must the perfect human being be like? What are his qualities? A prolonged effort of self-perfection was necessary to grow in these virtues. Socrates identified wisdom as the principal virtue which "contained" within itself all others. For Plato justice was paramount, for Aristotle prudence. Much later, for Kant, it was love of duty.


Christian virtue bears a quality different from the haughty perfection of the Stoics. It consists in growing into "the divinely willed image of man renewed by Christ" (Schnackenburg). It is Christ-centred, not man-centred. We see this, for instance, from the fact that while humility is a pre-requisite for a follower of Christ, it had no place at all in Greek philosophy. Nor had chastity. There to be lowly or to restrict oneself to one's wife, was pitiable, not laudable. 


The primary Christian virtue is love or charity (Please read LG 42). Charity is the soul of the moral life. When Augustine wrote about the virtues, he insisted that love of God was primary. Charity is the vital principle of all other virtues, just as the soul is the vital principal, the form, of the body. "Since true virtue is that which is directed to man's principle good . . no other virtue is possible without charity" (Aquinas). Aquinas too stressed love, but in conjunction with prudence.    


In the New Testament we find lists of virtues which the Christian should cultivate. 

Exercise for your portfolio: look up the following texts and list the virtues mentioned therein:  Gal 5:22-3, Eph 4:2, Col.3:12-4, 1 Tim 6:11, Jas 3:17, 2 Pet.1:5-7. While doing this, notice that they are often mentioned along with lists of contrasting vices.


We distinguish between the human virtues, and the theological virtues. The former are qualities of character which we build by discipline, aided by God's grace. The theological virtues, faith, hope and love, are infused from above. "They are the pledge of the presence and action of the Holy Spirit in the faculties of the human being." (CCC 1813)

2. The Cardinal Virtues: (CCC 1805-11)


Prudence, justice, temperance and fortitude rank as the four cardinal (Latin cardo = hinge) virtues. They stem from Book 4 of Plato's Republic,  whence they passed down via Aristotle, Cicero, Ambrose and Augustine to Thomas Aquinas, who gave them the most comprehensive treatment ever. St Thomas uses Aristotle's terminology but alters the meaning of words, enriching them with the new truths of Christian revelation. Augustine gives us this quotation, which you will understand better once we have gone through the four virtues in detail:


"Temperance is love serving God totally and without corruption.


Fortitude is love gladly suffering all for God's sake.


Justice is love serving God alone and thus ruling all else with reason and right order.

Prudence is love clearly discerning what is helpful and what is hindrance on the way to God." 





(De moribus Ecclesiae Catholicae I.xv.25)

Alternatively, if you prefer the Angelic Doctor (Aquinas):

"Prudence is the good of reason present in the judgement.

Justice is the order of reason with respect to actions affecting others, present in the will as its subject.

Temperance is the order of reason with respect to the passions when these draw us to something irrational (and is in the concupiscible appetite).

Fortitude is the order of reason with respect to the passions when they draw us away from a reasonable course of action (and is in the irascible appetite)."    (S.T. I-II.61.2)

This will become clearer as we treat each cardinal virtue separately.
2.A. Prudence: (CCC 1806)


This word has associations of Victorian petticoats and shocked prudery. Again, forget them. Latin prudentia is derived originally from providentia, foresight. It is the handmaid of the Biblical term wisdom, sapientia, so called because it finds savour (sapio/sapor) in God. The wise man "savours" God. 


Aristotle speaks of φρονησις (phronesis), practical wisdom. Augustine described prudence as "love distinguishing with sagacity between what hinders it and what helps it."


There are strong connections between what we have already said about conscience (Ch.3), and what we shall say about prudence. If conscience is the faculty, prudence is the necessary quality of that faculty: just as if sight were the faculty, clear-sightedness or good vision would be the desirable quality.


Prudence acts in two ways: it perceives the true reality of the moment, and it commands the appropriate will and action. Christian prudence recognises that every occasion has relevance in God's plan of salvation. Every moment is a kairos, a moment of grace.  Christian prudence is both infused and acquired - it directs the active engagement of love to the honour of God. The gift of counsel (right judgement) at Confirmation makes the soul docile to the inspirations of the Holy Spirit in its deliberations. Attentiveness to the divine Voice becomes more important than one's own plans or even one's personal autonomy.  The gifts of wisdom, understanding and knowledge also assist this growth in prudence.


The scholastics listed the nine parts of the virtue of prudence as follows:

1. Counsel (deliberation, pondering advice) requires:

· a faithful memory which retains Christian principles, commandments, moral wisdom and experience.

· profound understanding which penetrates to the core of the situation.

· clear reason in order to deduce new insights.

· submissive docility which recognises one's own inadequacy and willingly learns from others' experience and advice. "One secret of success in life is to know how to add the experience of others to one's own."

2. Judgement of the situation requires

· readiness to act. Too often prudence is made an excuse for inaction and inertia. Without this energy and good timing, there is either scrupulosity and indecision on the one hand, or hastiness and recklessness on the other. 

· accuracy of judgement and attention to detail. 

3. Command to execute the action. In order to perform this well, one needs:

· foresight to reckon up the consequences of the proposed course of action.

· circumspection, which takes all the circumstances into account.

· precaution, which anticipates the obstacles and prepares to surmount them.


The vice which is opposes prudence is, as you might guess, imprudence or folly, usually resulting from some combination of ignorance, thoughtlessness, impatience, inattentiveness, and indecisiveness. 


Worldly or carnal prudence, the "wisdom of this world", is hostile to God, because it takes excessive concern for temporal and material matters, but is negligent about the spiritual and eternal. Such "carnal prudence" flows from avarice, greed for power and wealth, and it begets injustice. 


Another enemy of true prudence is craftiness or slyness (astutia), typical of the man of intrigue and worldly shrewdness, who does not hesitate to lie, deceive and misrepresent in order to realise his worldly aims. In the face of this macchiavellianism, Christians should be "as wise as serpents but as harmless as doves." They should not allow themselves to be drawn into such intrigues, but remain impartial and honest.

2.B. Justice  (CCC 1807)

Sammy Davis, a black American entertainer who rejected Christianity and converted to Judaism said: "As I see it, the difference is that the Christian religion preaches "Love thy neighbour" and the Jewish religion preaches justice, and I think justice is the thing we need."


This immediately gives us cause to reflect that there is no true love without justice. Love presupposes justice. Love which does not struggle to right injustice is no true love.


Like many concepts of central importance in Holy Scripture justice is multi-faceted and hence difficult to define. 'Justice' or 'righteousness' is that moral virtue concerned with the total observance of all God's commandments. In this sense it is more "external" and "other-oriented" than the other cardinal virtues, which concern more the interior order of the soul.


God is described as a God of justice and integrity, both in His guidance of individuals and of the whole chosen people, and also in retribution when He punishes or rewards each according to his works. His righteousness is shown in that He brings salvation and mercy. As God is, so must His people be.


OT law demands civil justice and impartiality from the Judges of Israel (Deut.16:18-20) and also from the King (Jer.22:1-3). Every member of the Jewish community is to act justly by respecting other people's rights (Ex. 23:6-8). The Prophets forcefully denounce the injustice perpetrated by the powerful who oppress the poor (Am. 5:7, 10-15; Is. 5:7-24; Jer. 22:13-18) and threaten divine vengeance. Injustice in the OT is viewed not as merely a violation of rules or customs, but in a religious dimension as a breach of the covenant and an insult to God's holiness.


In the NT, Jesus' message does not concentrate on a juridical type of justice, but on the demands of love. The moral law is true justice, spiritual obedience to God's commandments. The justice of Jesus' disciples must exceed that of the Scribes and Pharisees, who content themselves with a legalistic, external obedience to the Law but neglect true concern for their neighbour's welfare – which is the essence of the spirit of justice (Mt. 5:20; 23:23). 'Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for justice, for they shall have their fill' (Mt. 5:6).


Philosophers hold different theories as to the essence of justice. There are three major streams of thought:

· 1. Positive law theory. Justice is seen as conformity to the law. What is legal is what is just. Such a theory fails to explain why men appeal to justice even when there is no positive law, or when they feel that the law is unjust. 'Justice' in fact provides the yardstick by which the laws of different societies and nations are themselves judged.

· 2. Social good theory. Justice is doing whatever is useful for the social good. The drawback with this theory is that not all the duties of justice arise exclusively from considerations of the social good. Some are rooted in respect for individual rights.

· 3. Natural right theory. Man has rights not by permission of society, but intrinsically, from his nature as a human being. Others must respect such rights, hence the definition of justice is "constans et perpetua voluntas ius suum cuique tribuendi" i.e. 'the firm and constant will to give each one his due' (Aquinas). Men and human communities have a natural right to a well-ordered existence, self-realisation and progress. Positive human law must agree with natural rights as much as possible. When civil law contradicts natural (human) rights, it loses its binding power. St. Thomas considers gratitude, obedience, respect of persons, truthfulness, friendship, liberality, and piety (the worship of God) to be parts of the virtue of justice. Justice towards God is designated as the virtue of religion (Ch.6)

'Justice' therefore presupposes the existence of the natural law. Let us now distinguish the three traditional subdivisions of justice. From Aristotle's Nichomachean Ethics onwards the Western tradition has spoken of:

· 1. Commutative justice applies in exchanges and contracts between two individuals or entities on a similar level. It may be voluntary, as between a buyer and seller. Note however that Aquinas defines a just contract as one from which both parties benefit equally. It is said to be involuntary when someone's property (or honour, reputation, liberty or physical health) is taken away or damaged against their will. Restitution must always be made for such breaches of commutative justice as in cases of theft, fraud, vandalism, defamation, false imprisonment, industrial injury etc. The question of commutative justice arises frequently in modern life in four areas: 

· (a) justice in prices, not only in shops but also on international markets and commodity exchanges; 

· (b) justice in labour relations (a fair day's work for a fair day's pay); 

· (c) justice in the social security system and insurance; 

· (d) justice in transport matters, especially in terms of compensation for accidents and damage.

· 2. Distributive Justice is concerned with the relation between society as a whole and individuals, in the fair distribution of society's wealth, privileges, resources, burdens and taxes. According to his/her activities, duties, usefulness and needs, each person is entitled to a just share in the common good (see Ch.10). Distributive justice does not imply an arithmetical equality for everyone, but a sharing out of the cake fairly and proportionately. It is offended by all forms of corruption, favouritism and the oppression of particular groups. One who keeps his clutches upon an inordinate portion of a nation's wealth to the detriment of others is a menace to society, unless he makes a most extraordinary contribution to the community. The princes of privilege may need to be constrained in the interest of the common welfare.

· 3. General or Legal Justice an obligation which weighs primarily upon legislators and governors, that they create and enact just and fair laws which promote and safeguard the common good. It should inspire political manifesto writers and policy makers. Its object is the common welfare. The citizen's duty in this regard is to obey just laws and see that others do the same e.g. tax law, social legislation, military service, and to lobby against unjust laws. So legal justice pertains primarily to the State, but enters wherever the question arises of protecting and enhancing the common good.

· 4. Vindicative or Retributive Justice is "the temperate will to restore violated justice by means of a punishment which is in proportion to the guilt." It is a virtue in the superior, who aims to further the common good and general respect for morality by exacting punishment. By crime or sin the moral order has been wounded. Retribution is required in order to restore full respect for the transcendence and absoluteness of moral good. The superior also aims, if possible, to correct and reform the guilty. This virtue inspires the ordinary citizen to demand that evildoers be punished, not out of revenge, but out of zeal for justice. In the offender, this virtue is expressed when he willingly accepts due punishment in a spirit of reparation.

How does the term social justice relate to these traditional subdivisions of justice? The term social justice only came into use in the last century. It entered official Catholic vocabulary in the encyclical of Pope Pius XI, Quadragesimo Anno (1931). It refers to the economic welfare of social groups and the proportionate and fair distribution of wealth among different classes in society. The rich must give of their superfluity, the needy have a natural right to the basic necessities of life. In its international aspect it imposes obligations upon nations to help the poorer countries. Social justice is "the familial justice of the children of God." (Häring). 


Its relationship to the three traditional forms of justice has been a topic of debate. It is most closely linked to 'legal justice' or 'justice ensuring the common good'. However, it involves more than just the State and its lawmakers. Its promotion is the task of all state and social, professional and ecclesiastical organisations . You can read about it in CCC 1928-1942, and we will return to this subject in Ch.10. 

Love And Justice


No solid social order or lasting peace in the world are possible without respect for justice. Charitable offerings and works can never substitute for justice denied. The demands of love, of course, exceed the demands of justice. Justice is the ground floor of the building that is love. Rendering justice is a first duty of love, but love goes on much further. Justice may never contradict love. It sets down where love has to begin, for it assures the basic rights of man, family and society. It specifies the most basic and indispensable requirements for human existence, growth and life in community.


The demands of justice are therefore the minimum requirements of love. They are always graver and more urgent than the duties solely imposed by love. One must do one's duty in justice before embarking upon optional deeds of charity. Yet justice itself is in need of the spirit of love. Love enables justice to see clearly. A rigid and merciless enforcement of just rights might in certain circumstances offend love.


We can depict two extremes: at one end of the spectrum, the pious and well-heeled dole out "charity" in a paternalistic manner, but lend their support to exploitative social structures, even resisting necessary changes in society which would enable decent housing, food, jobs, education and health-care for all. Some Christians, for example, objected to the Victorian social reforms (Factory, Education and Health Acts) on the grounds that if no more poverty existed, there would be no opportunity for practising charity in future!


At the other extreme, there are the anarchic or communist revolutionaries, the Brigate Rosse, the Sendero Luminoso, and the Bolsheviki of 1917 who lead a violent battle for justice, but are obsessed with hatred for the rich and powerful. Having no love in their hearts, they wish to destroy their enemies. Often they create worse suffering than was present before.


Lobo (p.155) criticises what he calls a bourgeois ethic: It has three main features:

· (a) A strong inhibition against hurting others at close quarters, but no scruples about such matters as arms sales or stock market speculations, which may injure millions a long way off. The press provide a prime example of this: one murder in your town is played up as shocking and grisly, but the deaths of thousands in floods or wars on other continents are all but ignored.

· (b) Concern about the rights of a few, ignoring the plight of many others who are unimportant because of their class or nationality. Certain nurses convicted of murder are extracted from Saudi gaols and liberated apparently because they are British, and Saudi justice must be wrong. Irishmen convicted on perjured evidence and confessions extracted by torture, languish inside British gaols for years, and must fight the courts for compensation when their sentences are finally quashed.

· (c) Small-minded morality of little things. Half a million die of starvation in Sudan, but what we really want to know is, was it right for Geri Halliday to leave the Spice Girls? And is David Beckham doing the right thing by Posh Spice?

2.C. Fortitude (CCC 1808)


Fortitude (courage, bravery) represses the rebellion of the emotions when we must face suffering or death. It disciplines those feelings of fear or terror which rise up unwanted. When fortitude confronts injustice, it harnesses the passion of righteous anger (the proper reaction to evil).


The brave man is not devoid of fear of suffering and death. Only a psychotic would be like that. However, the brave man fears the loss of his soul more than loss of life or limb. He shrinks from offending God and not from the persecution of men. The vices contrary to fortitude are named as temerity and recklessness (by excess), and cowardice (by default).

Fortitude has two acts:


Active fortitude (aggressiveness) positively goes out to attack evil, in the shape of the enemies of God or of justice. Someone who joins the police, the army or the priesthood may be showing this virtue. Fortitude may involve opposing violence with violence, as in the case of a just defensive war, riot control or self-defence. With God's grace, fortitude strengthens the soldier of the Kingdom of God to face willingly the most exposed positions in the spiritual war. He will go beyond the call of duty, and take upon himself the greatest burdens and pain in atonement for sin e.g. Blessed Padre Pio.


To act with courage we need two things: preparedness of heart and fearlessness in the face of danger. The first of these requires the virtue of magnanimity or great-souledness. This leads a person boldly to undertake and complete lofty and perilous projects for God (Mother Angelica's EWTN for example). Opposed to magnanimity are the vices of cowardliness or niggardliness of spirit (by defect) on the one hand: presumption, vainglory or ambition (by excess) on the other.  The latter lead a person to take on dangers beyond his strength, or to seek only selfish honour and glory.


The ability to see a great work through to the end is described as magnificence, which can fail by defect (stinginess) or by excess (sumptuousness, wastefulness).


Passive fortitude (endurance) involves patience and perseverance. The soldier of the Kingdom of God holds firm against persecution and injustice. When called to suffer over a period of time, the virtue of constancy is necessary.  Opposed to the virtue of patience are insensibility, which does not heed the dangers; and impatience, where one runs away from danger through discouragement. Opposed to perseverance are obstinacy, striving unreasonably for a perhaps unattainable goal, and inconstancy, weariness or weakness, where one abandons a work started simply because of unwillingness to make the effort.


The most exalted expression of the virtue of fortitude is the suffering of martyrdom, giving one's life in faithfulness to Christ.


The other three cardinal virtues are all good in themselves. Fortitude is only virtuous so long as it serves love, truth and justice. Otherwise it can be a vice: terrorists and criminals can show great daring and obstinacy, for a political cause or for money.


Two gifts of the Holy Spirit, fortitude and fear of the Lord, sustain and perfect the human virtue of fortitude.

2.D. 1. Temperance/moderation  Please read CCC 1809.


Aristotle taught that "virtus in medio stat" -  virtue is found in the mean. Our desire for food and drink is motivated by our instinct for self-preservation. The sex instinct relates similarly to the wish for intimacy and for procreation of the human species. We experience these desires for a purpose. If we seek the pleasure alone in an irrational manner, unrelated to its inherent purpose, it becomes harmful.


The same applies to other sense appetites: the desire for aural pleasure (music), for visual experience (travel, TV, films), for physical exertion (sport), for physical touch and closeness (love, friendship, family), for kinetic excitement (speed). 


When any of these desires are indulged disproportionately, contrary to the design God intends, they become destructive. Now God is always willing to forgive, men sometimes forgive, but Nature never forgives. We have to take the consequences of our immoral acts. "Temperance is selfless self-preservation, intemperance is self-destruction through the selfish degradation of the powers which aim at self-preservation" (Pieper)


As concerns food and drink, the corresponding part of temperance is sobriety: the vices are gluttony/drunkenness and insensibility, the complete lack of appreciation of any food or drink. This shows ingratitude to the Creator, not only to the chef.


Gluttony is worth exploring! It can be by quantity, obviously (eating too much). But it can also be by fastidiousness (being too fussy); or by luxury, demanding the most expensive varieties of everything; by eating too soon (not waiting for mealtimes); by eating rudely and wolfing down one's food. St Thomas lists the five daughters of gluttony as inept mirth, buffoonery, dullness of mind for intellectual things, much talking and uncleanness. "Nothing is so dear to the devil as drunkenness and dissipation" writes St John Chrysostom.


Undisciplined and immoderate indulgence in sensual things obscures the vision of spiritual values. The sensuous man, whose life is but wine, women and song, has little time for the things of God. Intemperance undermines all the other virtues. When a person abandons himself to drunkenness this easily leads to lustful encounters. Consequently he abuses others in casual intercourse, instead of treating them with reverence. He/she desecrates and draws others into sin, in opposition to genuine love.


The practice of temperance requires a good self-understanding and a conscious effort at self-discipline. Living in the disorder of original sin, man needs to master and control his destructive urges. "To the degree that man loves himself more than God, he loves himself in an inordinate measure, and thereby places himself in disorder." (Häring) The first requirement for the acquisition of temperance is the orientation towards God. Unless God is in our lives, temperance will elude us.


Temperance "promises us the purity and incorruptibility of that love which unites us to God." However, it is not achieved without some degree of asceticism and self-denial. Because our bodily desires are unruly, we practice self-discipline in preparation for those critical situations when virtue is endangered. Thus our will is strengthened, when we forsake legitimate pleasures for a while. Penance and fasting have their irreplaceable role in the Christian life. "Voluntary mortification is spiritually wholesome and fruitful, and is not to be abandoned." (Innocent XI). "The evil spirit fears us more if he knows we are prepared to fast."


Undertaking excessive penances, damaging to health, may be a symptom of spiritual pride. In trying to control our unruly desires, we should first note that the disorder is not only in the passions but in the will. Therefore

· 1. Renounce the pride of autonomy and spirit of independence. This is where obedience to a spiritual director, novice master or religious superior is so valuable. Maybe Protestantism has some difficulty here, since it relies on individual interpretation of doctrine and self-navigation.

· 2. Mortify the imagination, feelings and emotions.

· 3. Renounce certain external possessions.

EXERCISES: 

1.  Find out what proportion of the younger generation abuse drugs of some sort. And how many of their elders abuse alcohol, tranquillisers etc. Do you think this has any connection with the widespread lack of spirituality in our society?

2.  Here are four more parts of temperance: studiositas (noble desire for learning); good manners, good humour, generosity, and humility. List the corresponding vices, both by excess and by defect.e.g. if the virtue were clemency, the vice by defect would be harshness or cruelty, the vice by excess would be laxism or softness. 

2.D. 2.  Chastity as a part of Temperance      (CCC 2337-45, 2520)


In the area of sexuality, the virtues appropriate to temperance are chastity and modesty: the opposite - intemperance - can be subdivided into incontinence, licentiousness (by excess) and frigidity (by defect); immodesty or shamelessness.


Incontinence denotes the person who sins by weakness, not by malice. He/she wills to restrain himself/herself but is overpowered by disordered passions. Hopefully this will lead on to continence, where one abstains from genital acts, but is not totally chaste in thought and desire. And with grace, further on to chastity.


Licentiousness is deliberate lustfulness or willed intemperance. Such people have made of illicit sexual pleasure a matter of principle to which they cling with all their evil heart. Not only do they not repent of sin, but they gloat over it, and rejoice that they can still sin. Sin has become second nature to them, a way of life.The virtue of chastity is part of the cardinal virtue of temperance or moderation. We shall treat it here in preparation for Ch.7.


Like "passions", chastity also is a much misunderstood word. Chastity is the virtue which keeps order in the sphere of human sexuality. It neither disdains sex nor makes an idol of it. It signifies that type of sexual integration which is appropriate to one's state in life. A chaste husband makes love tenderly, respectfully and gracefully to his wife. An unchaste husband will be selfish and insensitive in bed, primarily out for his own pleasure. Chastity is not the same as continence, which is the abstinence from genital acts. Nor is it the same as celibacy, which is a promise never to marry. Just to make things clear: 

· a married woman must be chaste.

· a woman engaged to be married must be chaste and continent.

· a professed nun must be chaste, continent, and celibate.

To understand this, let us look at the three levels in our inner lives: the physiological (or animal) level; the psycho-social level; the spiritual level.

· (1)
The physiological level is that of our elementary needs – hunger, sleep, sex, etc. – which all seek their satisfaction. At this level the sexual impulse makes us sensitive to the attractiveness of another person, but only as an object to us, to slake our biological desires.

· (2)
The psycho-social level is what drives us to relationships, society. We are social animals. At this level there is a spontaneous tendency, a fascination, towards anything felt as good or beautiful e.g. 'love at first sight', infatuation. However it needs deeper reflection .

· (3)
On the spiritual level we have the capacity to judge the situation objectively by distancing ourselves from it. This level distinguishes us from the animals. Here is the ability to make moral judgements and life decisions – to decide on and to control the influences of the first two levels. For example, “I would like to stay with my friends and have another pint of beer, but I have to be up early for work, so I must go.” We do not have to be driven by our instincts.


Every moral act involves these three levels of the human personality. We have the choice of ruling our animal and social needs in accordance with right reason. On the other hand, if we let those instincts control our lives we lose much of our will-power and become slaves of sin. The man in the pub has the extra pint(s), oversleeps, wakes up with a hangover and loses his job.


The scheme of the three levels of man's inner life helps us to understand more clearly the distinction between chastity and continence. Continence is that state in which a person commits no external sexual sins. Level 3, the will, imposes its right decisions upon the passions, levels 1 and 2. It subjugates them but it cannot harmonise them. The appetites of the flesh are repressed and controlled, but not transformed. There needs to be constant caution about occasions of sin and a certain distrust of one's emotions.


The growth of chastity is a grace, a work of the Holy Spirit. In the chaste person the passions and needs (levels 1 and 2) have been tamed and redirected in accordance with the person's life decision (level 3). The sexual urges have been integrated into the whole personality and healed from the effects of original sin. There is less worry, temptations are more peripheral, there is a calmness, a warmth and attractiveness about chastity.


Chastity is therefore nothing to do with the repression of all desires and emotions and feelings of sexual attraction. That would be the path to emotional frigidity. Chastity should precede the choice of a state of life: marriage, celibacy, religious. Someone who rushes into marriage unchaste, solely on the levels of physical attraction and infatuation, may wake up one day to find that there is no real love there and that the physical side has faded. The unchaste person does not know how to love perfectly. S/he will partly exploit others, because s/he cannot control all the unintegrated and egotistical drives of his/her own personality.

TO THINK ABOUT: There are two icons showing the story of St. George and the dragon. In the myth, the dragon terrified an entire province. Every year the citizens of the main city had to offer a virgin girl as a sacrifice to pacify the dragon. Otherwise it would cause carnage. In the first icon, St. George is depicted as heroically killing (repressing) the dragon (whlch symbolises sexual passions) with a lance, thus saving the maidens from slaughter.  


The second icon depicts a different outcome to the tale: St. George is shown, still with a lance, but now it is surmounted by a cross and he is using it as a shepherd's crook. Instead of slaying the fearsome dragon, St. George has tamed it and leads it like a pet dog into the city. How does the second icon symbolise the integration of the passions into the moral life? How do the pair of icons exemplify the difference between continence and chastity?

Exercises:  In each of the following cases list the cardinal virtues which are lacking in the characters, and, if you wish, their secondary parts.

1. Mary has sick parents, an awkward husband and three teenage children to look after. Christianity means loving everyone, the priest says, and this is what she tries to do. Because she is afraid to say No to anyone's request, some neighbours and relatives take advantage of her obliging nature. She takes on far more than she ought, and much of the time she feels utterly exhausted. 

2. Leszek's dog runs across the ice one January day and falls into the pond. He runs to rescue it, but the ice breaks beneath him. He cannot get out of the freezing water.

3. Pedro and his wife Carmen have eight children, but not enough money to feed and clothe them properly. Carmen's health is poor, and the doctor has warned her not to become pregnant again. However Pedro insists upon frequent sexual relations, claiming his marriage rights, and Carmen conceives their ninth child. She dies during childbirth.

4. James is a spy travelling as a businessman in North Korea. With secret documents on him, he is caught and tortured. Rather than face decades in a work camp, he swallows the cyanide capsure MI5 issued him with for these sorts of occasions.

5. Tom is a millionaire film star. At his Beverly Hills mansion he likes to stage wild parties costing tens of thousands of dollars. He invites famous celebrities and allows them to indulge in all kinds of sex and drugs. He never gets involved in debauchery himself, but he does learn interesting secrets about other rich and famous people at these soirées . . . 

J.L.Mackenzie, Dictionary of the Bible, has articles on Wisdom (cf. prudence) and Righteousness (justice)
3. The Theological virtues: faith, hope and charity

Firstly, in your own words, without consulting any text, write short descriptors of what you understand by these virtues.

Now please read: CCC §1812-29 and Fernandez & Socias pp.167-74


Do you wish to correct or improve your short definitions in any way?





Next, if possible, read Peter Kreeft pp 59-78 covering both the cardinal and the following theological virtues. Please make notes on faith, hope and love, additionally consulting the relevant articles in Mackenzie's Dictionary of the Bible. Note especially the link with Hebrew 'aman and 'emet, and the basic meaning of the Greek πιστις (pistis), and St Thomas Aquinas' definition of faith.

Faith has been covered in Fundamentals of Christian Doctrine (Course 2). Christian Anthropology (Course 16) covers these aspects in much greater detail.



FAITH:

Heb. 11:1 says that "Faith is the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen."  It is helpful to distinguish propositional faith (the content of faith - the revealed truths - which we believe, fides quae creditur) from fiducial faith, that personal trust and confidence in God (the faith by which we believe, fides quâ creditur). The CCC treats faith more fully in paras 153-175 of its opening section.


Christian Faith cannot be mere lip-service. It neither means just "believing that there is a God" with notional assent, nor is it a vague sentiment that "there's Somebody out there". Faith implies obedience, knowing God and living for God. As St James points out, "Even the devils believe - and they tremble.  . .  faith without works is barren." (James 2:19-20). We believe in God when we walk his way - faith is knit to obedience. The idea of a purely intellectual belief in God would have been incomprehensible to the Hebrews, For them, to refuse to listen to God and act for God was to be an unbeliever. 

HOPE:


Hope is an eschatological virtue. It gives us clear orientation in the drama of salvation. It impels us towards our final goal of beatitude. It frees us from a static clinging to the past or present. It orients us towards the future which God has in store for those who love Him.

Please answer the following questions, based on CCC 1817-21 on Hope:


What are the beneficial effects of hope?


What can I hope for? What is the object of hope?


What does the secular man hope for, and how is this different to Christian hope?

LOVE:

The English language is ambiguous in that the word "love" carries a multitude of meanings: it can mean to like, to lust after, to hold in affection, to be attached to, to be devoted to the welfare of. 


In earthy OT Hebrew the verb 'ahab, to love, is linked with the noun for "skin". Usually it signifies a voluntary attachment. It may denote mere sexual concupiscence, or a nobler love between man and woman. Love is also friendship, and in Hebrew friends are referred to as lovers e.g. David and Jonathan. Rehem denotes a mother's love for her children; hesed is God's gracious and faithful love.


The Greeks were clearer and had four words for "love."  Philia (φιλια) was the love and affection one holds for one's friends; storge  (στοργη) is instinctive familial love, like that between mother and baby; eros (ερος) is romantic and erotic desire between partners; and agape (αγαπη) is an unselfish benevolence which desires the good of the beloved. It is a weak term in classical Greek, but takes on a much more vigorous sense in the New Testament. Some languages have different words to distinguish love from sexual love (e.g. Ukr. lyubiti/kochati respectively). 


Aquinas distinguished between the love of concupiscence which desires to possess, and the love of friendship which seeks only the good of the friend. Charity, as a supernatural gift of grace, is of the latter type.


Love must be of a quality adapted to its object. A G.P. loves his wife in one way, but his patients want him to show love in a different way: by being professionally competent and kind. Otherwise he will be up before the B.M.A. And his goldfish wants from him only clean water, regular feeding, and protection from the cat.


One definition of sin is "disordered love," love which is disproportionate to its object. CCC 1849 speaks of "a perverse attachment to certain goods". If I love the warmth of the blankets and snoozing, when I should be at work, that is sloth. If I love beer so much that I buy many pints for myself, and no food for my children, then I am selfish and possibly an alcoholic. If I love my secretary in the mode properly reserved to love of my wife, we call that adultery. And if I worship my Porsche - or even my Lada - in the way I should worship God, that is idolatry and materialism.


The moral life entails well-ordered loves, proportionate to their object. Above all I am to love my Creator, then in descending order, my spouse/children/parents, my family, my friends and acquaintances, my town and country, pets, hobbies and pleasures, . . . 

Pause for thought: Where would you put Beauty, Truth and Nature in this list?  

Please read and make notes on Love in Mackenzie's Dictionary of the Bible, especially on the NT meaning of agape.

Extra reading: C.S.Lewis: The Four Loves.
K.H.Peschke, Christian Ethics Vol II, pp.13-100 (On Faith, Hope and Love)

"I hope that you have not been leading a double life, pretending to be wicked and being really good all the time. That would be hypocrisy!"  








Oscar Wilde, The Importance of being Earnest.
Article 8  -   Sin

"Twas but one little drop of sin

We saw this morning enter in,

           And lo! at eventide the world was drowned.   (Keble)
Necessary Reading:  

CCC 1846-53, plus CCC 385-421 on the Fall and Original Sin.

Fernandez & Socias ch.7

1. Sin in the Scriptures

1.A. Genesis and Original Sin


Let us begin with Genesis 3 (Please have the text open). This is a symbolic story which contains fundamental truth, although it is not a scientific narrative of whatever precisely happened. Note that Adam comes from the Hebrew "adamah", soil or earth. It can be translated "man of earth" or "clod-man." It is not a proper name in the Hebrew original, although we translate it as such. It could represent a collective personality, a group or tribe. The Church still prefers to speak in terms of one set of parents for the human race (monogeneism), although the alternative of several first parents (polygeneism) is not doctrinally excluded. 


The name Eve comes from a form of the verb "hayah", to live, and is explained as "mother of all the living." The name of God, Yahweh, is also connected to an intensive form of this verb, and implies "He who lives" cf. "I Am Who Am" (Exod. 3:15)


Man and woman are granted a far-reaching freedom, since they can eat "of every tree in the garden". However, this freedom is not unlimited. It must halt before "the tree of the knowledge of good and evil." "The power to decide what is good and what is evil does not belong to man, but to God alone." (VS 35) God knows perfectly what is good for man, and by virtue of his love proposes this good to man in his commandments.


The serpent is the primal symbol of evil. Note that it is "more subtle" than any other wild creature. This passage teaches us that there is a wider and more ancient power of evil than that within the human heart. The person of Satan is a later revelation, for he comes into sharp focus only in the New Testament. 


The serpent begins by insinuating doubts about God's word: "Did God really say . . . ?" (3:1) Then he moves to open contradiction: "You shall not die. For God knows . . " (3:4) Cleverly he sows distrust between the woman and God. God is not telling the full truth, he implies, because God does not want man and woman to become like himself. He wants to keep them in subjection.  The bait of knowledge, maturity, wisdom, experience is offered:  "Your eyes will be opened, and you shall be as gods, knowing good and evil." (3:5) The temptation is to disobedience, and to discontent and ungratefulness for all that God has given them: they come to desire the only forbidden thing.


What does the tree of the knowledge of good and evil signify? (2:17). The Hebrew root yada' means "to know", but also "to experience," It expresses the way in which a man sexually "knows" a woman. The tree symbolises not merely intellectual knowledge, but the experience of good and evil. Moreover, if man and woman come to be "like gods", they will be able to decide for themselves what is good or evil. They need no longer just obey God's word. They will have autonomy and can determine morality to suit themselves. In sin, man rejects the truth and places his own will above it.


The woman sees that the fruit of the tree is good to eat. It promises wisdom - the Hebrew word also means "success". It is "a delight to the eyes." If we keep looking at sin, we will end up committing it.  'akal, "to eat", is also "to desire", and is the most frequent verb in this entire narrative. So Eve takes the apple and eats, and her husband too: they satisfy their illicit desire. But as we know from bitter experience, the forbidden fruit never turns out quite so satisfying as the serpent promises. By the way, it is not Church teaching that this first sin was sexual: that is a modern myth. Adam and Eve's sin was one of disobedience and desiring to be independent of God. Notice too that evil has seduced Adam not through an enemy, but through his bosom companion. The devil gets to us through our friends, more than via our enemies.


This narrative displays a sustained psychological profundity. We see next the effects of sin: shame and fear enter the world. The primal innocence has gone, and they sew fig leaves together as clothes. When Yahweh-God comes walking in the garden in the evening, they are afraid, they hide from Him. 


When God asks the man: "Have you eaten of the tree . . ?", he tries to excuse himself by blaming Eve. And Eve blames the serpent (3:13). Sin always tries to find an excuse, to exculpate itself, to pass the buck. 


The effects of the Fall are then described: there will be inequality between the sexes and pain in childbirth (3:16). The earth will no longer be a paradise garden, but "cursed because of you" (3:17). Winning food from it will be laborious and painful: "By the sweat of your brow shall you eat your bread." (3:19). Death has come into the world: "for you are dust, and unto dust you shall return." (3:20) - and with it sickness, bereavement, loneliness, decay of the human form. Nevertheless, even at this moment of tragedy, there is a sign of hope, the Protoevangelium of Gen. 3:15. Even as God curses the serpent, he promises: "I shall put enmity between you and the woman, between your seed and her seed. He shall bruise your head, and you will strike his heel."  A descendant of the woman will crush the serpent: a Redeemer will come.

1.B. Sin in the Old Testament


Sin is always interpreted within the context of the Covenant relationship. God has saved his people from slavery in Egypt. He expects them, in return, to keep the Decalogue and the Torah. There are several Hebrew words for "sin":

· pesha describes sin as a revolt of the people against Yahweh, a breach of the covenant.

· 'awon means a deviation or distortion. Something that ought not to exist has come into being. It describes the interior state of the guilty man, who bears a heavy burden of iniquity and inner disorder. Etymologically this term is related to the meanings "to bend", to twist". A man in 'awon can no longer recognise God as his Covenant partner.

· hata' has a root meaning "to miss the mark", "to be led astray", thus, missing the point of the Covenant. It is a failure to reach the goal, which is God. It has this meaning more than that of transgression. In modern parlance we talk about "going off the rails" or "being led up a blind alley." That is hata' e.g. Prov. 8:36 "He who misses me injures himself, all who hate me love death." See also Jer. 2:5.

· ra' means evil, that which has lost its proper form, and thus also 'ugly'. to'ebah is 'abomination', that which Yahweh loathes and rejects. Sin is also sheker, a lie, for as a lie denies reality by speech, sin denies reality by action.


Sometimes one passage can contain several terms together e.g. Ps 50:1-4:  


"Have mercy on me, O God, according to your unfailing love; According to your great compassion, blot out my transgressions (pesha). Wash away all my iniquity ('awon) and cleanse me from my sin (hata'). For I know my transgressions (pesha), and my sin (hata') is always before me. Against you alone have I sinned (hata'), what is evil (ra') in your sight I have done."

1.C. Sin in the New Testament


The Greek Septuagint translates hata' as αμαρτια (hamartia), which appears frequently in the New Testament e.g. Rom.7:7 ff. Here Paul speaks of sin as a living principle within man, at enmity with God, and incessantly opposing the will to do good.  Other NT near-synonyms are ανομια (anomia) - lawlessness; αδικια (adikia) -  unrighteousness;  ψευδος (pseudos) - falsehood; and  σκοτος (skotos) - darkness.  


The basic meaning of "sin" is as a power, an alienation, a perversion of man's heart which acts within him. "Sins" are individual acts, and expressions of this disordered evil inclination within.


The NT usually mentions sin in connection with conversion. Jesus began his preaching ministry: "Repent, and believe the good news."  Repent - μετανοιετε (metanoiete) - means change your νους (nous), mind, change your attitudes and ways. This implies that the hearers are "in sin", that they have turned from God and need to turn back to Him. Sin is essentially a refusal of God's grace and His offer of intimate friendship.


The NT insists that on our own, without God's help, we are lost and slaves to sin. Jesus is the only one without sin. He is the light, and sinners are darkness (Jn 3:19). He is always heard by God, whereas God does not listen to sinners (Jn 9:31). Sin is anomia (1 Jn 3:4) which places man in constant opposition to the will of God. To those who refuse to believe in Him, he replies: "You are of your father, the devil, and your will is to do your father's desires." (Jn 8:44) "You will die in your sins, unless you believe that I am He." (Jn 8:24)


For St Paul, sin is the common human condition. Sin reigns in this world. It can only be overcome by
willingly submitting to Christ, being baptised and incorporated into Him. Human beings on their own cannot get rid of sin. The "law of sin" rules their σαρξ (sarx), their fleshly nature apart from God. Sin is our state of alienation from God, brought into being by the individual's evil deeds. "Sins are sins because they give rise to, prolong, and express life apart from God."


The Good News of the Gospel is that on the Cross Jesus has destroyed the power of sin and death, and He offers new life in the Holy Spirit to all who accept Him.

2.  Sin in the Fathers and Doctors of the Church


St Augustine gives us two major definitions of sin. Firstly, "sin is anything said, done or desired contrary to the eternal law." (CCC 1849) Recently certain theologians have criticised the concept of sin as "breaking the law" as too legalistic. Well, if our concept of law is legalistic, then "breaking the law" will also seem legalistic. But the law of God is no arbitrary heteronomous imposition.  God is not out to destroy human autonomy or to keep us from growing up.


God's eternal law is "a wise and loving ordering of human persons to the goods (and the Good) which will perfect them." So lawbreaking is truly stupid: it is acting contrary to one's own created nature, one's own best interest and final happiness. "God is not offended by us except in so far as we act against our own good." 


Gen.1 depicts how sin harms and twists the human person in his or her depths. It endangers the human community, and it ruptures the relationship which God wills between Himself and humankind.


Imagine that a man experienced a strange masochistic pleasure in severing his own fingers one by one. The freedom to sin is like this freedom to cut one's own fingers off. A man is "free" to do so if he so wishes. If you try to stop him, he may angrily reply: "Who do you think you are to impose your own moralistic value system on me? Leave me alone! Let me do what I want!"  The pleasure of sin is like this sick, perverted pleasure in self-mutilation. The sin will severely restrict his future activity. Without fingers, he won't be able to write, to use tools, to play music, to caress his wife . . The freedom to sin is illusory, because sin is the great destroyer of freedom and potential.  


Augustine's second definition of sin is "aversio a Deo, conversio ad creaturam" - turning away from God, [inordinate] turning towards a creature.  No-one does evil for the sake of evil. Humans only accept evil when it is disguised as a good for us, a limited and short-term good. The sinner does not usually intend to turn aside from God. Rather he desires a gratification which God's law of love denies to him, because objectively it is harmful. Instead of conforming to that loving ordinance, he closes his heart against the Divine Love and grasps that apparent and limited good which is contrary to God's will for him. He realises that in choosing this limited good, he puts it ahead of the love of God and neighbour. in this sense he "turns away" from God. He puts some lesser good:  pleasure, possessions or fame; in God's place. For instance, Fred wants a new Mercedes to replace his old Volvo. It would take him three years to save up. But he diverts some money from a rich old lady's bank account which he administers, intending to pay it back later.


"The core of the sinful act is the free self-determining choice whereby the person gives himself or herself a new moral identity, that of a sinner." (W.E.May). In the example, Fred becomes an embezzler. This subtly affects Fred's relationships with his firm, with his accountants. His wife may become suspicious, or she may just assume that he has lots and lots of money to spend and decide to help him . . . With his new car, he may move up a social level, into a more free-spending set.


Jesus taught us that sin flows from the heart. The external act comes and goes, but the identity, the character we give ourselves by our immoral (or good) acts, remains: embezzler, adulterer, thief, blasphemer. It is now part of us. Think of Macbeth and the murder of Banquo. The sin abides within us. The doctor who administers euthanasia will find it easier the second time, and the third, and the fourth . . . Several hundred of the medical personnel who had been trained to euthanase 200,000 mentally and physically handicapped in the Third Reich, graduated in 1941 to the death camps to exterminate the Jews.


St Thomas comments that every human act is immanent not transitive. It remains as part of us, it does not pass away. Good actions remain to fulfil and perfect us. Evil actions damage and diminish us, involving us in a network of denial or deceit. The reality of sin remains within our inner core as a "guilt" or "stain". Our moral choices continually create us as a particular kind of person - godly or evil. In every sinful choice we make ourselves to be sinners at enmity with God. Jesus summons us to recognise honestly our "state of sin" and to undertake metanoia, change of heart and mind. By His grace we can assume a new identity, that of repentant sinners, healed and reconciled.


Sin is not isolated bad acts here and there. It is evil in the existential domain which permeates a person's whole character and life, and extends beyond into society and the Church. Failing to be who we ought to be, we diminish the holiness of the Church. In 1 Cor 6, St Paul makes the point that a Christian who goes with a prostitute does not merely fornicate, he defiles the Church. His sin has the additional quality of sacrilege, because he is a member of Christ's body, redeemed at the price of the Saviour's blood.


Personal sin always has a social dimension. the sinful choices of individuals, when tolerated and accepted by society, become the practice of that society. In the last decade we have seen the proliferation of "gay rights." Whilst not wanting to see homosexual persons dragged off to prison like Oscar Wilde, nevertheless in the popular mind to legalise is ultimately to affirm and even to encourage. The reduction of the age of consent first to 18, and now to 16, has the effect of institutionalising and advocating the "gay lifestyle choice". What is unholy becomes embedded in the laws and customs of society.


Other examples are racism within the Metropolitan Police, revealed by the Stephen Lawrence murder enquiry, and one-sided reporting of the Ulster situation in much of the British press. Ultimately individuals are responsible for initiating and maintaining such social evils. This is what the Church means by "social sin," but it can always be traced back to individual sin. Please read CCC 1868-9. 


During the 1980's there was a furious debate about liberation theology. Some liberation theologians were tending to describe all sin as "social sin", the remedy for which was class struggle and neo-Marxist revolution. The SCDF documents Theology of Liberation (1984) and Christian Freedom and Liberation (1986), while restating the preferential option for the poor, strongly criticised any form of Christian Marxism, and insisted on the primacy of persons over structures. The root of sin is located in the freedom of individuals. 

For your portfolio: Read and make notes on GS 12-15. List the effects of sin mentioned (5 in para.13, 1 in 14, 1 in 15).

Read J.L.Mackenzie, Dictionary of the Bible, p.817 ff., the article on Sin

3. Division of Sin

3.A. Mortal and Venial Sins       Please read CCC 1854-64


The OT mentions certain grave offences which merit death or banishment from the People of God: Jer 7:9-15 and Ezek 18:10-13 condemn theft, murder, idolatry, adultery, perjury, oppression of the poor, idolatry and usury in this way. Lev.18:20-23,29 condemns adultery, child sacrifice, sodomy and bestiality. Lev. 20:6-9, 27 sets the same penalty for resorting to mediums or wizards, being a medium or wizard, and for cursing one's parents. Deut 27:15-26 curses, among others, the man who commits incest or undertakes a contract killing.


In the NT we pray in the Our Father for the forgiveness of our trespasses. However, there are other lists of sins of which St John or St Paul say: those who do such things will not inherit the Kingdom of God." (Gal. 5:21)


St John explicitly mentions a "deadly sin" (1 Jn 5:16-17). "All wrongdoing is sin, but not all sin is mortal." In Jesus' prediction of the Last Judgement, those who are condemned are damned for their sins of omission, not commission. Never did they feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit the sick, etc (Matt. 25:41) so they will go into hell fire.


The Reformers erroneously held that the only deadly sin was the sin against faith. Trent corrected this opinion (DS 1544) and insisted that the justified Christian must obey the moral law too. The Council went on to define solemnly the distinction between mortal and venial sins, and to stipulate that absolution for mortal sins can only be obtained after confessing them in number and species in the Sacrament of Penance. (DS 1679-81) This led to a mushrooming of textbooks (manuals) which specialised in distinguishing mortal from venial sin.


In the 1984 post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation Reconciliatio et Paenitentia 17 and again in VS 69-70, Pope John Paul II deals at length with the distinction between mortal and venial sin. 


The effects of mortal sin are listed in CCC 1861. "Every mortal sin as such, tries to integrate the whole of life into a No to God, and hence, is in itself, the most terrible thing a man can do" (Rahner). To illustrate this, imagine a married man (even a cabinet minister) who starts an affair with a mistress. Previously a communicant, now he does not want to go to Church, because his wife will wonder why he does not receive. He lies about his whereabouts, and reduces the time (and money) available to his family, in order to facilitate his encounters. The children see less of him, he is often away on "weekend business trips." His work may suffer because of the strain of juggling a double life. He avoids Church, good books, anyone or anything which might disturb his conscience or criticise his behaviour. He seeks the company of like minded individuals to whom adultery is par for the course . . . He gives bad example to others. If the affair develops, he will be tempted to abandon his wife and children and move out. Or if his mistress becomes pregnant, will he pay for an abortion? . . .


In the CCC grave matter is signified by terms such as gravely immoral, gravely disordered or a grave offence.  Only this objective element, the grave matter, can be specified in general in a textbook. In a particular case one has to consider the subjective elements relating to the specific act: whether or not full knowledge and full consent were present. Two questions need to be asked: Did you know it was grave matter? Could you have resisted? A sincere negative to either means that it definitely was not mortal sin but venial. A positive answer to both supplies a strong presumption that it was mortal sin. 


It takes such a deliberate decision with full knowledge to commit a mortal sin. St Thomas says: "Although grace is lost by one act of mortal sin, still grace is not lost easily, since for one who has grace it is not easy to perform such an act because of the contrary inclination." (De Veritate 1.9) Having once won us, God does not let go easily or without a fight! 


Venial sin (1863) cools the fire of charity in the heart. It dampens ardour and weakens resolution. It incurs not everlasting punishment in hell, but "temporal punishment", a partial punishment which can be expiated either on earth or in purgatory.


Our age has difficulty distinguishing between the guilt of sin, forgiven in Confession, and the temporal punishment due to sin, which may remain after absolution. The guilt would separate us from God for ever, were it not absolved. The temporal punishment is the retribution due to the moral order which our sins have wounded. For God is just as well as merciful. In less juridical terms, the damage which our sins have inflicted upon our own souls, upon others and upon the Church, must be healed by prayer, fasting, almsgiving and penance. And if not in this world, then in the next.

For your portfolio: Check CCC 1853 footnote 127. Look up the NT passages cited and copy out the grave sins which preclude a person's entry into the Kingdom. Add Rev. 21:8 and 22:15. Note also the list of serious crimes against the human person in LG 27.

Exercises: Read again CCC 1858-60 and then judge whether or not mortal sin is involved in the following cases. You may need to check up what is grave matter in CCC or in Peschke Vol. II. Say whether or not you think it reasonable to assume full knowledge.

1. Look at Sarah's abortion (Ch. 3, case study 1). Did any of the parties commit mortal sin? Why did Sarah probably not?

2. Trevor is away from home on business for a month and misses his wife terribly. Having accidentally seen an erotically arousing episode in a film on TV, he cannot get to sleep, and after trying to resist, gives in to the temptation to masturbate. Has he committed a mortal sin?

3. George is away from home on business. Away from the wife at last, he thinks. He goes out and buys a pornographic video and abuses himself while watching it in his hotel room. Has he committed a mortal sin?

4. Ethel is one of the church counters, and once, two years ago, when she was desperately short of money, she took a fiver out of the collection plate. This has now become a habit, and every week she steals five pounds, if she can safely do so. At first she meant to pay it back, but now it would be impossible. Is her sin venial or mortal?

5. William is absolutely fed up with his job, and his wife is nagging him about house repairs. He goes out with a mate to the pub, has four pints, and then decides: What the hell, I'm going to get paralytic. And he does.

6. Sharon is a bit drunk and over-excited at a party. Her friend Tracey gives her some white powder to sniff, and tells her she'll feel great. It is cocaine, but Sharon does not know this, although she suspects it may be some type of drug.

3.B. Sins of Omission and Commission:  see Fernandez & Socias ch.

4. Fundamental Option Theory:  read Fernandez & Socias pp 120-22


Rahner, Fuchs and others developed the theory that one makes a fundamental option (FO) for or against God. This FO is made at a very deep level of human freedom, in the core of the person, not accessible to psychological investigation. By our FO we freely decide on particular aims and acts. It is not easily changed.


The area of disagreement over this theory comes in its relation to the classical concept of mortal sin. Several theologians assert that one may commit grave sins, even murder, for instance, without affecting one's FO.  Your FO is for God and you are basically a good person, despite having deliberately killed an innocent human being. John Paul II has robustly rejected this conclusion. He insists that our concrete acts do create and determine our FO. It is not something that can be separated from our deeds. See VS 64-68 for his critique.

5. Sins against the Holy Spirit: 
These are traditionally listed as presumption, despair, resisting the known truth, envy of another's spiritual good, obstinacy in sin and final impenitence. We see here the progressive hardening of the heart against truth and against the offer of divine mercy. It must be very difficult, towards the end of one's life, if one has continually resisted grace, to turn round and do the opposite. Deathbed conversions are rare. Usually we die as we have lived: if we live without Him, we die without Him.  If we have lived in his company, we die in his company. We create ourselves to be a certain sort of person, not just for time but for eternity. 


Anyone who is worried that they might have inadvertently committed "blasphemy against the Holy Spirit" most assuredly has not done. If they had, they literally wouldn't care a damn about it.

6. Modes of Cooperation in the sin of another: 

By counsel, by command, by consent, by provocation, by praise or flattery, by concealment, by being a partner in the sin, by silence, by defending the ill done. (CCC 1868) 

Exercises:  Please answer the questions on p.149 of Fernandez and Socias. Answers are in the coursebook supplement.

1.  Devise some case-studies which exemplify the nine modes of co-operation in sin, such as you might use to instruct a sixth-form class. 

2.  The seven deadly (capital) sins (CCC 1866) have been listed since the time of St. Gregory the Great (600 AD). Please list the contrary virtues.  

3.  Optional Reading: Peter Kreeft's Back to Virtue pp.79-187 gives a full and entertaining treatment of the seven deadly sins and the eight Beatitudes.

4.  It might also be helpful to revise the Sacrament of Penance (CCC 1450-60, 1472-3) from Course 9 on the Sacraments.

EXTRA READING:
G.V.Lobo, Guide to Christian Living, pp 374-410.

K.H.Peschke, Christian Ethics Vol I, pp 286-324

G.Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus Vol.1, Fundamental Moral Principles, pp.311-457

W.E.May, An Introduction to Moral Theology, pp.155-183

B. Häring, Free and Faithful in Christ Vol 1, pp.378-470

B. Häring, The Law of Christ Vol. 1, pp.339-386

John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, paras 65-83

