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Preface 

In 1983 Germain Grisez published the first volume of a pro­
jected comprehensive treatment of Catholic moral theology in four 
volumes: The Way of the Lord Jesus, volume one: Christian Moral 
Principles (Chicago: Franciscan Herald Press). Intended primar­
ily, though not exclusively, as a textbook for students in Catholic 
seminaries, it is now in use in several such institutions in the 
United States and has reached a growing number of other readers. 

That text is a work of nearly a thousand closely printed pages 
including detailed arguments supporting all its major positions, 
appendices on special questions, extensive footnotes, and other 
scholarly apparatus. While its purpose makes all this material 
necessary, the resulting length and density of the book limit its 
audience to the comparatively small number of persons willing 
and able to make the effort which its assimilation undoubtedly 
requires. Yet the work contains something interesting to a far 
wider audience: an original, contemporary treatment of moral 
theology which is faithful to received Catholic teaching and the 
magisterium of the Church. Thus, it seemed desirable to rework 
the main elements of its treatment into a more accessible form. 

Hence the present volume: a summary of Christian Moral Prin­
ciples from volume one of The Way of the Lord Jesus. Although not 
a substitute for the larger work, which covers more ground in 
greater detail and which remains the appropriate text for semi­
nary students and for professionals in the field of moral theology, 
it mirrors volume one chapter for chapter, discusses the same ma­
jor topics, and summarizes the main lines of its argument. So, 
while the chapters have been reorganized internally, teachers who 
use this volume and other readers who wish to dig more deeply 

xi 
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into a topic will find it easy to locate the corresponding treatment 
in the larger work. 

To the extent that this book oversimplifies its source, that is an 
unavoidable result of the process of condensation itself; its intent 
nevertheless is faithfully to summarize the principal elements of 
the earlier work, presenting these as clearly and simply as possi­
ble. It is suitable for college-level courses in theology and for 
adult education; it should also be helpful to priests and coun­
selors, religious educators, parents, and general readers who wish 
to know what the (:atholic Church teaches about basic questions 
in moral theology and why. 

Then too, the second volume of The Way of the Lord Jesus is 
nearing completion. That volume, Living a Christian Life, will 
treat the specific responsibilities of all or most Catholics-every­
thing from religious duties to responsibilities concerning life and 
health, property, and sex and marriage. Those who study volume 
two will need a foundation in the principles, and the present 
work offers a comparatively easy way of obtaining it. 

A: This Book Has Ten Distinct Sections 

1 .  Chapter one, the introduction, stands by itself. It explains 
what moral theology is, why renewal is needed in it, and how that 
renewal should be carried out according to the plan of the Second 
Vatican Council. 

2. Chapters two through four discuss the need for directive 
principles in moral theology. We need them to guide us in mak­
ing judgments of conscience to direct our free choices. Directive 
moral principles are not intuitions nor are they rules laid down by 
the Church or some other authority. They are moral truths. 

3 .  Chapters five through eight deal with the fundamental prin­
ciples of morality. First we consider basic human goods as ele­
ments of our personhood: these "goods," taken together, are what 
a human person is capable of being. At the present time, however, 
the moral theory called "proportionalism," which maintains that 
it is sometimes right to choose and act against human goods, en­
joys a certain vogue. We show why it is neither sound nor work­
able. Next we turn to natural law (a hallowed term, but one 
frequently misunderstood today), the first principle of morality 
(integral human fulfillment in human goods), and what are here 
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called "modes of responsibility" (intermediate principles which 
lie between the first principle and specific moral norms). 

4. Chapters nine through twelve concern the application of 
principles to actions. We consider the various kinds of voluntari­
ness and the different sorts of responsibility attaching to them; we 
also explain what commitments are. Moral norms in general are 
discussed, as is the moral authority of law (a topic treated here 
mainly because it has been customary to cover it in textbooks on 
morals) . Finally, we take up different kinds of doubts and how 
they should be resolved. 

5 .  Chapters thirteen through eighteen deal with sin-its nature 
and its consequences . After explaining what sin is in general, we 
examine original sin, including contemporary objections to, and 
accounts of, the dogma. We then go on to discuss distinctions 
among sins, sins of thought, the distinction between grave and 
light matter, various theories of fundamental option, sins of weak­
ness, and the "way of sin" which ends in death . This treatment 
includes the question of hell .  

6. Chapters nineteen through twenty-two present the large 
principles of Christian life in the context of God's saving work in 
Christ. We consider human fulfillment in Jesus and the contribu­
tion which human acts in this life make to the fulfillment of 
God's plan. This leads to consideration of the relationship be­
tween God and humankind and, specifically, revelation and faith . 
Next we discuss God's redemptive work, especially the old and 
new covenants and the Incarnation. Finally, we examine the role 
which Jesus' human life played in God's redemptive work. 

7. Chapters twenty-three through twenty-seven explain what 
Christian life is: how we are united with Jesus' redemptive act, 
what it means to "follow" Jesus, the crucial role of personal vo­
cation, and the relationship of conscience to the teaching of the 
Church. We then consider how Christians are God's "children"­
that is, our participation in divine life .  This leads to examination 
of Christian love as the principle of Christian life, and to a discus­
sion of the "modes of Christian response," which parallel the 
modes of responsibility (discussed in chapter eight) but go beyond 
them. Finally in this section we explain what a life formed by the 
modes of Christian response is like. 

8.  Chapters twenty-eight through thirty-three discuss some of 
the principal elements of every Christian life. First we consider 
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the practicability of Christian morality, including the organizing 
role of personal vocation and the indispensable function of hope. 
We examine prayer, considered as the fundamental category of 
Christian action, and then take up the sacraments, which are its 
organizing principles. 

9. Chapter thirty-four sums up what has gone before. It sets 
out our view of authentic humanism and explains how Christians 
should regard human goods in this life. 

10. Chapters thirty-five and thirty-six are a kind of appendix 
presenting a theological clarification of certain ideas which are ba­
sic to this treatment of Christian moral principles. The first of 
these chapters deals with infallibility in general, the inerrancy of 
Scripture, the magisterium, the infallibility of moral teachings 
which are not "defined" doctrines, and the nature and obligation 
of religious assent to such teachings. The second chapter critiques 
radical theological dissent, showing the weaknesses of various ar­
guments put forward to support it, and identifying the sources of 
such dissent and its implications. 

B: Key to References in the Text 

Because readers of this book can refer to the larger volume on 
which it is based in order to investigate the sources of various 
positions and arguments, footnotes have been kept to a minimum 
and usually only sources of direct quotations are supplied. But 
more generous references are given in the text itself to the chief 
sources: Scripture and the teaching of the Catholic Church, espe­
cially that contained in the documents of the Second Vatican 
Council. 

Quotations from Scripture, except those within other quota­
tions, are from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible. 
References are made by means of the following abbreviations: 

Acts Acts of the Apostles 
Col Colossians 
1 Cor 1 Corinthians 
2 Cor 2 Corinthians 
Dn Daniel 
Dt Deuteronomy 
Eph Ephesians 
Ex Exodus 
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Gal Galatians 
Gn Genesis 
Heb Hebrews 
Is Isaiah 
Jas James 
Jb Job 
JP.r Jeremiah 
Jn John (Gospel) 
I Jn I John (Epistle) 
Jude Jude 
Lk Luke 
Lv Leviticus 
Mk Mark 
Mt Matthew 
Prv Proverbs 
Ps Psalms 
I Pt I Peter 
Rom Romans 
Rv Revelation 
Sir Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 
I Thes I Thessalonians 
2 Tues 2 Thessalonians 
I Tm I Timothy 
2Tm 2 Timothy 

Quotations from the Constitutions, Decrees, and Declarations 
of the Second Vatican Council, unless otherwise noted , are from 
The Documents of Vatican II, edited by Walter M. Abbott, S .J. , 
and Joseph Gallagher (New York: America Press, 1966). In some 
cases the Abbott-Gallagher translation has been amended to con­
form more exactly to the Council's Latin text, and when minor 
amendments proved inadequate, a fresh translation has been sup­
plied. These facts are indicated with the reference . References to 
the Vatican II documents use the abbreviations derived from the 
initial letters of the Latin text of each document and then the 
numbers of the articles into which the documents were divided by 
the Council itself. 

AA Apostolicam Actuositatem (Laity) 
AG Ad Gentes (Missions) 
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DH Dignitatis Humanae (Religious Liberty) 
DV Dei Verbum (Divine Revelation) 
GS Gaudium et Spes (Church in the World) 
LG Lumen Gentium (On the Church) 
NA Nostra Aetate (Non-Christian Religions) 
OT Optatam Totius (Priestly Formation) 
PO Presbyterorum Ordinis (Priestly Life) 
SC Sacrosanctum Concilium (Liturgy) 
UR Unitatis Redintegratio (Ecumenism) 

Note that in the Abbott-Gallagher edition only the italicized 
footnotes are part of the Council documents . The notes in Roman 
type were added by the commentator on each document , whose 
name appears at the end of the essay introducing the document. 
Because of the added notes, in the Abbott edition the Council's 
own notes usually have numbers different from those in the offi­
cial texts. 

"DS" refers to Henricus Denzinger-Adolfus Schonmetzer, 
S .J. , Enchiridion Symbolorum Definitionum et Declarationum de Re­
bus Fidei et Morum, ed. 34 (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1967). 
This volume,  as its title indicates, is a collection of "creeds, def­
initions, and declarations on matters of faith and morals ." Texts 
are in chronological order. Two sequences of numbers appear in 
the margins; both are indicated in references in the present text . 
The lower numbers are found in earlier editions of the handbook 
and in many publications which used it. Quotations from this col­
lection, unless otherwise noted, are from: The Church Teaches: 
Documents of the Church in English Translation, translated by J. F. 
Clarkson, S . J. ,  J. H. Edwards, S .J . , W. J. Kelly, S . J. ,  and J. J. 
Welch, S .J. (Rockford, Ill . :  Tan Books, 1973) .  Texts in the trans­
lation are arranged topically rather than chronologically; a table 
(370-75) correlates with DS . 

C: How This Volume Came to Be 

This book is the product of a collaboration. As was explained 
above, it is essentially a condensation of volume one of The Way 
of the Lord Jesus by Germain Grisez, a moral theologian who 
teaches at Mount Saint Mary's Col lege in Emmitsburg, Mary­
land. It was written by Russel l Shaw, Director of Public lnforma-
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tion for the Knights of Columbus , who was one of several persons 
who helped Grisez in the writing of the earlier work. The co­
authors have also collaborated on several other projects since the 
mid-1960s, including Beyond the New Morali�: The Responsibili­
ties of Freedom, a popular introduction to Grisez's ethical theory 
(first published by the University of Notre Dame Press in 1974 
and currently in its third, revised edition). 

In preparing the manuscript , Shaw used both volume one of 
The Way of the Lord Jesus and transcripts of Grisez's class lectures 
based on volume one. Grisez reviewed and revised Shaw's text, 
and Shaw then made further improvements in the text as revised 
by Grisez. While the book thus embodies distinct contributions 
by the co-authors, readers should be aware that the substantive 
content reflects Grisez's research and theological reflection, as 
condensed and restated by Shaw. At the same time, the authors 
acknowledge shared responsibility for this presentation of the ma­
terial-both its strengths and its deficiencies-in its totality. 

D: Acknowledgments 

The acknowledgments section of the "User's Guide and Pref­

ace" of the volume on which this book is based explains the origin 

and sponsorship of Grisez's moral theology project. 
Dr. Robert J. Wickenheiser, President of Mount Saint Mary's 

Col lege, has continued to encourage the work in every possible 

way. 
Rev. Gabriel Brinkman, O.F.M., Managing Director of Fran­

ciscan Herald Pres s, kindly agreed to the publication of this con­
densed and popularized book based on The Way of the Lord Jesus: 
Christian Moral Principles. Franciscan Herald Press retains a l l  

rights to the major work and plans to  keep i t  in  print . 
Joseph Casey, S.J., John Finnis , Janet Smith, and Michael Car­

ragher, O.P.,  kindly read the manuscript and made many very 
helpfu l  suggestions .  

Jeannette Grisez carefully d i d  a l l  the necessary secretarial work 
on this volume. 





1. Introduction 

This book is written in response to the Second Vatican Coun­
cil's call for the renewal of moral theology . Other books in the 
future may also meet the Council's prescription -may, indeed , 

meet it better. But this work does embody what the Council had 
in mind and presents fundamental principles of moral theology in 
a manner faithful to the Catholic tradition while at the same time 
incorporating the best insights of the present day. 

To make clear what we are attempting and why, we shall exam­

ine three questions in this introductory chapter: what moral the­

ology is;  why renewal in  moral theology is needed ; and how the 
renewa l ought to be carried out. 

A: What Moral Theology Is 

Theology in  a general sense is thought and talk about God, as 

well as about everything else insofar as it  is related to God. As the 

word is commonly used, however, "theology" refers to reflection, 
more or less systematic , on the sources i n  which the truth of faith 

i s  expressed : Scripture , the documents of the ecumenical coun­

ci l s ,  and so on. Thus ,  theol ogy is subordinate, not superior, to 

the normative expressions of the· Church's faith . Faith is directed 

to divinely revea led truths ,  not to theological propositions. One 

does not "believe" any theologian- one believes what God has re­

vealed . 
Theology, however, has much to contribute to understanding 

the truths which are the object of faith. "Positive " theology does 

this by drawing out the meaning of the authoritative sources­

Scripture, conci l iar documents , and so on-which express these 

truths, whi l e  "systematic" theology seeks to relate truths of faith 

1 



2 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

to other propositions which are not divinely revealed but are cer­
tainly true or very well grounded. 

Systematic theology has two branches: contemplative and 
moral. The former, in the past called "dogmatic" theology and 
today often simply called "systematics," attempts to work out a 
single, coherent view of reality in light of faith . Truths not part of 
faith are examined in order to see how everything else is related to 
faith. Contemplative theology, done correctly, seeks to compre­
hend all reality in a Christian world view. 

Moral theology also ref lects upon the truths of faith , but it is 
less concerned to elaborate a coherent, comprehensive Christian 
view of reality than to show how one should live in light of Chris­
tian faith. Although it has its abstract and theoretical dimension, 
it is essentially a practical discipline. Its basic question is: What 
guidance does faith provide for living? 

That should not be taken in too narrow a sense. The question 
is how to live in a way consistent with all the truths of faith . 
Thus, an adequate moral theology must relate matters like the In­
carnation and the sacraments to Christian living. Moral theology 
does not preempt the work of scholars who specialize in these 
subjects, but it tries to show the bearing which these and all other 
elements of divine revelation have upon life. Moral theology is in­
terested in the whole of faith but with a specific end in view-to 
determine how a person of faith should relate faith to life. 

The method of systematic theology, including moral theology, 
is properly called "dialectical." This method begins from and al­
ways retains the rich complexity of reality and life, but seeks uni­
fying insights which will help one to "get it all together." 
Proceeding by dialectical method, we explore the reality of faith 
from within, trying to understand better that which we already 
believe and wish to live by. 

Dialectical method thus does not involve either questioning the 
truths of faith or trying to prove them. (Showing the reasonable­
ness of faith is the task of apologetics . ) But it does not follow that , 
as some claim, theology is an exercise in obscurantism. If there is 
such a thing as divine revelation, there is simply nothing superior 
to it by which to criticize it or demonstrate its truth . One believes 
what God has revealed by faith; one seeks to understand it better 
by the dialectical method of theology. 

The Second Vatican Counci l expresses it this way: "Sacred the­
ology rests on the written word of God , together with sacred tra-
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dition, as its primary and perpetual foundation " (DV 24). And 
again: "The task of authentically interpreting the word of God, 
whether written or handed on , has been entrusted exclusively to 
the living teaching office of the Church, whose authority is exer­
cised in the name of Jesus Christ" (DV 10). 

This second statement introduces a new idea-the teaching au­
thority, or magisterium, of the Church. A Catholic does not en­
counter revelation as an isolated individual; he or she hears God 's 
word in company with others, as a member of the Church, whose 
competence to hand on and interpret the truths of faith he or she 
likewise accepts as a truth of faith. 

The dialectical method of theology resists attempts to reduce 
faith to a set of "facts" which can be explained "scientifically." 
One can speak of theology as a science, and so it is, in the sense 
that it is careful about facts and logical in reasoning . But it is not 
a science which stands apart from its subject matter, dominating 
and controlling it .  Catholic theology, we repeat, explores faith 
from within , not from without. 

That suggests an old  and rather ti red question: Is faith compat­
ible with science? Some who go on raising this question clearly 
mean to imply either that science has found out something which 
shows faith to be in error or else that sooner or later it is sure to 
do so. But this misses the point .  "Scientific facts" and logic can 
no more show truths of faith to be false than they can show them 
to be true. There is no scientific fact or logical exercise which can 
either demonstrate or disprove the Trinity or the Incarnation, any 
more than some chemical test can be devised to show that Jesus is 
or is not bodi ly present in the Blessed Sacrament. Truths of faith 
are not absur d , not contrary to reason; they simply are not sus­
ceptible to proof or refutation by "scientific" tool s. 

Nor does a sound method in moral theology attempt to use psy­
chologica l or sociological evidence to prove or disprove the 
Church's moral teaching . Whi l e  the contemporary experience of 
the faithful undoubtedly has some relevance for the work of the 
moral theologian ,  and even more for those engaged in pastoral 
ministry, contemporary experience must ultimately be judged by 
the Church's constant and firm teaching, not vice versa. As the 
moral phi losopher does not a l ter h is judgment that, for example, 
racial  prejudice is wrong , simply because many people are preju­
diced , so the Catholic moral theologian does not conclude that the 
Church's constant and firm moral teaching on some point is 
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wrong simply because, at one time or another, many people refuse 
to accept it. 

This does not exclude pluralism from Catholic moral theology. 
There is ample room for pluralism, not only of methodologies but 
of views-including views inconsistent with one another-about 
the many questions which the Church has not definitely settled. 

As we have said, this book presents principles of moral theol­
ogy. But why do we need to concern ourselves with principles at 
all? Why not skip the generalities and get down to cases-to spe­
cifics like abortion, nuclear deterrence, and issues in bioethics? 

The answer is that it is much more important to understand 
the principles of Christian morality than to solve particular prob­
lems. The general understanding-the principles-of how to live 
in the light of faith provides an orientation which directs the ap­
proach to specific issues; and the correct orientation is necessary 
to ensure that specific issues are correctly addressed . Further­
more, the Church's teaching on very many specific matters is per­
fectly clear; the problem is not to know what is morally true but 
to grasp its basis and be able to explain it to others-in other 
words, to understand the principles . 

In unfolding the principles of moral theology, we shall bring 
into the discussion some ideas, from the field of moral philosophy 
or ethics ,  which do not belong to faith itself. This is necessary to 
clarify certain matters concerning human actions : to understand 
actions, one must understand human purposes and practical rea­
soning (the reasoning by which we deliberate about what we 
ought and ought not to do) . We shal l not, however, be speaking of 
obscure theoretical matters, but simply providing clarifications of 
ordinary language and experience which our subject matter re­
quires even though they are not found anywhere in Scripture or in 
the teaching of the Church . What are the several different mean­
ings of freedom? What does it mean to make a choice? We shal l 
take up such questions as we go along, because clarity about 
things like freedom and choice is necessary to an adequate under­
standing of how we ought to live as Christians. 

B: Why Renewal in Moral Theology Is Needed 

We have said that this book is a response to the Second Vatican 
Counci l 's cal l for renewal in moral theology. But why does it need 
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renewing? Generally speaking, the Church's moral teaching is 
quite clear. Most people are in no real doubt about where the 
Church stands on killing the innocent, fornication, stealing, and a 
great deal else . In calling for renewal, was the Council implying 
that the Church's teaching on certain questions was mistaken? Or 
did it have something else in mind? 

Evidently it had something else in mind. One learns what that 
was from a close examination of a brief passage in Vatican H's 
Decree on Priestly Formation (OT 16) . There the Council speaks 
in a manner at once gentle and positive, pointing out what should 
be done rather than dwelling on what had gone wrong. Yet this 
positive approach makes clear by implication the deficiencies of 
moral theology up to then. 

The renewal of moral theology, the Council says, requires three 
things in particular. First, "livelier contact with the mystery of 
Christ and the history of salvation"-in other words, moral the­
ology should be Christocentric . Second, it should be "more thor­
oughly nourished by scriptural teaching"-in other words, more 
grounded in and enriched by sacred Scripture. Third, moral the­
ology should emphasize both the nobility of the Christian calling 
and the "obligation" of Christians "to bring forth fruit in charity 
for the life of the world"-in other words, it should stress the 
peculiar excellence of the calling to heavenly fulfillment while 
also recognizing that it is just this calling which obliges Christians 
to strive to make the world better. 

Moral theology, as it developed after the sixteenth-century 
Council of Trent, was deficient in all these respects. Over a pe­
riod of time, it came to have two great defects . 

The first was legalism. Currently, "legalism" is often used 
merely as a gibe to discredit prescriptions concerning conduct 
with which one disagrees . Some, for instance, call it "legalistic" 
to maintain that premarital and extramarital sex are always wrong 
or to insist that Catholics are bound to worship God at times and 
in ways specified by the Church. We are not using "legalism" and 
"legalistic" like that. 

By "legalism" we mean thinking about moral norms as if they 
were simply rules to be obeyed by someone who wants to get 
along-avoid conflict, be accepted, achieve success-in the soci­
ety which lays down the rules. In this view, moral norms are not 
unlike the rules of a private club which requires its members to 
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observe certain niceties of dress and conduct if they are to remain 
in good standing. While people may obey such rules, they gener­
ally do so without supposing that the rules are intrinsically de­
serving of obedience. 

Legalism has two different sources . For one thing, it is a natu­
ral stage in a child's development. Children are spontaneous legal­
ists. At the dawn of moral reasoning, when they first advert to the 
question of how they ought to behave, they typically equate mo­
rality-good behavior--with obedience to the rules laid down for 
them by parents or others on whom they depend, while supposing 
that bad behavior means disobeying the rules . To be good is to be 
obedient, to be bad is to disobey. 

This childish view of morality frequently persists well beyond 
childhood-often, throughout the course of a lifetime . This is 
roughly what Freud meant by superego: in adults , the interior­
ized, more or less guilt-ridden residue of an infantile view which 
equates morality with obedience to authority figures. We see no 
reason to disagree with Freud that what he calls superego is 
present and operative to some degree in all of us, including even 
the most morally mature . Nor is it any less true of those who 
rebel against moral norms. In throwing off the shackles, as they 
see it, they act the role of naughty children, still viewing moral 
norms through the fogged lenses of obedience/disobedience. 

The second source of legalism lies in the development of moral 
theology after the sixteenth century. At a certain point it came to 
seem both reasonable and convenient to view moral teaching as a 
set of rules to be obeyed. 

Indeed it is convenient to be able to say, " Here is the rule, and 
here is what will happen if you disobey it." But the short-term 
convenience hardly compensates for the long-term harm, both to 
those who are indoctrinated in this way and to moral theology 
itself. Among the bad effects are the following. 

In focusing on specifics-"Here are the rules"-legalism fails 
to convey an overal l sense of Christian life. For al l practical pur­
poses, Christian vocation drops out of the picture . To be sure, a 
moralist operating in the legalistic mold readily grants that there 
is such a thing as Christian vocation, but he also takes it for 
granted that it is the concern of spiritual theology and no con­
cern, professional ly speaking, of his . 

Legalism also tends to be minimalistic . "How far can I go with­
out breaking the rules?" "When does this stop being a venial sin 
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and start to be mortal sin?" "What is the least I have to do in 
order to obey the law?" This crabbed approach hardly encourages 
anyone to live a Christian life as it should be lived-out of love 
which strives to put to work one's whole mind, whole heart, whole 
soul, and whole strength. 

In fact, legalism leaves a kind of morality -neutral zone in a per­
son's life, an area untouched (as the legalistic mindset imagines) 
by moral considerations. There are many practical questions 
which cannot be answered by appealing to rules. "Should I marry 
or become a priest?" "Should I go into this line of work or that?" 
Legalism has nothing to say on such matters. Thus, it contributes 
to the impression that such choices have little or no moral signif­
icance. "Since I can choose either way without sinning (breaking 
a rule), my choice has no bearing on morality." This introduces a 
dichotomy into life, between the area (governed by rules) where 
morality is operative and the area (to which no rules apply) which 
lies outside its scope. 

Legalism also turns moral teaching and pastoral work into a 
kind of administrative activity. The job of a teacher of morality is 
to tell people what to do, to run their lives: "Here are the rules­
obey them." The pastor is the local administrator of the same set 
of rules, and he is likely to imagine that he has the power to ex­
cuse from their observance. Thus, legalism very often underlies 
the "pastoral" idea that one should not impose heavier burdens on 
people than they can carry ("The Church's teaching on sexual ac­
tivity is too hard for you to live by, so don't feel that you're 
obliged to make the effort''). The assumption is that moral norms 
are not truths but rules, to be enforced or dispensed from as cir­
cumstances dictate. 

Finally, legalism leads to rebellion. Sooner or later most people 
with a bit of spunk grow angry at being told, "Here is what the 
Church requires of you. Obey the rules if you want to get to 
heaven, disobey and you will go to hell." For a legalistic-minded 
teacher or pastor, the obvious way of heading off rebellion is to 
stop harping on the rules, rather like a policeman who turns a 
blind eye to infractions of the law in order to avoid confrontations 
with those committing them. 

As we said, over a period of time legalism became a character­
istic of the classical moral theology which took shape following 
the Council of Trent. Considering that a great deal of the new 
moral theology since the Second Vatican Council has been in 
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conscious and self-proclaimed reaction against this classical moral 
theology, one might suppose that the new moralists would avoid 
legalistic errors. But that is not the case; for the most part, the 
new moralists are as legalistic as the old .  

Thus, today it  is  commonly assumed that whatever is  not abso­
lutely and certainly forbidden must be permitted: About such 
matters, people can do whatever they please. Much effort there­
fore goes into reducing the obligations of Christian life by show­
ing that acts of certain kinds cannot be proven beyond the shadow 
of a doubt to be always wrong. In that case, performing such an 
act is called "following one's conscience." Generally rejecting the 
obligation to assent to the Church's moral teaching, the new 
moral theology sets the minimum standards of Christian living 
much lower than the old moral theology did. And it still fails to 
explain human fulfillment in this life in Christian terms, what the 
Christian way of life is, and how living as a Christian in this life is 
intrinsically related to fulfillment in everlasting life. 

That points to the other great defect in moral theology as Vat­
ican II found it, one even more profound than legalism. It is fail­
ure to understand adequately what a Christian is and what 
Christian life is. We do not say this patronizingly. The failure in 
question is analogous to the difficulties experienced by Christians 
in the Church's early centuries grappling with the fact of the In­
carnation. Many early Christological heresies arose because it was 
hard to see how Jesus could be both fully human and fully divine. 
Similarly, the failure to understand adequately what a Christian is 
and what Christian life is arises from the difficulty in properly 
relating the human and divine (the "natural" and "supernatural") 
aspects of Christian life. As a result, many thought it necessary to 
choose between striving to be holy and striving to be fully hu­
man. This led to two opposed errors: one stressing fulfillment in 
heaven while according little importance to life in this world, ex­
cept as a kind of testing ground; the other emphasizing this life so 
strongly that heavenly fulfillment seems a vague hypothesis, with 
little practical importance here and now. 

The first mistake was the typical error of classical moral theol­
ogy. Not infrequently, the idea which came through was not that 
living as a Christian is precisely the way to fulfillment as a human 
person, but that living a human life and living as a Christian are 
conflicting alternatives . Naturally enough, Christians-or at least 



Introduction 9 

those who aspired to live as they ought -tended to downgrade 
human goods and human life in this world for the sake, as they 
understood it, of the supernatural and of the fulfillment to which 
they looked forward in heaven .  

One finds this way of thinking in St . Augustine, a Father of 
the Church and a great saint , who nevertheless suggests a dichot­
omy between the city of God and the city of man. It can be ex ­
pressed as  a set of proportions : The city of God is to the city of 
man as the heavenly is to the earthly and as love of God to the 
point of contempt for self is to love of self to the point of con­
tempt for God (also see chapters 13 : C  and 34:A) . This plainly 
puts the human and earthly on the side of moral evil, and makes 
it seem that Christians cannot love God as they ought unless they 
despise themselves and earthly goods . 

By way of a corrective, much recent work in moral theology 
rightly emphasizes the importance of human fulfi l lment and of 
the Christian obligation to work for the betterment of this world .  
This is in line with Vatican H's cal l "to bring forth fruit in char­
ity for the life of the world" (OT 16) .  But there is a problem .  
Atheistic humanism emerged in modern times partly in reaction 
to fal se supernaturalism. It has become a dominant feature of to­
day's world .  Under the influence of secular humanism in · either 
its Marxist form or in the consumerist guise which it assumes in 
Western liberal democracies ,  some have fal len into the mistake of 
putting too much emphasis on getting resul ts in this world . Al l 
too often today theologians, both in the Third World and the af­
fluent West, argue for solutions to individual or socia l problems 
which violate moral norms- for example, the norm which forbids 
ki l ling the innocent- in order to achieve this- worl dly goals they 
consider important enough to justify such violations. 

The Judeo -Christian tradition views moral choices with a sense 
of u l timate seriousness . By the use we make of our freedom, we 
implicitly choose l ife or death . Under the influence of secular hu­
manism , this sense of seriousness tends to disappear in the new 
moral theology. It supposes that everyone wi l l  go to heaven, no 

matter what choices he or she makes , or that Christians can make 

individual evil choices yet sti l l  retain  a fundamental ly right moral 
orientation ; or else , despite the orientation of Christian hope to 

fu lfi l lment in h eaven , it si lently passes over the whole question of 
l ife after death as if it were of no practical  importance. 
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In sum, classical moral theology was too otherworldly-it failed 
to see the intrinsic and necessary link between human goods and 
heavenly fulfillment, between life in this world and eternal life; 
while the new moral theology is too this-worldly-it places so much 
emphasis on limited fulfillment in this life that it overlooks the 
Christian hope for complete and eternal fulfillment in the new 
heavens and new earth which are to come at the end of time. 

C: How to Carry Out the Needed Renewal in Moral Theology 

Inasmuch as both classical moral theology as it existed up to 
the time of the Second Vatican Council and much of the new 
moral theology since the Council err in two fundamental ways­
legalism and an inadequate understanding of the complex, divine­
human constitution of the Christian and of Christian life-an 
approach responsive to Vatican H's call for renewal must proceed 
by avoiding both mistakes. We try to present such an approach in 
this book. 

To avoid legalism, it is necessary to see moral norms as truths, 
not rules . This view comes into focus when one sees that moral 
norms are not mere arbitrary decrees , whether of divine or human 
origin, but are determined by human goods, the fundamental 
purposes in respect to which our fulfillment is possible . A true 
moral norm is no more a rule than is, say, a true statement about 
how to cope with the weather. One person says to another, "It's 
raining very hard; you ought to take an umbrella !" If it really is 
raining very hard, then the practical advice-"you ought to take 
an umbrella"-is not a rule but a statement of how one must act 
in order to survive and flourish in light of reality. 

When the Church instructs us regarding a moral truth of which 
we were not previously aware, we have a clearer grasp of reality 
than we did before. One can of course ignore reality and act ac­
cordingly, but in that case one is frustrating one's own fulfillment 
and imposing on oneself a kind of muti lation, not only here and 
now but, potential ly, forever. By contrast , acting in a manner which 
corresponds to the way reality is contributes to one's immediate 
and lasting fulfi l lment. This nonlegalistic approach, adopted in 
this book ,  is very different from saying either, "Here's what the 
Church teaches. Obey these rules if you want to go to heaven , 
disobey them and you wil l  go to hel l ," or, "Here's what the 
Church teaches-but it's too hard for you, so you're dispensed ." 
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To avoid falling into the trap presented by an inadequate un­
derstanding of the divine-human constitution of the Christian and 
of Christian life, we need to give an account of the Christian and 
of Christian life as both fully human and fully divine, on the 
model of Jesus. Jesus is God but also, by the Incarnation, man; 
nevertheless, he is not two persons but one . The Christian is a 
human person by nature but also divine by the grace of the 
Spirit-God's child by adoption-while yet remaining one per­
son. There is no more conflict in the Christian's being both hu­
man and divine than there is in Jesus' being both God and man . 

Christian life must be authentically and thoroughly human, but 
at the same time fully and authentically divine. It is moral theol­
ogy's task to show that a humanly fulfilling life is one in which 
fulfillment here and now is at the same time necessarily, intrinsi­
cally oriented to the eternal fulfillment of heaven . By distinguish­
ing the human and the divine in the Christian and in Christian 
life without separating them, such an approach eliminates the ap­
parent need to choose between the two . Thus, it breaks down the 
unreal separation between the this-worldly and the otherworldly 
in Christian life that has hobbled so much of moral theology both 
before and since Vatican II. 

The human and the divine are not only present in our lives 
here and now, but wil l  also be present in heaven . Through our 
lives we cooperate with God in creating a part of the kingdom 
which will last forever. In this sense, then, a moral theology re­
sponsive to the Council's call for renewal will show in depth what 
Vatican II meant when it said: 

For after we have obeyed the Lord, and in His Spirit nurtured on 

earth the values of human dignity, brotherhood and freedom, and in­

deed all the good fruits of our nature and enterprise, we wil l  find 

them again, but freed of stain, burnished and transfigured. This will  

be so when Christ hands over to the Father a kingdom eternal and 
universal: "a kingdom of truth and life, of holiness and grace , of jus­

tice, love, and peace" [Preface of the Feast of Christ the King] .  On 

this earth that kingdom is already present in mystery. When the Lord 
returns, it will be brought into full flower. (GS 39) 



2 .  Free Choice, 
Self-determination, 
Community, and Character 

Made in the image and likeness of God, human persons are 
endowed with magnificent powers of understanding and freedom, 
so that they can consciously live their own lives . To explain how 
Christian life should be lived, therefore, we begin by discussing 
free choice and its role in determining the moral identities of in­
dividuals and communities. 

We address this matter of free choice from four perspectives: 
that human persons can make free choices; the importance of free 
choice as a principle of Christian morality; the deeper reality 
of free choices; and how free choices build up persons and com­
munities. 

A: That Human Persons Can Make Free Choices 

Faith both presupposes free choice and teaches that human per­
sons can make free choices . In the Old Testament God offers the 
people his covenant, either to accept or reject. In the New Testa­
ment Jesus establishes a new covenant between God and humanity 
which human beings again are at liberty to accept or refuse. It is 
up to human persons freely to choose-or to refuse-the relation­
ship of filiation with God. 

The Church insists in many contexts on the reality of free 
choice. In its Decree on Justification the Council of Trent specifi­
cally rejects the idea that "after Adam's sin man's free will was 
destroyed and lost" (DS 1555/8 15) .  Vatican II in its decree on re-

12 
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ligious liberty underlines the fact that the act of faith involves 
a free choice: "The act of faith is of its very nature a free act" 
(DH 10). 

Scripture makes the point that when we sin, we do so freely; 
we, not God, are responsible for our evil choices. The classic for­
mulation of this truth is found in Sirach. 

Do not say, "It was the Lord's doing that I fell away"; 

for he does not do what he hates. 

Do not say, "It was he who led me astray": 

for he has nO' need of the sinful. 

The Lord hates all abominations; 

such things are not loved by those who fear him. 

It was he who created humankind in the beginning, 

and he left them in the power of their own free choice. 

If you choose, you can keep the commandments, 

and to act faithfully is a matter of your own choice. 

He has placed before you fire and water; 

stretch out your hand for whichever you choose. 

Before each person are life and death, 

and whichever one chooses will be given. 

For great is the wisdom of the Lord; 

he is mighty in power and sees everything; 

his eyes are on those who fear him, 

and he knows every human action. 

He has not commanded anyone to be wicked, 

and he has not given anyone permission to sin. 

(Sir 15 :11-20) 

Some people nevertheless raise a theological objection to free 
choice: God causes everything, including free choices; but if God 
causes choices, they can hardly be said to be free. This would be 
quite true if God's causality were like any other-in that case it 
would be absurd to say that something is both created and free. 
But God's causality is not like any other. As we do not understand 
what God is in himself, so we do not understand what it is for 
him to cause. The seeming contradiction in the fact that choices 
are created and also free arises from supposing that we under­
stand God's causality, when in fact we do not. 

Today, however, the main opposition to the reality of free 
choices is not theological. Rather, it is conventional educated opin­
ion which rejects the idea that human beings are free. Contemporary 
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psychology and sociology take it for granted that human beings 
do not make free choices, and except for believing Christians and 
Jews, this is the view of virtually all those associated with modern 
scholarship and science. A formidable intellectual array against 
freedom! If these determinists are correct, there is little or noth­
ing left of Christianity. It would make no sense to speak of the 
dignity of human beings made in God's image-for God is free , 
and according to determinism we are not . Similarly, the notion of 
a covenant with God which we are free to accept or reject would 
be meaningless. 

It hardly needs saying that there is much that is important and 
worthwhile in contemporary psychology and sociology. Neverthe­
less, their deterministic premises require that they be approached 
with a certain caution, even a certain suspicion. Despite the im­
pressive credentials of those who work in these fields , their as­
sumption of the truth of determinism is an ideological position 
supported by neither evidence nor good arguments. 

Certainly freedom has limits . Modern psychology has no diffi­
culty showing that, as a result of one form of conditioning or an­
other, people commonly have fewer options for choice than they 
imagine. Likewise, it is a simple matter for sociology to demon­
strate that particular individuals and groups-the ghetto poor, for 
example---cannot choose and do many desirable things, because 
they cannot see these things as realistic possibilities. But true as 
all this is, it does not demonstrate that determinism is true . 

Three things need to be said in response to determinism . First, 
any effort to show that there is no such thing as free choice is 
radically self-defeating. Experience shows that people often make 
choices which seem to them to be free . So, determinism is not a 
self-evident truth. Rather, it is a philosophical theory based on 
arguments. In arguing their case, determinists proceed in various 
ways but must always say in effect , "It is more reasonable to 
think people do not make free choices than to think they do. 
Therefore you ought to accept determinism ." Now, this "ought ," 
spoken or implicit , is an appeal to be loyal to the pursuit of truth; 
and such loyalty, upon which the determinists urge us to act , is 
impossible if there are no free choices . One can only do as one 
"ought" in this matter if one is able to make and keep the com­
mitment-which is a choice-to pursue the truth and be reason-
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able. Therefore, it is impossible to make an argument for 
determinism which does not implicitly make an appeal which 
would be pointless if determinism were true. Hence, every argu­
ment for determinism is self-defeating. 

Second, it is an implicit assumption of virtually every argu­
ment for determinism that everything can and must be com­
pletely explained by a "sufficient reason" which wholly accounts 
for it. As a matter of fact, most things can by and large be ex­
plained, and it is reasonable to start an inquiry by assuming that 
something one is concerned with has an explanation. But it does 
not follow that everything has a sufficient reason, and free choices 
in fact do not. A choice has an adequate cause-the person choos­
ing-but not a sufficient reason, which by definition would have 
to be able to explain in each case why just this choice rather than 
another was made. In the case of some choices at least, this sim­
ply is not possible. Interpersonal love has no sufficient reason: 
there is no reason, for example, accounting for the fact that God, 
out of love, has freely chosen to create and redeem us, nor is there 
a sufficient reason to explain why some human beings do, and 
others do not, choose to respond in love to God. One may be able 
to find many reasons leading up to such a choice, but the reasons 
do not finally account for the choice-to accept or reject an offer 
of love-because it is free. 

Third, as we have seen, determinists are correct in saying that 
freedom of choice has more limits than we commonly recognize, 
and that some persons literally cannot choose various things 
which others regard as desirable for them. People cannot choose 
what they do not see any way of doing. One might for example 
exhort a poor, black addict to give up drugs and make something 
of his life; but if one learned more about him, one might find out 
that he has already made the effort, failed, and concluded-rea­
sonably, one would have to say-that his poverty, his lack of ed­
ucation, racial prejudice, and other circumstances have so stacked 
the deck against him that "making something of his life" is not an 
available option for him . 

It does not follow that he has no freedom of choice. Perhaps he 
recognizes that he is harming his wife and children and prevent­
ing them from receiving welfare by continuing to live with them. 
Seeing that he can either stay (which would be convenient for 
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him) or leave, he chooses to leave. Thus, although there are limits 
on free choice, free choice remains operative within those limits, 
and, all things considered, that may be the best choice that occurs 
to him. 

B: The Importance of Free Choice as a Principle of 
Christian Morality 

Free choice has a threefold importance as a principle-that is , 
as a source-of Christian morality. 

First, and most obvious, choice is a source of moral responsi­
bility. We cannot rightly be praised or blamed, held to be morally 
guilty or deserving of credit, except for what we have freely cho­
sen to do. Persons are responsible in a full sense only when two 
conditions are met: first, when it is in their power to do what is 
good; second, when they either do what is good, fail to do it, or 
do what is bad by their own free choice-by a choice , that is , 
which really could have been otherwise . 

Responsibility in this sense is not the same thing as being held 
responsible. A cat may be "responsible" for knocking a lamp off a 
table and breaking it, but the cat is evidently not responsible in 
the same way as an adult person who dashes a lamp to the floor in 
a display of spiteful bad temper. The cat does not make free 
choices; sane people who break lamps out of nastiness do. On the 
other hand, someone's natural gifts and temperament-cheerful, 
gloomy, whatever.-do not make him or her either praiseworthy or 
blameworthy, for these traits are not freely chosen . One's temper­
ament and natural gifts may make it easier or harder to make 
good choices, but it is still the choices and what follows from 
them for which one has responsibi lity. 

Free choices are important because they make one's actions 
one's own, one's life one's own, one's moral identity one's own . Ac­
tions, life, and moral identity are al l the responsibility of the one 
who has shaped them as they are by his or her own free choices . 
Free choice is a principle of responsibility because our freely cho­
sen acts are ours in a unique and especial ly strong way. Many 
things in life only happen to us, but our choices are fully ours . 
They come from us and they constitute us as the kind of persons 
we are. 

Second, as we noted earlier, free choice is important as a prin­
ciple of Christian morality because of its relationship to the act of 
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faith. Choice is essential to this act; lacking freedom, one could 
not accept the personal relationship which is at the heart of faith 
and give oneself in that relationship. 

Freedom is essential to every intimate personal relationship. 
The relationship between two people who somehow came together 
by accident and stayed together out of habit and convenience 
would simply not have the same meaning and value as the rela­
tionship between a husband and wife who freely chose to give 
themselves to each other. The freedom of the self-giving is what 
gives this relationship its special character. So also with the rela­
tionship of faith between individuals and God. God offers us 
communion with himself-not by making us incapable of choos­
ing otherwise, but precisely by making it possible for us to 
choose. He wants us, evidently, not to be slaves, puppets, or 
robots, but real friends, who give ourselves to him as freely 
as he gives himself to us . This places morality and responsibil­
ity in a light profoundly different from that cast by legalism 
and its narrow concern with what a person will be held responsi­
ble for. 

Finally, and related to this, free choice is important because it 
is the basis of human personal dignity. "Dignity" is used these 
days in various loose and sometimes questionable senses (for ex­
ample, "death with dignity"), but as the Second Vatican Council 
uses it, dignity has a specific and altogether serious sense : it is the 
status which persons have because they are like God . "Authentic 
freedom," the Council says, "is an exceptional sign of the divine 
image within man" (GS 17) . 

Human dignity thus essentially arises from and resides in the 
capacity for free choice. But freedom and dignity carry with them 
obligations. 

It is in accordance with their dignity as persons-that is, beings 

endowed with reason and free wi l l  and therefore privi leged to bear 

personal responsibi lity-that all men should be at once impelled by 

nature and also bound by a moral obligation to seek the truth , espe­

cial ly religious truth . They are also bound to adhere to the truth , 

once it is known, and to order their whole lives in accord with the 

demands of truth . (DH 2) 

God has made us free, but through the exercise of freedom we 
are also self-makers in a very real sense , constituting our moral 
identities · by our choices. Through choice we can enter into 
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communion with God; through choice also we can reject God's 
offer of friendship and communion. 

C: lle Deeper Reality of Free Choices 

We have seen that there is such a thing as free choice . We have 
also seen why free choice is important as a principle of Christian 
morality. But what is free choice? 

First of all, we need to distinguish the freedom involved in free 
choice from "freedom" in several other senses . 

One of these is physical freedom-the lack of physical obstacles 
or physical coercion. In this sense, physics speaks of free-falling 
bodies, those which fall according to the law of gravity. Similarly, 
animals in the wild are physically free to move about and behave 
as their instincts and conditioning dictate. Physical freedom is 
only relative, however, not absolute. Free-falling bodies can only 
fall "down," not "up"; animals in the zoo are at once physically 
free within their enclosures and confined by the enclosures. 

There is also freedom from authority. This is the freedom people 
enjoy when they are free to do as they please; no one else is set­
ting rules which they must obey. Adolescents like this kind of 
freedom, and not only adolescents . We all like to be free from 
demands imposed by somebody else, at liberty to do whatever we 
like in pursuit of whatever we want. Even so, this doing-as-one­
pleases is not free choice either. For one can make free choices 
even in situations where one is not free to do as one pleases : the 
choice to defy and resist those in power, and also the choice to 
obey. Conversely, small children, who cannot yet make free 
choices, enjoy freedom to do as they please within the limits set 
by grown-ups' discipline. 

Freedom has a third sense which is very important in theology: 
the freedom of the children of God. This is freedom from sin and 
si&'s consequences-the liberty we receive in Jesus , by the grace 
of God. This freedom of the children of God presupposes free 
choice but is not itself free choice: we share in the freedom of the 
chi ldren of God through the free choice of faith. The freedom of 
the children of God is always good, however, whi le free choices 
can be bad as well as good. Evil people also make free choices but 
they do not enjoy the freedom of God's chi ldren, which is libera-
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tion from evil .  As this suggests , too, the freedom of God's chi l­
dren is not freedom to do as one pleases. The New Testament 
makes this clear (see Gal 5 : 13 ;  1 Pt 2 : 16-17) . 

What, then, is free choice? As we have seen, the answer can be 
stated rather simply: Free choice is making up one's own mind to 
do this rather than that, or to do this · rather than not doing it , 
when both alternatives are real possibilities for the one making 
the choice . The actual experience of choice, however, requires a 
closer look. 

Sometimes we think of something to do, see no reason for not 
doing it, and go ahead and do it . There is no choice in such spon­
taneous behavior, and so no free choice either. Rather, the experi­
ence of choice starts with awareness of conflict: One thinks of 
doing something, feels inclined to do it, finds a reason for doing 
it, and yet in some way is blocked from going forward. Perhaps 
one also sees a reason for not doing what one has in mind; or 
perhaps one also sees some other interesting possibility which is 
incompatible with the first. In any case, finding oneself blocked 
from acting spontaneously, one hesitates and begins to reflect and 
deliberate: "I can do this , or I can refrain from doing it . I can 
choose this, or I can choose that . Which shall it be?" 

Sometimes, while this pondering is still going on, a seeming 
obstacle or alternative simply drops out of the picture. A man 
would like to see a highly praised new movie on a Saturday after­
noon, but he also knows that his grass needs cutting. When Sat­
urday morning rolls around, it is pouring rain. "Much too wet to 
cut grass today, so I'l l  go to the movies ." There is no choice here 
(at least, no choice between cutting the grass and going to the 
movies) . A free choice can take place only when the incompatible 
alternatives continue, as it were, to stand up, when one really can 
choose to have either "this" or "that" but not both . At that point 
one confronts intractable reality: "I have to make up my mind ."  

And one makes it up: "This is what I am going to do." Just 
here is the choice-choice one does not encounter but makes . 

It is important to have a clear understanding of this experience 
surrounding free choice, in order to be able to examine one's own 
conscience and to help others examine theirs . In the absence of a 
clear understanding, the temptation is strong to substitute applied 
psychology, almost certainly with a deterministic underpinning , 
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for genuine moral thinking and serious efforts to form Christian 
moral character. Applied psychology has its place, but this is 
not it . 

We are now in a position to give a more exact definition of the 
freedom involved in free choice . A choice is free if that very 
choosing itself settles which alternative one adopts, which possi­
bility one takes up and pursues . Before the choice, one could act 
or not act, do this or do that . Choosing itself decides the matter. 
The possibility which one will seek to make real is determined by 
the choice, while the other possibi lity or possibilities drop away 
and are no longer possible .  Before the choice , there was an alter­
native; now there is only that which has been chosen . 

By choosing , too , one places oneself in a new relationship to 
human goods . ("Good" here need not mean moral ly good; 
"good" as we are using it here signifies , roughly , one of the basic, 
fundamental purposes on behalf of which human beings can act . 
Human goods in  this sense constitute a kind of outline of human 
personhood-the sum total of what human beings are capable of 

becoming by their choices and actions . )  As a result of one 's 
choice, one has a greater affinity for the good one has chosen than 
for the other good (or goods) not chosen. 

Looking back , with a new orientation to the good chosen which 
arises from the choice itself, it is easy to think, "I chose that be­
cause it was better." Before the choice , though, it did not look 
better than the al ternative in every respect ;  it merely looked dif­
ferent and incompatible ,  better in some ways but not so good in 
others . After the choice , however, that which was chosen has be­
come "good for me" in a sense which that not chosen no longer 
is . It is not the goods which have changed but oneself .  Choosing 
is a kind of self -creation . The self  after choosing is not the same 
as the self before the choice , for in choosing one changes the self's 
relationship to the goods at stake . (The change, of course, is not 
a lways a reversal . If one chooses i n  line with previous choices, one 
only deepens an existing relationship to the relevant goods. ) 

Choice i s  distinct from external behavior. Havi ng made a 
choice , of course, one usu al ly does take steps to carry it out. But 
the choice and its execution are different things. A man facing a 
choice between cutti ng his l awn and going to the movies chooses 

to cut the l awn- but then it rai ns before he can carry out his  

decision. His choice to cut the grass wa s  quite real, even though 
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he could not act upon it . Choosing is an inner orienting of the 
self, not the outward performance which follows from this new 
orientation. Morality is indeed in the heart (see Mt 1 5 :  10-20, 
Mk 7 : 15-23, Lk 6:45); it resides in the goodness or badness of 
our choices, which are acts of inner self-determination . 

As such, furthermore, choices last . One remains what-or 
who-one has made oneself by an act of self-determination until 
one determines oneself otherwise by another, contrary choice . 
Free choices, then, are not just particular events or physical pro­
cesses, but spiritual realities which persist . The analogy of knowl­
edge helps clarify this . When I learn something, my knowledge 
persists and I myself am different from what I was before I knew 
it; the knowledge, moreover, has an effect on my coming to know 
more by building upon what I already know. It predisposes me to 
approach the world from a certain vantage point, to observe 
things in a certain way, to ask certain kinds of questions . Simi­
larly, my choices last: they are acts of self-determination or self­
creation which persist and which cause me to look upon new 
options consistent with them as interesting and appealing, while 
options of a different sort are more or less lacking in appeal . 

This is not to say that, having once chosen and determined 
oneself in a certain way, one can never change one's mind- never 
choose differently, never change the self one had previously deter­
mined. Change is not impossible (and sometimes is easy) , but if 
one does not change, one remains as one has determined oneself­
because choices last. A choice can be changed by a contrary 
choice, but that is what it takes-a contrary choice-to change it . 

D: How Free Choices Build up Persons and Communities 

Free choices build up persons and communities-moral ly 
speaking, that is, choice determines their identity. Several consid­
erations help to explain what this means and why it is so . 

In the first place, many choices open up further possibilities 
requiring more choices . This is particularly clear in the case of 
large choices of a vocational nature . In deciding,  for example , to 
be a lawyer or to get married, an individual sets out on a path 
which wil l  demand innumerable implementing choices before he 
or she reaches its end . But the same also is true of many choices 
about matters much less important and complex. For instance , in 
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deciding to take a vacation, I place myself in the position of hav­
ing to make a whole series of additional choices. Where shall I 
go? Shall I go alone or with somebody else? How shall I pay for 
the trip? Shall I drive or fly? Where shall I stay? What shall I do 
when I get there? 

This is how we shape our lives. Having made certain large 
choices, we must follow them up by further choices which have to 
do with carrying them out. This is clear in the lives of famous 
figures (Washington agreeing to lead the revolutionary army, Lin­
coln determining to study the law) but it is no less clear in the 
lives of the rest of us. We impose patterns and meanings on our 
lives first by our large choices and then by our lesser choices in 
implementing them or, for that matter, in failing to follow 
through. 

There is , however, a still more profound way in which choice 
determines us . In choosing, one both actualizes and limits one­
self, and so determines oneself to be the person one comes to be. 
By choosing, I bring it about that certain goods rather than others 
will be fulfilling for the self I make myself by choosing. Suppose 
I choose to marry; as a result, certain goods-those involved in 
living with my spouse-are fulfilling for this self I have consti­
tuted, while others are not. (Having committed myself to mar­
riage, I cannot find fulfillment by living a single life, even though 
before committing myself to marriage I might have done so .) 
Through self-determining choices,  one establishes one's particular 
relationship to reality, settling which realities are and which are 
not to be fulfilling for the self one has constituted. This, too, is 
true not only of large choices-vocational commitments and the 
like-but also of the ordinary small choices we are constantly 
making. 

The self-determination in question here is more than just a 
matter of setting goals.  We do, and must, establish many goals for 
ourselves. But self-determination essentially is concerned, not 
with what we choose, but with the selves we establish in making 
the choices we make. This is evident from the fact that we cannot 
really set goals for ourselves without also establishing that certain 
goods are important to us and therefore worth pursuing in goals 
which to some degree embody them. True, small children have 
goals in view even before they make free choices; so, too, do 
adults who act spontaneously, without choice, in response to their 
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wants and cravings. But in that case they are simply acting on 
their desires instead of making choices, and reason merely serves 
passion in pursuit of passion's goals . By contrast, when I choose, 
I cause myself to be a person of a certain sort-specifically, the 
sort of person who can adopt this, rather than that, as a goal 
which suits the person I have constituted myself. 

Although choices are central to self-determination , the outward 
behavior which implements them is also important. The rest of 
the self, typically, can and will be drawn into the task of carrying 
out what one chooses : having determined to do something, one 
thinks about how to do it; having thought out a plan of action, 
one uses one's body and all one's other capacities in its execution . 
This may seem a small matter where small choices are concerned , 
but when it is a matter of a large choice-one's state of life or 
career-the involvement of the various aspects of the self required 
to carry out the innumerable implementing choices leads eventu­
ally, if one is faithful and consistent, to a very high degree of 
self-integration in line with the first choice . We express this when 
we say of someone: "He's a doctor to his fingertips" or "She's a 
lawyer through-and-through." 

It follows that if our large choices and the subsequent imple­
menting choices are good ones and are appropriately carried out, 
the goodness of the good choices will in time come to characterize 
the whole of the self. Similarly, if the choices are bad, they will 
eventually color not only the will or the "moral" self, but the 
whole self. For good or ill, the whole of a person is implicated in 
his or her choices . 

But what if we make some good choices and some bad ,  and 
sometimes act appropriately and other times inappropriately to 
carry out what we choose? Then, quite naturally, we set up con­
flicts in ourselves. Everyone does this to some degree , for in this 
life no one reaches the stage of making only good choices and 
doing only what is appropriate to carry them out . But the ideal of 
self-integration and harmony to which we naturally aspire points 
to the desirability of striving always to choose and act in this way. 

Typical ly, we say of good people that they have good character. 
"Character" here signifies nothing less than the totality of a per­
son integrated around good choices . And virtues? They are the 
different aspects of good character. Looking at the matter from 
one point of view-relationships with other persons-we say that 



24 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

an individual of good character is fair or just; considering the in­
dividual from the aspect of sexuality, we say he or she is chaste or 
modest; from the aspect of response to dangerous situations, that 
the individual is brave or steadfast; and so on. These virtues, to 
repeat, are the different facets of a good character, considered in 
light of different problems and challenges. 

As for a bad person, we say that he or she has a bad character, 
meaning the whole of a person self-integrated around bad choices 
carried out in action. Vices are the various aspects of bad charac­
ter-dishonesty, lustfulness, weakness, cruelty, and so forth-al­
though, as we shall see later, bad character cannot be as unified as 
good character is. 

Free choices not only build up persons but constitute commu­
nities. The modern individualistic bias, with its impoverished ap­
preciation of community, is an obstacle to seeing this, but its 
truth becomes clear upon reflection. 

Some choices can only be made by two or more people. A mar­
riage, for instance, simply cannot come into existence apart from 
the joint choice of the two parties. This choice constitutes the 
community called "our marriage." Similarly, although a political 
society generally lacks many of the features of true community, to 
the extent it has the character of a community it is rooted in a 
common choice. The Preamble to the Constitution of the United 
States expresses a common commitment to a certain set of goods 
on the part not only of the Founding Fathers but of many others 
since-a commitment which bound and still  binds together the 
American people as a coherent political society. Again, a social 
choice is required when an individual enters an existing commu­
nity. When, for instance, a person becomes a Christian, he or she 
makes an act of faith, and the Church administers baptism-two 
expressions of a common act in which the individual and God en­
ter into the relationship of adopted child and Father. 

In any community, some persons are empowered to make 
choices on behalf of the community as a whole. If these persons 
act within the limits of their authority, such choices truly impli­
cate and bind the other members of the community. Others can of 
course reject and resist choices made by the community leaders, 
but in rebelling against these legitimate community acts, they 
partly or wholly nullify their membership in the community it­
self. So, for instance, a teenager who refuses to go along with his 
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or her parents' decision to move to another part of the country 
("I'm not going. I'll move in with my friend instead") clearly re­
mains their child but is no less clearly estranged from the family. 

A community, like an individual, has a character arising from 
its common choices and what it does to carry them out. We are 
not speaking of ethnic stereotypes or anything of that sort . We are 
simply making the point that an expression like "the American 
character," although it can be used in vague and dubious senses, 
expresses something true and meaningful when it refers to those 
aspects of character which Americans share as a result of their 
communal choices-for example, their commitment to the prop­
osition that all people enjoy a certain fundamental equality as hu­
man beings and the resulting determination (not always acted 
upon, of course) to treat others fairly. 



3 .  Conscience : Knowledge of 
Moral Truth 

Quite a few strange ideas about conscience are in circulation 
these days. There is conscience as an inner voice which pipes up 
saying "Don't!" whenever one is tempted. There is conscience on 
Freudian lines-an irrational residue of infantile tussles with au­
thority figures. There is conscience on a Promethean model , 
where one's solitary conscience is the only gauge of right and 
wrong that matters. And, perhaps especially for some Catholics, 
there is conscience as rebel: "The Church can't tell me what 
to do." 

In what follows we shall see why these and various other no­
tions about conscience fall short of the mark. We shall consider 
four topics: what conscience is ; erroneous conscience; formation 
of conscience; and the role of the Church's teaching in forming 
right consciences. 

A: What Conscience Is 

Lately a good deal of interesting psychological work has been 
done on development of conscience . It is clear that development 
does occur and that it makes sense to speak of its successive 
stages, even though it is far from clear how development takes 
place and exactly what its stages are . 

At the outset of the process, smal l chi ldren begin to acquire a 
sense of good and bad by learning what is acceptable in the eyes 
of the powerful persons in their lives, usual ly their parents. If a 
child makes mother or father angry, the parent's anger causes the 
chi ld to experience fear and shame. Pleasing parents evokes re-

26 
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sponses which make the child feel accepted and at ease . Gradu­
ally, it seems, these feelings associated with authority figures on 
whose approval the child depends-fear and shame , confidence 
and the sense of being at ease-are interiorized in a stylized , 
more or less distorted, and perhaps even neurotic (or at least 
neurosis-inducing) form. These feelings, left over from early 
childhood and interiorized, are what Freud called "superego" 
(that which is "over" the conscious "self" or in control of it) . 

We all have superegos, and for many of us these enduring 
products of infantile emotion cause problems-not least the prob­
lem of dictating behavior contrary to what reason and authentic 
conscience tell us we should do . For example, responding to the 
promptings of superego, people not infrequently do compulsive 
things ,  whose irrational character they recognize even as they do 
them, simply to ward off the anxiety which they know they will 
feel if, contrary to superego, they act rationally. Superego is non­
reflective and essentially nonrational . Whatever its role in the 
lives of particular individuals, it is not conscience . 

Nor should conscience be confused with the sense of right and 
wrong which emerges at a somewhat later stage of development . 
Then children begin to grasp that they belong to various groups 
with rules and requirements, and that in order to get along they 
must go along-observe the rules-for otherwise they are not 
"good" group members as the group sees things. Thus, at this 
stage children naturally equate right and wrong with meeting or 
failing to meet the standards of the groups they identify with : the 
gang, the class, the team, and so on.  As with superego , this too is 
natural and inevitable. But it is not conscience . 

The legalistic notion that morality means conforming to rules is 
typical of this stage. And usually children do conform rather eas­
ily-for a while. But then, no less typical ly, there comes a crisis 
of resistance and rebel lion : "That's what your rules say. I make 
my o\vn rules for myself." 

This readily evolves into a view of conscience which is in fact 
very widespread today: conscience is the principle of individual 
self-assertion against social standards. "Who makes the rules? 
Those are just rules left over from the past . Nobody takes them 
seriously today. I make my own rules . My conscience is my 
guide." The rhetoric is libertarian but the attitude is profoundly 
legalistic, for it assumes that, where morality is concerned, the 
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only alternatives are either to accept and follow rules or to resist 
and rebel against them . This attitude also tends to confuse the 
dignity of individual conscience with the absolutizing of individ­
ual desires. "I don't care what anybody else says; I want this, and 
my conscience doesn't bother me in the least when I have it ." But 
this is not conscience either. 

What is conscience? 
Most fundamentally, conscience is one's awareness of moral 

truth-of that which is truly right and good to do . Not what 
superego causes one to feel nervous or at ease about, not what it 
takes to win and retain approval from a group, not what one hap­
pens to crave just now, but what is truly right and good . Con­
fronting reality and one's own possibilities, one perceives what is 
required for fulfillment. "This is how things are, and this is who 
I am and what I am capable of being, so this is what it will take 
for me to be fulfilled in the real world as it is , not in some dream 
world ." One makes a judgment about truth which should shape 
one's choice. This, basically, is conscience. 

The forbidden and the permitted are not the basic categories 
for conscience, nor is mature conscience concerned with how little 
one must do in order to get by or how far one can go without 
being called to account. These are the immature preoccupations 
of legalism. For mature consciences , the fundamental question is : 
What is the good and wise thing to do? An,d for mature Christian 
consciences: What is the wise and holy thing to do? 

This view of conscience emerges gradually but powerful ly 
within the Judeo-Christian tradition . In the Old Testament, since 
Hebrew has no special word for conscience , its work in discerning 
right from wrong often is referred to by a broader term, "heart." 
The word is not linked, as in English, more or less exclusively to 
feelings and sentiments, but refers general ly to the inner self. It 
includes the functions of thinking, judging, and wil ling-all that 
comes from the self within .  

The Old Testament strongly emphasizes that the heart does 
well  in making judgments of right and wrong when, enlightened 
by God, it is wise. Fools are out of touch with reality ; they do 
themselves harm. It is stupid to turn away from God and serve 
false gods, for they can do nothing for us . A good heart is a wise 
heart-it has God's light, it sees reality, and it acts accordingly. 
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The New Testament similarly speaks of the mind renewed in 
Christ .  But here the word "conscience" also appears . The most 
important passage is : 

When Gentiles, who do not possess the law, do instinctively what the 

law requires, these, though not having the law, are a law to them­

selves. They show that what the law requires is written on their 

hearts, to which their own conscience also bears witness; and their 

conflicting thoughts will accuse or perhaps excuse them . 

(Rom 2 : 14- 16) 
In other words, pagans can sin, even though they lack the law 
revealed by God to the Jews, for there is a law of nature, to which 
conscience testifies, written on every human heart . 

The New Testament also makes another very important point 
about conscience: it can be mistaken. Sometimes it lulls us into a 
false sense of security. "I am not aware of anything against myself, 
but I am not thereby acquitted. . . . Therefore do not pronounce 
judgment before the time, before the Lord comes , who will bring 
to light the things now hidden in darkness and will disclose the 
purposes of the heart" ( l  Cor 4:4-5). And sometimes conscience 
is troubled even though God is pleased. "By this we will know 
that we are from the truth and will reassure our hearts before him 
whenever our hearts condemn us" ( 1  Jn 3 : 19-20) . 

The Second Vatican Council takes up St. Paul's idea of con­
science in its Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World. "In the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which 
he does not impose upon himself, but which holds him to obedi­
ence. . . . For man has in his heart a law written by God. To obey 
it is the very dignity of man; according to it he will be judged" 
(GS 1 6). We do not invent this law, we discover it. Rejecting a 
subjectivist notion of conscience, the Council is insisting that 
there is an objective norm of morality, which it is conscience's 
task to discern and conform to . "The more that a correct con­
science holds sway, the more persons and groups turn aside from 
blind choice and strive to be guided by objective norms of moral­
ity" (GS 16) .  

In  Vatican H's treatment of conscience there i s  an al lusion to 
St. Thomas Aquinas . This is understandable , for his treatment is 
used constantly by the magisterium and in theology. Thomas dis­
tinguishes among principles of moral thought, moral reasoning, 
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and judgments of what is right and wrong, reserving his own use 
of the word "conscience" for the latter. In other words , conscience 
is one's last, best judgment that a course of action is or is not 
morally correct. Taking this view of conscience, it is self-evident 
that one ought to follow conscience . There is nothing else against 
which to measure conscience, for everything else has already been 
taken into consideration, and one has reached a conclusion: "This 
is to be done (or not done)." Discerning what one takes to be the 
truly good-and, for a Christian, holy-thing, one only need 
make up one's mind to do it. 

B: Erroneous Conscience 

We ought always to follow our consciences, and we are always 
wrong if we do not. This is so even if conscience is mistaken , 
erroneous. For if conscience-one's last, best judgment that 
something is morally right or wrong-is mistaken , one is in no 
position to know it, and so one can hardly say, "I don't have to 
follow my conscience, because it is erroneous." (If one should 
make such a judgment, then it is this second judgment-"! was 
wrong" -and not the first, which actually counts as one's con­
science. )  In short, if we violate conscience, we think we are doing 
wrong . To do what one thinks wrong, however, is always morally 
wrong . Thus,  conscience must be followed even if it is erroneous. 

St. Thomas makes this point very strongly. He says , for in­
stance, that a pagan who thinks he or she should not be a Chris­
tian would sin by converting. We ought to do

-
what we believe is 

right even if we are wrong, for in doing what we think wrong we 
are always moral ly guilty. 1 

From the perspective of blameworthiness, there are two kinds 
of error of conscience. The first is blameless . One is mistaken , 
but one does not know it, and there is nothing one could have 
done, or can do now, to prevent or correct the situation . Not only 
should a person fol low erroneous conscience in these circum­
stances, but there is absolutely no guilt  in doing so . This, pre­
sumably, was by and large the condition of those primitive people 
who engaged in a practice like human sacrifice, thinking it a fit­
ting religious action. As the example suggests, though, the blame­
less following of erroneous conscience can and often does produce 
results at odds with the wel l-being of human persons .  Those who 
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engaged in human sacrifice, believing the gods required it, may 
have incurred no guilt, but those whom they sacrificed ended up 
no less dead. Erroneous conscience should be followed, but con­
science which sees what is truly good is a great deal better. 

There are also blameworthy erroneous consciences. Here the 
ignorance and error are more or less one's own fault. That may be 
the case with more of us more often than we care to admit. When 
it comes to moral truth, we all lean toward evasion and self­
deception, for if we saw and acknowledged the truth clearly, it 
might make demands on us. The ignorance in this case is by no 
means absolute; one has a vague awareness of the truth, but one 
suppresses it : "I wonder if what I'm doing is wrong? Oh, well, 
it's probably okay, and anyway I'm too busy to spend time worry­
ing about it." Typically, as people grow morally and spiritually, 
they become increasingly aware of such areas of dishonesty and 
insincerity in their lives and take steps to root them out. 

When erroneous conscience is like this (the error is real, but 
more or less our own fault) we still ought to follow conscience 
and we do wrong if we act against it. But in following such a 
conscience, we do not escape guilt. In other words, when con­
science errs through our own fault, we do wrong if we act con­
trary to it, and we also do wrong if we follow it. Are we then 
caught in a trap? Yes, but of our own making to the extent we 
have not been honest with ourselves . 

Whether and with what difficulty erroneous conscience can be 
corrected depends on several factors . With the help of good teach­
ing, preaching, counseling, and guidance, many people who are 
still more or less aware of their error can set it aside and acknowl­
edge moral truth. The case is very different, though, when the 
error is ingrained and of long standing. Vatican II speaks of con­
science which "by degrees grows practically sightless" as a result 
of a practice of sinning (GS 16) . In this state of hardness of heart, 
error virtually defies correcting because the individual is not open 
to recognizing his or her mistake. Arising from persistence in sin, 
the condition is a guilty one, yet the person no longer feels guilt 
or hears the call to repent. 

It is no help to tell such people, "You'll be all right if you just 
do what your conscience tells you." They are doing what their 
now sightless consciences tell them, and they are quite distinctly 
not all right. Perhaps the best time to approach them as they 



32 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

really need to be approached-with the aim of helping them once 
more recognize and act on moral truth-is when they suffer pain­
ful consequences as a result of their evil-doing. Then the message 
can be, "You're really hurting yourself by what you are doing, 
and that's stupid." 

C: Formation of Conscience 

Formation of conscience is only possible for those who wish to 
live good lives . For a conscience must be docile, teachable, if it is 
to be formed. 

Formation is not a matter of imposing rules and regulations on 
somebody else. That is simply legalism again. Rather, formation 
supposes that those who receive it are trying to lead decent lives , 
and are therefore open to seeing moral truth if it is presented to 
them clearly and convincingly. Still, human beings are capable of 
enormous inconsistency; they want to know and do what is 
right-but not necessarily in all areas and all at once . One is re­
minded of Augustine's prayer before his conversion, "Lord, make 
me chaste-but not now. " The desire to do the right thing makes 
formation possible; hesitation about doing what is right makes it 
necessary. 

How to go about it? Formation of conscience involves three el­
ements . 

The first is the clarification of moral principles comprising that 
law "written on [our] hearts" of which St. Paul speaks . These can 
be expressed and presented so that people see their truth. Often, 
the best approach is  dialectical: asking questions and inviting dis­
cussion, so that individuals come to state moral truths for them­
selves. At bottom, people are not ignorant of the law written on 
their hearts. They simply need help in drawing it out and articu­
lating it. For Catholics, the Church's teaching is an important 
source of such help . 

The second element is to foster awareness of practical possibil­
ities. "Isn't everybody aware of them?" someone might object . To 
which the truthful answer is,  "Yes, everyone is aware of some 
practical possibilities, but often those-and only those-which 
contemporary culture emphasizes." In every age and place , con­
ventional wisdom commends unsavory practices-for example, 
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bribery, slavery, abortion-as the practical possibilities. People 
immersed in a particular culture, as we all are, can find it next to 
impossible to imagine realistic alternatives. 

Conscience formation seeks to call attention to alternatives 
which are practical possibilities for the living of a truly good and 
humanly fulfilling life. Jesus does this not only by his teaching 
and preaching but by his example. Indeed, in the fallen human 
condition, the only truly good way for human beings is the re­
demptive way of Christ. But it is not easy for people to whom 
Jesus' way has not been presented as an interesting and attractive 
option to grasp that. Presenting it as such is part of the task of 
formation. 

Third, conscience formation seeks to show the relevance of 
moral principles to action. Many decent people are steeped in le­
galism. They believe that morality is a set of rules, and that, 
wherever there is no rule, they are free to do as they please. They 
believe that living a morally good life consists in little more than 
not committing mortal sins. It is formation's task to show that 
every choice is morally important, and that a good life is one lived 
wholly in the light of moral truth. This often requires challenging 
the goals and standards which people take for granted. "I'm faith­
ful to my wife, I don't steal from my employer, and I go to 
church on Sunday-so my moral life is in excellent shape. Of 
course, I do what it takes to get ahead professionally, including 
bamboozling clients and running roughshod over colleagues-but 
that's business, not morality." Conscience formation tries to re­
move the moral blinders of people who think this way, not least 
by encouraging them to question their self-righteousness. 

The ideal outcome of conscience formation likewise has several 
elements. 

One is that people outgrow immaturity of conscience and put 
aside legalistic thinking. Anxious feelings, embarrassment, and 
the approval or disapproval of others no longer rule their lives. 
They cease supposing that their feelings are a reliable guide to 
their moral state ("If it doesn't bother me to do that, it must be 
okay") . More and more they want to do what is truly right, they 
actually do it, and in doing it they integrate their selves around 
their choices. The entire personality is increasingly at the service 
of moral truth and right living. 
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Practical acceptance of moral truth itself becomes easier. Temp­
tation does not vanish, but it becomes less powerful. People expe­
rience growing spontaneity in knowing and doing what is right. 
The classical name for this is "prudence." Prudent persons are 
able to think through moral problems for themselves-not neces­
sarily in a highly sophisticated way, but in a way which lets them 
get to the heart of the matter when they try to explain why some­
thing is wrong: "I'm not going to take more than my share be­
cause it wouldn't be fair to the others," "I'm not going to pad my 
expenses because that's stealing from the company." 

It is a sign that one has not reached this ideal state of con­
science formation if, knowing the relevant facts in a situation, one 
remains in doubt about whether one may or may not do some­
thing. What then? Today it is fairly common for people, particu­
larly persons of a religious bent, to turn to what they call 
discernment: "I'm going to 'discern' whether this choice would 
be right, and then follow my conscience." Discernment has an 
honorable place in the spiritual life, but this is not it . In such 
cases, "discernment" is simply another name for falling back on 
one's feelings and doing as they dictate. This way of proceeding 
easily leads to persistent rationalization in support of a practice of 
sinning. The appropriate response is further thought and study, 
along with consulting reliable-that is, authentically prudent­
advisers. 

D: The Role of the Church's Teaching in 
Forming Right Consciences 

For several reasons, many people think of the Church's moral 
teaching as the imposition of a set of rules . One reason is rooted 
in legalism. Often enough, the Church's teaching has been pre­
sented as a set of rules, and even when it has not, people schooled 
in legalism suppose that any moral teaching must be an exercise 
in rule-making. Another reason is rooted in lack of insight into 
moral truth, a lack which can be on the part of the teacher or 
those being instructed or both. 

Ambivalence also plays a part in this situation. Most of us do 
not want to be altogether consistent. We want the advantages that 
come with being Christians, but sometimes we do not want to pay 
the price. The resurrection is good news, but we would rather not 
hear about the cross. When someone else points out our responsi-
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bilities to us, we are likely to say something like, "You're just 
trying to impose your rules on me. When it comes to that, I'll 
follow my own conscience." Having said which, we are then also 
likely to say, "I'm in good faith, I lead a good life, and I deserve 
the benefits that come from that." Ambivalence. In less abstract 
terms, we want Jesus to be our friend, but we are not too eager to 
be his, especially when that involves following his way of the cross. 

Moreover, many Christians, including Catholics, seem less than 
wholehearted in their commitment to the faith they profess. 
Raised in the faith perhaps, and accustomed to membership in a 
parish or congregation, they accept the social requirements of 
"belonging" but not a great deal more. If nobody noticed whether 
they went to church or not, they might quit going altogether. 

It would be asking too much to insist that people not have 
mixed motives for their membership in the Church. That is how 
we are. Yet because the motives are mixed, there is an evident 
need to clarify the requirements of faith and deepen faith itself, 
both in ourselves and in others. The quality of our religious com­
mitment stands always in need of upgrading. If it is upgraded suf­
ficiently, the things one must do as a Christian do not seem like 
impositions from the outside, but are understood as necessary to 
living out the commitment consistently and joyfully, even when 
this means taking up the cross and following Jesus' way. 

Persons of wholehearted and mature faith see the Church's 
teaching not as an imposition but as a precious source of light. 
They reason along these lines: "God came into the world in the 
person of Jesus Christ, he founded a Church, and the Spirit is 
constantly present in that Church today, helping it always to teach 
what Jesus taught; therefore, I find in the Church's teaching what 
I need to know about living in a way that is true and holy." 

Even so, the Church's moral teaching is not mysterious and im­
penetrable, something to be taken on faith but not understood. 
The principles which underlie all of the Church's moral teachings 
are written in the human heart; as Vatican II expresses it, they 
"have their origin in human nature itself" (DH 14). So, we can 
see the truth of the moral norms which the Church teaches. 
When we do not immediately do so, we can take it that the prob­
lem is with us, not with the teaching. 

The Church's teaching tells us realistically what our situation is; 
it conveys a great deal of information about the human condition 
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and human possibilities, especially about the fall, redemption, and 
our vocation to fulfillment in Jesus Christ. Unfortunately, though, 
actual teaching has not always done this, or done it particularly 
well .  The emphasis has been on normative principles : for exam­
ple, "You shouldn't commit adultery." Not enough has been said 
about why people are tempted to commit adultery, and how they 
harm themselves if they do. This, too, is an expression of legalism. 

Since the Church is not a lawmaker in morality, it has no 
choice-as legalism would suggest-about what to teach . It must 
teach neither more nor less than what is true. Much of the spec­
ulation before Pope Paul VI published the encyclical Humanae Vi­
tae in 1968 centered on whether he would "change" the Church's 
teaching on contraception. Supposing that teaching to be true, 
however, Pope Paul could no more have "changed" it than some 
earlier pope could have legislated it into existence. The only real 
alternatives to teaching moral truth are to teach moral falsehood 
or not to teach at all .  Similarly, pastors do people no favor by 
"going easy on them" -ignoring or downplaying moral truths , as 
if they were rules which a pastor has the option of enforcing or 
not enforcing. The truly "pastoral" thing to do is to help people 
see the truth and live by it. 

This is a very important point, not least because a great deal of 
popular thinking about pastoral practice today seems to operate 
on the contrary assumption. To grasp the implications of this ,  
imagine two doctors, one a friendly, sympathetic sort, "good with 
patients," who hates to upset people ,  the other a conscientious 
practitioner whose main concern is treating and curing people if 
she can. The first physician examines a patient and finds that he 
has a stomach cancer which requires radical surgery; but the pa­
tient is afraid of the surgery, and so the doctor gives him medica­
tion for his pains and sends him home. The second doctor also 
sees a patient with the same kind of cancer; she tel ls the patient , 
"I'm sorry, but you've got stomach cancer, and you need to have 
half your stomach taken out. But I think we've got a good chance 
of stopping this thing if we get right to it ." Which is the better 
doctor? 

Is it so different when the question is: What does it mean to be 
pastoral? Certainly a good pastor shows sympathy toward those 
who are in  sin and are suffering from its consequences . But he 
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does not stop with sympathy. He tells people the truth, gently but 
clearly and firmly, and tries to help them escape from their con­
dition of sin. Perhaps he will not succeed. It is certain, though, 
that a pastor whose "compassion" causes him to shrink from 
speaking moral truth will not help anyone escape from sin; at 
best, he will help people avoid feelings of guilt. 



4 .  Some Mistaken Theories of 
Moral Principles 

Tramping through the woods, one has to pause now and then to 
set aside dead wood and underbrush. That in effect is what we 
shall be doing in this chapter. Specifically, we shall do three 
things:  examine some theories which deny that morality is a mat­
ter of truth; consider two theories, opposed in most ways, which 
are alike in agreeing that morality is a matter of truth but which, 
unfortunately, are also alike in being wrong; and examine scholas­
tic natural law theory, which, though more nearly right, is still 
inadequate. 

Tedious work. Yet something useful and important will emerge 
from this exercise: a kind of descriptive outline of an adequate 
theory of morality, which we shall develop in the chapters that 
follow. 

A: Theories Which Deny That Moral Norms Are Truths 

There are three kinds of theories which hold that conscience, 
whatever it may be, is not an awareness of moral truth. 

One is emotivism, whose fundamental tenet is that judgments 
of conscience are essentially expressions of feelings. To say "That 
is wrong,, amounts to saying "I don,t like that,, ;  "It,s a sin to lie 
(or steal or commit fornication or whatever it may ber is equiva­
lent to "I find lying (or stealing or fornication) offensive.', People 
imbued with emotivism commonly link their moral theory to the 
idea of superego: moral judgments are simply expressions of the 
feelings which arise from one,s ingrained tastes in matters of 
behavior. 

38 
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Like the other theories we shall be examining, emotivism pos­
sesses a kernel of truth. Morality does involve feelings, and there 
are important similarities between some of the feelings we have 
about moral issues and the feelings we have about matters of taste. 
If we dislike both lying and hard rock music, our negative feelings 
about one will be very much like our negative feelings about the 
other. Moreover, people often use the language of morality to ex­
press feelings. Children, for instance, typically say of limitations 
on their freedom to do as they please, "That's not fair," when all 
they really mean is that they do not like to be disciplined. 

But the difficulties with emotivism are manifest. Ignoring the 
objective character of morality, this theory is incompatible with 
Catholic teaching, which holds that conscience can be truly-that 
is, objectively-correct or mistaken. Emotivism, moreover, makes 
moral argument as pointless as other arguments about matters of 
taste. Thus, emotivism trivializes morality and precludes rational 
reflection on moral questions. But even emotivists, faced with an 
action they consider gravely unjust-the Nazis' "final solution," 
say-begin to have second thoughts about their theory. Thus, 
very often people adopt an emotivist approach in defense of be­
havior they are partial to ("That's just how you feel about it-it 
makes me feel good") while refusing to accept it as a defense for 
what they consider wrongful behavior by someone else ("That 
plainly isn't right-and any decent person would see it isn't").  

A second approach which rejects the idea that conscience is 
awareness of moral truth is divine command theory, which views 
moral norms as God's rules for our behavior. Could God have laid 
down different rules? According to divine command theory, of 
course he could, but this is how he wants things, and it is up to us 
to obey. 

There is a threefold truth in this. Certainly, to be a good per­
son, it is important to obey God's will.  And certainly, too, God's 
will is involved in the structure of moral truth. Moreover, God's 
will is mysterious; we do not as a matter of fact always understand 
why he wants us to do what he wants us to do. 

Yet the Judeo-Christian tradition insists that God does not 
merely lay down rules which make things right and wrong. 
Rather, being wise and good, he directs people to what is really 
good for them. It is not true that a judgment of conscience ("I 
may not tell this lie under oath") could be reversed ("I should tell 
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this lie under oath") if God "laid down different rules ," because 
the morality of lying under oath is not a matter of rules . 

God creates things as they are, and that has natural conse­
quences for the things he creates. Perhaps what is good and ful­
filling for human beings is different from what would be good 
and fulfilling for Martians . No matter. Those things which are 
good for human beings-and those which would be good for 
Martians, if God had created any-are not mere impositions, sub­
ject to change at God's pleasure, but arise naturally from the fact 
that God has made us as we are. Divine command theory may 
impress some good people as a pious approach because it puts so 
much emphasis on God's will and our duty to obey; but it is ul­
timately disastrous, since it makes God a tyrant whom free per­
sons can obey only at the price of self-respect while feeling 
constantly tempted to rebel. 

According to still another approach, if God does not make the 
rules, perhaps individuals do the job for themselves: moral norms 
come into force for people only if they choose to adopt them. In 
the account offered by Nietzsche and Sartre, these are the choices 
by which an individual sets the course of his or her life. The Brit­
ish analytic philosopher R. M. Hare calls his version of this ap­
proach "prescriptivism," while according to another version of it 
such choices are acts of consent to social policies . 

This third approach , too, has a certain plausibility. Moral 
truths do lack practical impact unless somebody accepts them and 
tries to live by them . Morality is ineffectual if no one cares to live 
moral ly. Also, choices often do generate responsibilities : for ex­
ample, those which arise from one's choice of state of life or 
career. 

However, once real responsibilities arise for a person as a result 
of his or her choice, they are real , and cannot be abolished simply 
by choosing to repudiate them. For example, having chosen to 
marry, one has responsibi lities toward one's spouse, and no choice 
one can make will eliminate them. Moreover, not al l responsibil­

ities are the product of choice . Children, for instance , do not 
choose their parents , but have responsibi lities toward them . And 
even if someone violates a moral norm (indeed , even if many 
people regularly do) , the norm remains true, and those who vio­
late it do wrong whether or not they acknowledge it. 
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Like emotivism, this view overlooks the fact that we are crea­
tures . The real world is not of our creating but God's . Creation 
possesses meaning and value which he has placed there . We can 
recognize and live by the meaning and value already existing in 
created reality, or we can ignore them and act against them. In 
doing so, we do not change reality but only do battle with it . 

B: Two Inadequate Theories of Moral Norms Considered as Truths 

There are also theories which, though right in recognizing 
moral norms as truths, are otherwise mistaken . We consider two . 

One is what is called "intuitionism" in philosophy and could 
be called "inspirationism" in theology. The idea is that judg­
ments of conscience do not proceed from principles , but instead 
are isolated truths, intuitive insights, messages from God-what­
ever. One sees a particular moral truth ("I ought to do X") very 
much as one sees a particular object or situation ("It is raining") . 
Nothing can be proved or explained by appealing to a principle . 

Either I see that it is raining or I do not; either I see that I ought 
to do X or I do not . Some proponents of this view will say that it 
is possible to generalize from moral intuitions; but because such a 
generalization is not an independent moral truth-according to 
this view, only the isolated, concrete insight is that-at best it 
only points one in the right direction.  

This theory tends to be popular with those who believe that 
God communicates directly with people . "The Spirit speaks to 
me. When I hear God speaking in my heart , I must obey." One 
must acknowledge that we sometimes do see a moral truth at the 
concrete level yet have a hard time explaining why it is true; we 
seem to have moral intuitions. This view also appears to avoid 
making morality into an instrument of something else . For if mo­
rality is a matter of directly and immediately perceiving what is 
right, there is no room for ulterior reasons-rewards or punish­
ments-to induce one to conform one's behavior to what one sees 
to be right .  

Nevertheless, in denying human beings their abi lity to under­
stand moral principles, reason from them , and make judgments 
based on them, intuitionism and inspirationism take away a great 
deal of our ability to act humanly. If moral judgments are unique 
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personal insights, groups of people can hardly reason together 
about their differences in light of shared moral principles . And 
morality is removed from vast areas of life-those where one re­
ceives no guidance from moral "intuitions" -and it is left a mys­
tery how, or even whether, one should act uprightly there. 

Inspirationism is also theologically unacceptable. By leaving 
morality to direct inspiration from God and the immediate 
promptings of the Holy Spirit one is not crediting more to grace 
but less . God wishes to raise us by grace to the status of true 
cooperators in the work of redemption. True cooperators must 
understand what they are to do so that they can direct their own 
action. Inspirationism reduces us to the status of slaves or small 
children, who must be told precisely what to do from moment to 
moment. It is significant, moreover, that one of the greatest mys­
tics, St. John of the Cross, has little patience with the notion that 
we should look to divine inspiration to tell us what to do . "There 
is no necessity for this kind of knowledge," he says, "since a per­
son can get sufficient guidance from natural reason, and the law 
and doctrine of the gospel."2 

The second theory which regards moral norms as truths but is 
otherwise mistaken is cultural relativism. In the most coherent 
version of this view, moral norms are nothing more than attempts 
by members of each society to say what behavior is necessary if 
their society is to survive and flourish. 

Here, too, there is truth. Societies plainly do call right and 
good whatever contributes to their survival and smooth function­
ing, and condemn as wrong and bad what works against these 
desired outcomes. Groups of every kind develop rules which help 
them hang together and do what their members wish to do to­
gether. The influence of these conventional moralities is pervasive 
and often very powerful. 

But what societies actually require of their members and what 
they ought to require are often quite different. A society, after all, 
is a group of individuals, and just as individuals in isolation can 
choose and act against the good, so too can individuals organized 
as a society. A society's conventional morality-the rules it sets 
for its members-may help it survive and accomplish what it 
wants (though even that is not assured, as the collapse of societies 
throughout history attests), but that does not make the conven­
tional morality true and good. Yet cultural relativism leaves one 
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no ground for criticizing the standards accepted in any society­
including one's own . 

Moreover, as a theory, cultural relativism is self-defeating. In 
arguing for its truth, its proponents cannot help but say some­
thing like, "You ought not to criticize that other society for [what­
ever practice someone else happens to have been criticizing­
human sacrifice, cannibalism, ritual prostitution , institutionalized 
wife-swapping] ." Precisely from the point of view of cultural rel­
ativism itself, however, the "ought not" in that sentence makes no 
sense. If cultural relativism is correct, who is to say that one so­
ciety "ought not" to criticize another? 

But cultural relativism is more than just a self-defeating theory. 
From the Christian point of view, all cultures and societies in our 
fallen world are more or less imperfect and, as such, are subject 
to moral criticism. The repeated imperative of the New Testament 
is to conform oneself to Christ, not to the world as it is . Chris­
tianity does not believe one can find moral truth by looking to 
and living by the norms of any existing human culture . Rather, 
Christian standards and norms paint toward one ideal (but also 
real, though not yet fully realized) human community: the king­
dom of God. This community must be built up-and not by 
God's action alone but by ours, too. That requires transcending 
the limitations, inadequacies, and evil one finds in al l other hu­
man societies and their conventional moralities . 

That is not to say other human societies embody no moral 
truth. Human beings cannot survive without recognizing at least 
some truths and, up to a point, living by them: for example, the 
truths that infants should not be kil led but nurtured, that harm­
less strangers should not be molested, that those who are stronger 
ought to leave those who are weaker secure in the possession of 
the necessities of life ,  that parents and other responsible adults 
should provide children with instruction in useful skills and 
wholesome standards of conduct, and so forth . But even though 
every society accepts norms like these, every society is also more 
or less infected by sin and, as a result,  approves or even requires 
things which are morally unacceptable: for example, that "defec­
tive" or unwanted infants may be kil led or abandoned at the plea­
sure of their parents, that some persons may be enslaved by 
others, that standards of fair play and honesty which apply in 
dealings with fami ly members, friends , and neighbors need not 
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apply in dealings with outsiders, that sexual behavior forbidden to 
women is allowed to men, and so forth. 

Christian morality, confronting any culture, cannot simply say, 
"That is the way this culture is, and it is necessary to accept it as 
it is, because God wil ls it so." Recognizing the fallen human con­
dition as it is, Christianity insists on the moral truth of the gospel 
precisely, though not exclusively, in order to foster real human 
communion. In this perspective, Christian morality is a morality 
of liberation and revolution-not the sort of revolution which ad­
vocates violence to achieve its ends, but the sort in which the rev­
olutionaries say, "If something is morally wrong, we refuse to do 
it,  and so should everyone else. And if we are made to suffer-­
martyred-for refusing to do what is wrong, our suffering itself 
will help to bring about the revolution we envisage ." This is the 
revolutionary message preached and lived by Jesus . 

C: Scholastic Natural Law Theory 

Scholastic natural law theory comes much closer to the truth 
than any of the approaches examined so far. It should be. noted , 
though, that its name is something of a misnomer. " Scholastic" 
associates this theory with Thomas Aquinas and other schoolmen 
of the late Middle Ages, but the theory was actually developed 
mainly by Francisco Suarez and others in the sixteenth and sev­
enteenth centuries. Until quite recently it was dominant in Ro­
man Catholic moral thinking. 

The theory proceeds along the following lines . 
Human nature is a given. It comes from the mind of God the 

creator, and it makes sense. The patterns of some actions which 
human beings are capable of performing agree with the intel­
ligible structure of human nature considered in al l its essential 
aspects (bodily, spiritual , and so on) and all its essential relation­
ships (to God , to other people, to self) , while patterns of others 
do not. Those which do are good; those which do not are evil .  
And what gives obligatory force to the moral norms derived from 
this kind of analysis? In the final analysis : God's command to do 
what is in harmony with our nature and refrain from doing what 
is not. 

Scholastic natural law theory has several things to recommend 
it. In this view, morality is not arbitrary, not something "made 
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up" by individuals or groups . Creation has meaning and value 
placed there by God; to do what is morally right is to act in ac­
cord with the truth about ourselves. Thus, the theory seems con­
sistent with the fact that nature has a certain normative character. 
By nature, for instance, monkeys thrive on bananas but not on 
hamburgers; they ought therefore to eat the one and avoid the 
other. Similarly, it seems plausible to say that, as nature generally 
sets certain requirements, so human nature sets requirements for 
what human beings should do and not do. In this view, too, mo­
rality is not reduced to a mere adjunct to society and its require­
ments for survival and smooth functioning, for human nature is 
more basic than human society. 

Furthermore, as we saw earlier, Scripture itself speaks of the 
"natural law." Although the gentiles lack the revealed law of God , 
the law written in their hearts testifies to whether they act well or 
badly. Thus, scholastic natural law theory is not just another 
philosophical school; its proponents take seriously what Scripture 
says and the Church teaches. This is a genuine theological account 
of morality. 

All the same, and with due respect to its proponents , this too is 
an inadequate theory. Indeed, its inadequacies account for, or at 
least contribute significantly to, a number of the problems of clas­
sical moral theology which we examined earlier. 

Central to the theory is a logically impermissible leap, from 
human nature as a given to the way human beings are moral ly 
obliged to choose and act. Logically, one cannot derive an 
"ought" from an "is." How reality is (a fact) does not by itself tell 
us how to respond to reality (a moral norm) .  The theory tries to 
overcome this problem by saying that God commands us to act in 
accord with nature, but that only pushes the difficulty back a 
step. Supposing God does so command, that by itself is only an­

other fact; it tells us nothing about why we ought to obey God . 

The theory, furthermore, misunderstands the normative char­
acter of nature, which is not the same as the normativity of mo­
rality. Morality is concerned with free choices . But that monkeys 
ought to eat bananas rather than hamburgers, true as it is ,  has 
nothing to do with any choice, for monkeys do not make choices . 
Presented with a banana and a hamburger, a healthy monkey wil l  
take the banana, not because it has chosen to but because it is 
doing what comes natural ly. In the absence of choice , the behavior 
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of monkeys and other animals has no moral character even though 
it is "according to nature." A fundamental confusion must under­
lie a moral theory which confuses the normativity of nature with 
the normativity of human practical reasoning. 

As that suggests, scholastic natural law theory does not ade­
quately grasp the role of free choice and self-determination. 
"Here is  nature," it says. "You can choose either to act in confor­
mity with it or not." In this perspective , choice merely triggers 
behavior which is or is not in conformity with nature . The cre­
ativity of moral reflection with respect to possibilities and the 
self-determining-one could almost say self-creating-role of 
freedom are overlooked. 

As a result of such defects , this theory fails to offer convincing 
arguments concerning concrete moral issues . Its arguments on be­
half of specific moral norms are question-begging ones. Why is 
contraception wrong? Because, the theory replies, it perverts the 
faculty which is naturally oriented toward procreation. If that is a 
good argument, then it is also a good argument to say that chew­
ing gum after the sugar is gone is wrong because it perverts the 
faculty which is naturally oriented toward nutrition or that hold­
ing your nose in the presence of a bad odor is wrong because it 
perverts the faculty which is naturally oriented toward smelling or 
that using ear plugs is wrong because it perverts the faculty which 
is naturally oriented toward hearing . Contraception really is al­
ways wrong, but chewing gum and holding your nose and using 
ear plugs are not, and a theory incapable of explaining the differ­
ence cannot show that contraception is wrong . 

The negativism and minimalism of classical moral theology are 
to some extent rooted in this theory. For those who equate moral 
goodness with conformity to nature and moral evi l with failure to 
conform, the emphasis comes to be placed on what does not fit 
the pattern, and these clearly evil acts come to be treated as a 
moral minimum which tends to become the standard of the mor­
ally acceptable: Avoid these things, and it wil l  be enough. As for 
things which are good but not, in this account, absolutely re­
quired-they fall  under the heading of "counsels" and moral her­
oism, admirable for the few but not required of the many. 

This approach is inevitably static . For it ,  given human nature 
is not a set of goods to be realized; it is as it is . There is no basis 
here for creativity and innovation . The role of human beings as 
co-creators and co-redeemers, cooperators with God in bringing 
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about the fullness of the kingdom , gets short shrift . To the extent 
that this role is acknowledged, it is assigned to extraordinary per ­
sons living extraordinary lives ; the rest of us, ordinary people do­
ing ordinary things , are held excused .  

The intrinsic linkage between human moral life and supernat ­
ural life is slighted. If moral goodness is simply conformity to hu­
man nature, what does it have to do with being an adopted child 
of God? Yet Christians are God's children by adoption, and a 
moral theory adequate to this fact must be able to show how God 
joins together human and divine life in the Christian without con­
fusing them . This was beyond the reach of classical moral theol­
ogy. It could only say that people must live morally good lives or 
else they will lose grace . But why do people lose grace if they do 
not live morally good lives? Classical moral theology had no real 
answer. 

So much for mistaken theories . Readers fami liar with the his­
tory of ethics might ask why we have not treated Immanuel 
Kant's theory in this chapter. Putting aside Kant 's complex meta­
physics and phi losophy of the person, which provide the setting 
for his treatment of moral principles , his view amounts to a very 

meager natural law theory. Kant thought immorality can be re­
duced to inconsistency in  practical thinking and wi lling . As we 
shal l show (in chapter 7 : D) ,  one of the requirements of moral­
ity-fairness -is close to what he had in mind . His theory is not 
so much mistaken as grossly inadequate . 

Like scholastic natural law theory, Kant 's theory fai ls ade­
quately to ground moral norms in human goods . But unlike scho­
lastic natural law theory, Kant's theory focuses too narrowly on 
only one aspect of human nature .  A lso, whereas scholastic natural 
law theory gave a somewhat plausible account of moral oughtness 

by saying that God commands creatures to act in accord with 
their nature, Kant could only say, quite implausibly, that moral 
oughtness comes from our own reason commanding us to act- as  
if we were by nature disembodied minds trying to control mind­
l ess bodies . 

We said earl ier that the outline of an adequate moral theory 
would emerge from criticizing wrong or inadequate theories. It 
has. 

As against emotivism , prescriptivism, and divine command 
theories , an adequate theory must give an account of moral norms 
as truths. As against intuitionism and inspirationism, it must help 
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us see moral truths as a framework for organizing life as a whole 
and as a pattern for life in community with other persons . As 
against cultural relativism, it must enable us to criticize al l exist­
ing societies rather than merely accept them as they are . It must, 
that is, fit the revolutionary character of Christian faith . 

An adequate theory must take into account the meaning and 
value placed in creation by God. A good human life will indeed 
be in tune with the rest of reality as God has made it . But, as 
against scholastic natural law theory, an adequate theory will at 
the same time avoid reducing morality and moral truth to human 
nature, taken as a given . It will  give an account of moral truth 
which helps us become more than we already are. 

Such a theory will help us see moral truth in relation to human 
good and human flourishing, and to understand human flourish­
ing not simply as consistent conformity to what we already are 
but as self-constitution, a form of cooperation with God in carry­
ing out his plan-a plan which calls on us to imitate and cooper­
ate with his creative wisdom and free acts of love. 

In the next chapter we shall begin to develop a theory such as 
this. 



5 .  The Goods Which 
Fulfill Persons 

Moral norms are truths which guide us to act in ways that ful­
fill us, both as individuals and as persons living together in com­
munity. But how do they function in this way? If they are both 
true and guides to fulfillment, their truth must bear on the rela­
tionship between human action and the goods which fulfill hu­
man beings. 

Thus, we shall take up two main topics in this chapter : first, 
what human goods are; second, what it means to be an integrally 
good person. Concerning human goods we shall consider four 
specific questions : what "good" and "bad" mean in general; what 
they mean in a secondary sense; some false ideas of the good and 
bad for persons; and human goods as the components of human 
full being. 

A: The Central Idea of Good and Bad 

At this stage we are not using "good" and "bad" in a moral 
sense. For this reason, too, we speak of "bad" rather than "evil,U 
since the word evi l tends to be restricted to what i s  moral ly bad . 

We get some idea of what "good" and "bad" mean in a general 
sense by starting with mistaken notions . One is that since God 
creates everything that exists , and since he creates only what is 
good, nothing that exists is real ly bad . But some things seem bad . 
It fol lows that badness is an i l lusion. Another false idea is that as 
red is contrary to green, so the bad is a positive reality contrary to 
the good. Red and green are opposed, positive realities; so are bad 
and good . 

49 
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From a theological perspective, neither explanation will do. 
What is bad cannot be dismissed as illusion . Sin, for example, is 
both bad and real; Jesus died to conquer sin, and we can hardly 
suppose he died to conquer an illusion . But neither can the bad 
be accorded equal status with the good. Otherwise we would have 
to conclude that God creates what is bad or, if he does not, either 
that this is the doing of some other creator, more or less on a par 
with God, or that the world God created has somehow slipped out 
of his control . People have believed one or another of these things 
at various times, but none is consistent with Christian faith . 

The Christian tradition has developed a better account of the 
bad. Badness is real, not i llusory. It is a real absence in things of 
what ought to be. This lack is an objective condition , something 
real, but precisely as a lack it is not a positive reality contrary to 
the good. Death, for instance, is real, yet it is not another way of 
being alongside living. It is the absence of life in something which 
once was alive; it is the lack of something-life-which in some 
sense ought not to be missing. 

" . . .  ought not to be missing." That is crucial . Not every lack 
is bad. To say something is bad means it lacks something it ought 
to have according to some standard . An absence or lack of this 
kind is called a "privation." 

This account overcomes the theological difficulties already 
mentioned. Within the Judeo-Christian framework , the bad can 
be neither an illusion nor the positive counterpart of the good. 
But it can be, and is, a privation, a lack of something which by 
some standard should be present. 

This way of understanding badness also makes it easy to under­
stand goodness. To be good is for something to be fully, to be all 
it should be-no lacks, no privations. A good thing has every­
thing it needs to be all it is meant to be. 

Nothing which exists is thoroughly bad, since to be "thor­
oughly" bad a thing would have to be al l lacks, al l privations­
nothing at all .  Thus, badness is parasitical: it is a lack in things 
which are, depriving them of the fullness of being they are meant 
to have. 

But how do we know what things are "meant to have"? Evi­
dently, that depends on what they are . What a thing is determines 
what counts as its ful l  being. Badness is the lack of some appro­
priate realization of a thing,  not

· 
the absence of something one 
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has no right or reason to . expect; anything can lack what other 
kinds of things have and not be bad, as long as it has what is 
appropriate to the flourishing of the kind of thing it is. We do not 
call a horse bad if it cannot solve mathematical problems or a man 
bad if he cannot run as fast as a horse; horses are not meant to 
reason and human beings are not meant to run like horses. But 
we do see privations in a human who is not rational and in a horse 
with only three good legs. Both lack something that humans 
and horses, respectively, ought to have according to their respec­
tive natures. 

But there is more to goodness than conforming to nature. The 
good also has to do with unfolding a thing's possibilities . Take 
health and sickness. Health is good, sickness bad. Yet sick organ­
isms as well as healthy ones function. Healthy organisms realize 
possibilities, but so do sick ones-possibilities for sickness. What 
is the difference? A healthy organism is realizing possibilities in a 
way that opens it to more and more realization of possibilities. A 
sick organism is realizing possibilities in a way that tends to block 
it from further realization of possibilities and, if the condition is 
serious enough, will eventually keep it from realizing any more 
possibilities because it will be dead. The good which is health 
means to be and be more abundantly; the opposite badness means 
to be less and eventually not to be at all .  

This model can be applied in many areas besides health. What 
is the difference between good and bad thinking (again, not mor­
ally good but good in the sense of logical and skillful)? Good 
thinking enables one to keep going-to probe further into the re­
ality of what one is thinking about, understand it better, compre­
hend it more and more fully; bad thinking separates one from 
reality, sends investigation down blind alleys, and eventually puts 
an end to it. 

We find the same pattern in fields like art, economics, and 
technology. The good in every field enables human beings to ex­
pand, grow, and be more abundantly; the bad is wasteful, de­
structive, confining, restrictive. It closes doors instead of opening 
them, hems people in instead of allowing them to be more fully. 

We have not yet arrived at a notion of moral good and evil, but 
at this point we do have a primary, general notion of the intelligi­
bly good and bad. Good signifies being and more being. Bad 
leads to being less and less. 
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B: Secondary Senses of "Good" and "Bad" 

"Good" and "bad,, are also used in a secondary sense to refer, 
respectively, to what is sensibly appealing and repugnant. Chil­
dren say sweets are "good" and sour things are "bad." Good is 
what they like; bad is what they dislike. 

Sensible good and bad really are contraries, just as red and 
green are. Pain is real and, from the viewpoint of feelings, it is 
bad; feeling good is also real, and it is sensibly good. And pain 
and feeling good are positive opposites. 

The primary (intelligible) sense of "good,, and "bad" and the 
secondary (sensible) sense have this in common: good and bad in 
both senses are motives for acting. Pain (a sensible bad) motivates 
one to remove oneself from the situation in which pain is felt; 
sickness (privation of health-an intelligible bad) motivates one 
to take steps to cure it. 

Sensible good and bad are easily confused with intelligible 
good and bad. Because sense experience and the emotions associ­
ated with it are so vital to us as bodily beings, we readily suppose 
that what we feel to be good must be really good (in the interests 
of our full being) while what we feel to be bad must be a privation 
which threatens full being. But what we experience-feel-as 
good or bad and what is really good or bad for us do not always 
coincide. 

Sometimes sensible and intelligible good do go together, as do 
sensible and intelligible bad. Sickness is an example. One feels 
bad, and the bad feeling is a symptom that an intelligible good­
"health" -is lacking. Yet the sensible and the intelligible do not 
always come together so conveniently. Pain, although a sensible 
bad associated with sickness and other organic ills, is nevertheless 
an aspect of the well-being and proper functioning of the organ­
ism which feels it. Without the experience of pain, an organism 
would lack an essential warning signal telling it that something is 
wrong and needs correcting. A person who could not feel pain 
would be at risk of sawing off fingers, burning hands, ignoring 
appendicitis, and otherwise doing himself or herself injury with­
out noticing it. 

The point is this. Human action is concerned primarily with 
choice, and choices should be concerned primarily with intelligi­
ble goods and bads-the good and the bad that contribute to or 
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take away from full being. We muddy the grounds for choice 
when, confusing the two senses, we base choices on our feelings 
of sensible good and bad instead of on our judgments concerning 
intelligible good and bad-the good and the bad which truly add 
to or subtract from our full being. 

C: False Ideas of the Good and Bad for Persons 

Earlier we noted two false notions about good and bad-that 
badness is an illusion and that good and bad are positive contrar­
ies. These mistakes are more than just erroneous theories. Pur­
sued to their logical conclusions, they lead to radically mistaken 
world views and plans of life. 

Take the idea that badness is an illusion. That, roughly, is how 
Buddhism sees it, and also how Christian Science views a partic­
ular kind of badness, sickness. If badness is an illusion, the ap­
propriate response is to see through it-to stop thinking of it 
as real. Unfortunately, in the case of sickness the "illusion" may 
kill a person if left untreated, while in the case of other forms 
of badness scarcely less devastating damage may ensue. In sup­
posing that the bad is an illusion, people who think this way 
make themselves more vulnerable to it than if they acknowledged 
its reality. 

Those who view badness as a positive reality opposed to the 
good tend toward the other extreme. If the bad is a positive real­
ity, obviously one should fight and destroy it . This is the ap­
proach adopted in different ways by Marxism and Western 
pragmatism. Both suppose there is a positive set of conditions 
which constitute the good and another set of conditions which 
constitute the bad. Marxism's ideal is a secular utopia involving a 
classless society, and Marxist ideology calls on its adherents to use 
whatever it takes-the fomenting and manipulation of class con­
f lict, violence-to destroy the present corrupt order for the sake 
of bringing this utopia closer to reality. Western pragmatism, con­
fusing sensible and intelligible good and bad, takes pain for 
evil-indeed, tends to reduce evil to pain and what causes it. If 
pain is the only thing that is inherently evil, the answer to evil is 
to feel no pain. This way of thinking underlies our sensate cul­
ture, whose "solution" to evil is, among other things, to kill 
those who are perceived as likely to cause suffering (by being 
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born) or likely to feel it (by going on living even after the "qual­
ity" of their lives has declined below a certain level) .  

Just as  the understanding of badness as  a privation is  pro­
foundly different from these two views, so the approach to reme­
dying or removing the bad which arises from this understanding 
is similarly different. Christianity calls it "redemption." 

Redemption does not imagine that sin and its consequences are 
unreal; it acknowledges sin's full reality and horror. At the same 
time, it does not consider evil a positive reality, which one must 
either destroy by force or distance oneself from by whatever is 
required to feel no pain. Then how does redemption work? Essen­
tially, its strategy is to restore and heal: to overcome privation by 
making things to be and be more abundantly, to bring what is 
dead back to life, to liberate and reconcile those who have en­
slaved themselves by sin. The Judeo-Christian understanding of 
badness as a privation and goodness as full being thus leads to a 
world view and plan of life in sharp contrast with the alternatives 
proposed by zealots, hedonists, and proponents of nirvana. 

D: Basic Human Goods-Components of Human Full Being 

When we are considering what to do, our deliberation begins 
with the grounds for making or not making a particular choice. In 
every case, the grounds for choosing at least one of the alterna­
tives go back to reasons which require no reasons beyond them­
selves, reasons which point to goods appealing in and for 
themselves. These are basic intelligible goods for human beings. 
They are not things outside us which we seek to get and possess; 
they are aspects of our personhood, elements of the blueprint 
which tells us what human persons are capable of being, whether 
as individuals or joined together in community. 

The common theme of several basic human goods is harmony. 
In the world as God made it, all things were initially in har­
mony-with themselves, with one another, and with God. Sin dis­
rupted this harmony, as the account in Genesis graphically 
depicts. Now human beings - experience conflict within them­
selves, as well as conflict between their judgments of what is good 
on the one hand and their choices and behavior on the other; re­
lationships among people are sundered or disturbed; even the re­
lationship between human beings and God is disrupted, so that 
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people feel themselves alienated from the creator and are anxious 
to restore friendship with him. 

These various kinds of disharmony point to the several kinds of 
harmony or peace which are basic human goods. One is self­
integration: the elements of the self are at peace with one another. 
Another is authenticity: there is harmony among one's abilities, 
judgments, choices, and behavior-one sees and chooses what is 
good, and acts appropriately on its behalf. Another is interper­
sonal harmony: friendship, justice, and so on. And another is har­
mony with God: the relationship of reverence and friendship 
which is religion. These harmony goods can be called existential 
goods because they fulfill persons insofar as they make free 
choices.  The harmony goods can also be called reflexive goods 
because their very definition includes the making of choices 
which are harmonious. 

But human persons have other aspects besides these. We are 
bodily beings, we marry and have children, we are intelligent, we 
interact with the world and transform it. Reflecting on these 
other aspects, we see other human goods which people can choose 
and act to realize without having any further purpose in mind. 

The account of the fall in Genesis suggests what several of these 
goods are. Sin leads to suffering and death; the corresponding 
good is bodily well-being-life, health, and safety. As a result of 
sin, people are more or less out of touch with reality and truth, 
and find it harder to appreciate things as they are; the corre­
sponding good lies in having a firm hold on reality, knowing the 
truth, seeing the world's beauty and enjoying it. Sin makes both 
work and play more difficult, giving them the character of chores 
which tax our capabilities; the corresponding good is skillful per­
formance-"work," done not for some other reason but for its 
own sake, and play, by which the self expands into the world, 
interacts with it, transforms it, and finds fulfillment in so doing. 
These goods can be called "substantive" because they can be 
understood apart from the idea of choice. They stand alone, as 
it were. 

What about marriage and family life? The two accounts of cre­
ation in Genesis point out this good. According to the first, man 
and woman are created together in God's image and blessed: "Be 
fruitful and multiply" (Gn 1 :28). According to the second, God 
first creates the man, observes that it is not good for him to be 
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alone, creates the woman from part of man's body, and presents 
her to him; at once the man recognizes the woman as his appro­
priate partner, as part of himself (Gn 2 :  15-23). From this, the 
sacred writer concludes: "Therefore a man leaves his father and 
his mother and clings to his wife, and they become one flesh" 
(Gn 2 :24) . Thus, the permanent union of man and woman, which 
normally unfolds into parenthood and family life, is another basic 
human good. But this good is different from the rest, because it is 
both substantive and reflexive-substantive insofar as it fulfills 
the natural capacities of man and woman to complement each 
other, have children, and bring them up, but reflexive insofar as 
it includes the free choices by which a man and a woman, in mar­
rying, mutually give themselves and take each other as spouses, 
and in doing so commit themselves to fulfill all the responsibili­
ties of marriage and family life. 3 

In sum, we find eight basic human goods. Four are existential 
or reflexiv�-self-integration, practical reasonableness or authen­
ticity, friendship and justice, religion or holiness. Three are sub­
stantive-life and bodily well being, knowledge of truth and 
appreciation of beauty, and skillful performance and play. The 
eighth, marriage and family, is complex, and is both substantive 
and reflexive in its different aspects . Taken together, these eight 
goods tell us what human persons are capable of being, not only 
as individuals but in community. 

E: What It Is to Be a Good Person 

What makes a person good, not just good in one aspect or an­
other but good as a whole? There are several inadequate answers. 
Typically, they err by focusing on a limited aspect of human full 
being and taking it for the whole. 

One wrong theory holds that a person is made whole by satis­
fying all desires . Another, Aristotle's, says that because the use of 
reason is the noblest human activity, the most godlike, the zenith 
of human fulfillment lies in the life of the mind and the rational 
shaping of the rest of life. Still another view, that of Nietzsche, 
emphasizes creativity: people achieve excellence through original­
ity and inventiveness, confronting and surmounting obstacles to 
self-assertion, making their very lives into cunning and compel­
ling works of art. 
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None of these views has room for free choice . Proponents of the 
first two-satisfy desire, live the life of the mind-do talk about 
choice, but do not appreciate freedom and self-determination, for 
they take reality as a given: the task is to conform to how things 
are . The Nietzschean view supplies the missing element of free 
creativity but takes too little account of reality, which provides the 
options for choice: the project of a life is arbitrary and individu­
alistic; human beings are self-creators, not cooperators with God . 
All three views fail by emphasizing substantive goods and neglect­
ing reflexive ones. 

There is also a long Christian tradition which errs by empha­
sizing reflexive goods almost exclusively. Inner peace; harmony 
among intelligence, choice, and performance; good relationships 
with other people; friendship with God-here is the prescription 
for being a good person. In this view, which is St .  Augustine's, 
goodness is virtually reduced to moral goodness . 

Of course, when we say of someone without qualification, "He 
or she is a good person," we do mean morally good . We are say­
ing in effect that the reflexive goods are realized in that person's 
life .  According to Augustine, however, peace is a condition to be 
realized mainly in heaven-in which case it is hard to see what 
purpose living this present life serves . True, one could amend the 
theory to give more weight to realizing existential goods in this 
life; but even so, where would that leave substantive goods , which 
are just as much aspects of human persons as are reflexive goods? 
The good life for human beings must include life and health , in­
tellectual and aesthetic satisfaction, working well and playing sat­
isfactori ly; for most people it also includes marriage and 
parenthood. 

St. Augustine's emphasis on "peace," though not adequate , is 
nevertheless suggestive. "Peace" in the Old and New Testaments 
has a very broad and rich meaning, suggesting the greatest pos­
sible fulfi l lment for human beings in respect to basic human 
goods .  In line with this, an adequate view of human full  being 
must comprehend both the reflexive and the substantive goods . 

"But," someone might ask, "what about other goods one could 
think of?" Other goods are either not good in themselves 
(but only means to sharing in the basic goods) ,  or are only 
sensible goods such as pleasure, or are particular aspects of-or 
other names for- basic human goods named here . For instance , 
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someone might ask where political liberty fits in this scheme. But 
political liberty is not inherently good, an end in itself for human 
beings. It is an aspect of freedom to do as one pleases, and as 
such is morally ambiguous-good to the extent that it is part of a 
just political arrangement and used to pursue basic goods more 
effectively, not good when part of a system in which some persons 
take advantage of their political liberty to exploit others. So polit­
ical liberty, despite its considerable importance, is not a basic hu­
man good. Nor are all the many other "goods" one could name 
which are not on the list of basic goods we have given. 

While the "harmony" goods do not exhaust human goodness, 
they do enjoy superiority over the substantive goods in a person of 
whom we say that he or she is good without qualification, morally 
good. People who are at peace with themselves , whose honest 
judgments, choices, and behavior are in harmony, whose relation­
ships with others are marked by friendship and justice, and whose 
relationship with God is one of reverence, are saints . Saints get 
sick and die, they may not be very bright or well-informed, they 
may lack a lot in the area of the substantive goods ; yet they are 
saints if they are realizing the existential or reflexive goods in an 
exemplary manner. 

The realization of these goods is primarily and essentially 
within persons and groups of persons. Often, of course ,  there is 
also appropriate external behavior: harmony between friends is 
expressed and in many cases deepened by exchanging gifts; the 
harmony of a reverent relationship with God similarly finds ex­
pression and deepening in acts of worship. Yet it is inner reality, 
not external forms, which is essential , both for good and for ill . 

What is in the heart is what counts in realizing , or failing to re­
alize, existential goods. "What comes out of the mouth proceeds 
from the heart, and this is what defiles" (Mt 1 5 :  18) .  

I t  is different with substantive goods. A good heart does not 
guarantee their realization . If a woman gives her friend poison by 
mistake, sincerely believing it is medicine which the friend needs, 
she is truly expressing friendship-but the friend may die just the 
same. Health is in a healthy body, not a benevolent wil l ;  knowl­
edge is in a well-informed mind, not a kindly heart . 

One can act for the sake of substantive goods without having 
anything else in view: for example, people often exercise just for 
good health . But no one can act only for the sake of reflexive 
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goods, without further "content" as it were. One cannot be 
friendly without sharing something in common with one's friend, 
over and above friendship itself; and this "something in common" 
will be something-a sport, a hobby, an intellectual or aesthetic 
pursuit, and so forth-which embodies one or more substantive 
goods. So, for instance, although interpersonal ties within a fam­
ily are crucial, still family members must cooperate in regard to 
the essentials of procreation and survival if their interpersonal re­
lationships are to continue and flourish. 

Morally good people may suffer from ill health, poor educa­
tion, straitened circumstances, and many other woes of the "sub­
stantive" domain. But if they intend what is right, if their hearts 
are sound, they do realize reflexive goods. Not that substantive 
goods are unimportant-they, too, are real human goods. But 
evils contrary to substantive goods are inevitable in this fallen 
world, and those most successful at realizing them and those least 
successful share something in common: sooner or later they will 
die. Hence, if human "full being" were only the realizing of sub­
stantive goods in this world, it would not amount to much. 

The object of Christian hope is that those whose hearts are 
true-people who have cherished all the basic human goods in 
this life-will rise again to full, glorious, bodily life: a new life in 
which human goods, both reflexive and substantive, will  be per­
fected. For Christians the ideal of human fulfillment ultimately 
means the fulfillment of human persons in respect to all the hu­
man goods in heavenly communion with one another and with 
God. Then we shall enjoy again, and more abundantly, all that 
human beings lost at the beginning by sin. 

In general terms, we now have an idea of human well-being 
and full being, and can develop a theory explaining how they are 
the basis for the rightness and wrongness of actions. In the next 
chapter we shall examine a profoundly mistaken theory along 
those lines. In chapters seven and eight we shall present an ac­
ceptable theory. 



6 .  Critique of the 
Proportionalist Method of 
Moral Judgment 

Moral norms are based on human goods. But how are norms 
derived from goods? We shall spend the next several chapters af­
ter this one answering that question. 

In this chapter, though, we need to examine and criticize a 
plausible but mistaken approach to the question, that of the the­
ory called "proportionalism." (It also sometimes goes by the 
name "consequentialism/' since it focuses on the outcomes-the 
consequences-of choices and actions. But "proportionalism" is 
the better name because it expresses what proponents claim is its 
characteristic method, which calls for comparing the relative pro­
portion of good and bad in the alternatives available in a situation 
of choice. )  We will deal with four topics: what proportionalism is 
and why it is plausible; why the arguments for it fail; what con­
siderations show it to be entirely unacceptable; and the profound 
reasons why it goes wrong. 

There are good grounds for devoting so much attention to pro­
portionalism. Although the flaws which make it an unacceptable 
system have been out on the table for a long time now and are 
evidently beyond remedy, many people continue to view it as an 
attractive, common-sense approach. In particular, some Catholic 
moral theologians who reject elements of the Church's received 
moral teaching have adopted proportionalism as their preferred 
methodology. 

60 
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A: What Proportionalism Is and Why It  Is Plausible 

The heart of the method lies in comparing options and judging 
that the one which promises the greatest benefit (or, when there 
are no good options, the least harm) is the one to choose. In every 
choice, whatever is chosen has some negative aspect, at least to 
the extent that it does not include what is not chosen. What is a 
responsible person to do? "Obviously," the proportionalist says, 
"choose the greater good or the lesser evil ." 

There are many varieties of proportionalism. Some proportion­
alists hold that there are some things which one may absolutely 
never do-for example, act in a way likely in the long run to un­
dermine the very good to which the act is directed or act against 
the Golden Rule enjoining us to treat others as we would wish to 
be treated. Others say proportionalism should be used only in de­
ciding what rules to adopt, not in choosing among particular op­
tions. Others would limit it to conflict situations where violating 
a moral norm would seem to do less damage than observing it. 
And there are still other variations on the proportionalist theme. 

All varieties of proportionalism nevertheless agree in saying 
that, sometimes at least, one should weigh alternatives in light of 
their impact on human goods, and choose the one which promises 
to produce overall the most good or the least harm, even if that 
means choosing here and now to destroy, damage, or impede 
some instance of a basic human good. 

An example will help make this clearer. The United States cur­
rently has a nuclear deterrent strategy. What should be done 
about this? In very general terms, there seem to be three options, 
and it is interesting to see how various proportionalists evaluate 
them. (We are not arguing military strategy here, and someone 
who thinks we have the facts wrong is welcome to believe that, 
even though we think we have them right. Either way, the pur­
pose of the example is simply to shed light on the moral questions 
which are precisely our concern.) 

The first option is to keep the deterrent and continue the 
present policy. What policy ? To have at hand a nuclear force suf­
ficient to respond to an enemy attack at virtually any level of fe­
rocity. If worse comes to worst, that means destroying an enemy 
society, including obliterating cities. The deterrent also includes 
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lesser threats, but it emphatically includes this threat and the will 
to carry it out. Keeping the present deterrent strategy means be­
ing constantly able and willing to kill tens or even hundreds of 
millions of people, the great majority of whom would not be en­
gaged in any hostile activity at the time they were killed. 

This has practical drawbacks .  Maintaining this kind of deter­
rent means that a very large nuclear war can take place, conceiv­
ably touched off by accident. It is expensive, and likely to become 
more so as technology grows more complex and sophisticated. At 
the same time, while retaining the deterrent, we can attempt to ne­
gotiate mutual arms reduction or disarmament. So much, then, for 
the probable or possible effects of keeping the deterrent we have. 

The second option is to attempt a change to a counterforce de­
terrent. The threat is not to obliterate cities but, in response to a 
nuclear attack, to wipe out the enemy's military forces and mili­
tary capability; the will to kill huge numbers of noncombatants is 
not necessarily required. But the cost of a counterforce deterrent 
would be enormous, since our nuclear forces would have to be 
able to deliver a devastating retaliatory strike against military ob­
jectives even after absorbing an enemy first strike. Moreover, a 
counterforce strategy means competing in readiness to fight a 
meaningful war, and so makes it more likely that a nuclear war 
will be fought. 

The third option is to give up the deterrent-not at some point 
in a utopian future, when there is agreement on enforceable mu­
tual disarmament, but here and now. The drawbacks of this are 
also obvious. We are certainly not going to fight a nuclear-armed 
enemy with conventional weapons. Abandoning the deterrent 
therefore might mean surrendering to hostile domination, with 
loss of political freedom and much else. It could mean rather 
widespread loss of life, and very likely would bring religious per­
secution with it. Nor would the world then be a particularly 
stable and peaceful place. Even if we abandoned our deterrent, 
there is no reason to think the Soviets and the Chinese and other 
nuclear-armed powers would abandon theirs. Perhaps there would 
be a large scale nuclear war anyway; perhaps that would even be 
more likely than if we kept our deterrent. 

Facing these options, a proportionalist will say, "Although I 
can see some good in all of them, on balance they're all pretty 
unappealing. What to do? It will be right to choose the option 
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which on the whole will do the least harm to human goods." But 
which is that? Proportionalists find themselves unable to agree. 
Some argue for maintaining the deterrent and the deterrent strat­
egy very much as they are, others urge changing to a counterforce 
strategy, and still others advocate unilateral disarmament. Those 
who support each option suggest a way of evaluating the prospec­
tive results of all three options, but each way of evaluating results 
seems inadequate and even arbitrary to proponents of the other 
options .  Right here we begin to suspect that proportionalism, de­
spite its apparent reasonableness, is not quite so workable a 
method as proponents claim. 4 

Yet when proportionalists are not arguing with one another 
about the right resolution of a moral issue, proportionalism often 
does sound plausible.  There are several reasons for that. 

Proportionalists often examine the same approaches to morality 
we considered in chapter four and reach the same conclusion: they 
are inadequate or wrong. Catholic proportionalists in particular 
are likely to say of conventional natural law theory that it is "for­
malistic," that its emphasis on conformity to nature involves "bi­
ologism," and so forth, whereas proportionalism is concerned 
with human persons and what is good for them. 

Proportionalism also appears self-evident. "Where there is no 
good option, choose the lesser evil." What else-choose the 
greater evil? It would be outlandish to quarrel with advice to do 
less harm rather than more. 

Proportionalists claim their theory can account for exceptions 
to rules, while theories which insist on absolute moral norms can­
not. An exponent of the latter view might say people should never 
lie, but many proportionalists will say that lying is sometimes the 
right thing to do. Why? Typically, they will offer an example 
along the following lines. 

A husband and wife are driving down the highway, when their 
car is hit by a truck. The man is only shaken up, but the woman 
suffers a serious head injury. At the hospital the doctors deter­
mine that she needs immediate surgery. She is conscious, so, 
while they are preparing for the operation, they allow the hus­
band to visit her for a few minutes. "But be careful," they warn 
him. "She can't afford to be upset. If her adrenalin goes up, she 
may bleed to death on the operating table. Don't tell her how 
badly off she is ." 
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The husband goes in to see his wife. He tries to be encourag­
ing, but she insists on asking, "Is there a chance that I might 
die?" He knows what the doctors want him to say-and also the 
advice which proportionalists probably would give: "Tell her 
'No'.  Tell her she just needs to rest . Tell her anything except the 
truth." And the advice of those who believe there is an absolute, 
exceptionless moral norm which forbids lying? "Don't upset her 
if you can help it, but since she put you on the spot by asking the 
question, tell her the truth." Of which counsel a proportionalist is 
likely to say: "Some morality-kill your wife to avoid telling a 
white lie! "  

Proportionalists also claim their position is rooted in the Chris­
tian tradition. Citing classical moral theologians who speak of al­
lowing bad effects for proportionate reasons, they say they are 
only extending what such theologians did in a more limited way. 

Furthermore, proportionalists can point to ordinary experience 
to support their view. People routinely deliberate, conclude that 
of two (or more) alternatives one promises more good or less 
harm, and settle matters on that basis . They also often explain 
choices which are obviously morally good by speaking of the 
greater good and the lesser evil. Thus, a woman office worker 
who refuses her supervisor's sexual advances and soon after loses 
her job may account for her decision in seemingly proportionalist 
terms: "Certainly it was bad to be let go, but it would have been 
a lot worse to act like a prostitute in order to keep working 
there." 

B: Why the Arguments for Proportionalism Fail 

Thus, proportionalism makes a rather impressive appearance at 
first sight . Upon closer examination one finds that the appearance 
is deceiving. 

The fact that many other moral theories are inadequate or false 
does not make proportionalism adequate and true. While propor­
tionalism may seem a more attractive theory than those which 
proportionalists and we agree in criticizing, that still leaves open 
the possibility that proportionalism has radical flaws of its own. 

Pointing to the outlandishness of saying, "Choose the greater 
evil instead of the lesser," would be a sound argument for propor­
tionalism only if we could speak meaningfully of "greater" and 
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"lesser" evils in situations where a choice is necessary-if, that 
is, we could know which evil is greater and which lesser in the 
precise context proportionalists are concerned with. However, 
while we can measure goods and bads, we cannot do it in the way 
proportionalism requires. 

Rational deliberation ends if we are in a position to see that 
something is an unqualifiedly greater good or lesser evil-that 
is, better or worse overall, not better in some ways and worse in 
others. (In practice, this can happen only when the deliberation 
concerns purely technical questions-how to proceed most effi­
ciently.) Then the alternative which promises less good or more 
evil in every respect becomes rationally uninteresting and drops 
out of consideration. No need remains for a moral judgment, for 
there is no choice (unless it be the choice to follow mere feelings 
against reason). We cannot have any reason to choose what we per­
ceive as unqualifiedly less good or more evil, and since we cannot, 
in such circumstances we have no need for a rational judgment 
about which option we ought to choose. Proportionalism, how­
ever, presents itself as a system for making rational judgments 
about possible choices, whereas in the situation just described, ra­
tional deliberation ends without choice. Here neither proportion­
alism nor any other moral theory is relevant. 

What of cases where making an exception to a particular moral 
norm is obviously the right thing to do? "Keep your promises" is 
a valid moral norm, but sometimes promises should be broken. 
The answer is that one need not appeal to proportionalism to ac­
count for exceptions to such norms. Rather, the exception is made 
on the basis of the very principle which underlies the general ob­
ligation to act in accord with the norm. (We shall explain this 
point more fully in chapter lO :C.) 

What about the man whose wife might die if he tells her the 
truth? The norm against lying is very likely absolute-no excep­
tions allowed. It should be noted, though, that many who are not 
proportionalists and who hold, contrary to proportionalism, that 
there are absolute norms, would not include the norm against ly­
ing among them; thus, they would argue, without conceding any­
thing to proportionalism, that there are times when lying is the 
right thing to do. But suppose one holds that the norm against 
lying is exceptionless? For the moment, we shall only say that the 
example above by no means demonstrates the absurdity of this 
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view, as proportionalists might suppose. Why that is so will 
emerge before the end of this chapter. 

It is true that some classical moral theologians occasionally talk 
like proportionalists. But none formulated proportionalism as a 
theory or attempted to defend it as such, and their occasional 
proportionalist arguments merely reflect the fact that, before pro­
portionalism emerged as a systematic approach and its flaws were 
exposed, reasonable people could adopt bad proportionalist ar­
guments without seeing clearly what they were doing. In the 
theological tradition, moreover, when moralists speak of propor­
tionality, this need not be understood in the proportionalist sense. 
They usually mean that in some situations, besides those moral 
considerations which first meet the eye, there are further moral 
considerations to take into account; if these do not rule out the 
choice, "proportionality" is present, but if they do, it is lacking. 

Finally, there is no support for proportionalism, which is sup­
posed to be a system for rationally guiding choices, in the every­
day experience of deliberation which ends successfully without 
choice, one alternative having been perceived as a greater good or 
lesser evil. As for the fact that people often use proportionalist 
language, that proves nothing. Even though the sexually harassed 
office worker in the example may speak of losing her job as a 
"lesser evil" than acting like a prostitute, the structure of her 
choosing is not proportionalist at all.  She could just as well say, 
"Fornication is always wrong, and I would rather be faithful to 
my moral standards, to the man I hope to marry some day, and to 
myself, than do something which is degrading and sinful." How­
ever she expresses herself, she has used a prior moral principle­
fornication is wrong-to establish the "lesser evil." By contrast, 
proportionalism would have it that the moral evaluation only 
emerges from weighing and balancing the proportion of good and 
bad in the options which she faces . Would some proportionalists 
say she may give in if she really needs the job? Perhaps. For if 
fornication is not always wrong, who is to say what price she 
should regard as sufficient to justify it? 

C: The Arguments against Proportionalism 

Proportionalism is unacceptable as a theory of moral judgment. 
Several considerations make this clear. 
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There is a theological argument against proportionalism, along 
the following lines . God is all-good, all-powerful, and al l­
knowing; his loving providence extends to every creature, and 
nothing happens which he does not at least permit. God permits 
evil only because he sees how to bring good out of it . But, bear­
ing this in mind, if the key to choosing rightly is proportional­
ism's "Choose the option which promises the greater good or the 
lesser evil, on the whole and in the long run," the moral problem 
would appear to have a very simple solution (which proportional­
ists themselves have overlooked): Try anything. If one can do it , it 
must fit into God's provident plan, and God will bring the greater 
good out of it sooner or later. However, it is patently absurd to 
regard "Try anything" as a moral norm . Therefore, either propor­
tionalism or divine providence must be rejected. Now, divine 
providence is a matter of Christian faith . So, proportionalism is 
inconsistent with Christian faith . 

There are also a number of philosophical arguments against 
proportionalism. The most familiar of them concerns the fact that 
proportionalist theories assume that moral situations have fixed 
boundaries, whereas they do not . Plausible as it may sound in a 
particular situation to cite certain alternatives as if they were the 
only ones, with a little ingenuity one can usually generate other 
alternatives besides those a proportionalist wishes to take into ac­
count. Does a woman who is subjected to sexual harassment at 
work really have no choice except the moral equivalent of prosti­
tution or losing her job? If she complained to top management or 
to the agency responsible for enforcing sex discrimination laws , 
she might be pleasantly surprised. 

Similarly, while it sounds sensible to say, "Look at the likely 
outcome," just how much is one supposed to include in the "out­
come" of one's action? Looked at comprehensively, the conse­
quences of many actions are seen to extend in all directions and 
virtual ly forever. What are the consequences, in their totality, of 
having or not having a particular chi ld, of dropping or not drop­
ping the atomic bomb on Hiroshima, of doing almost anything 
else of reasonable magnitude and complexity? Who can know? 
God can; his providence embraces everything. But our human 
providence cannot begin to extend so far or embrace so much. 

And, in looking at consequences-consequences for whom? 
Friends and neighbors, or enemies and strangers, too? Only 
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people now living, or also people who have not yet been born? To 
make proportionalism work, one would have to answer al l these 
questions,  but there is no rational basis in proportionalism (or 
anywhere else) for answering them. 

Another philosophical argument is of particular importance . 
One might challenge a proportionalist in these terms : " You  speak 
of comparing the goods and bads in likely outcomes , and you say 
we should choose the alternative which promises the greater good 
or lesser evil .  But where is your scale? How do you propose to 
add up the relevant goods and bads in these different options , and 
then measure the results against one another?" 

Consider the nuclear deterrence example we looked at earlier. 
Even if every sort of good and bad at stake were ignored but 
one-say, life and death-the problem would be unmanageable, 
for the choice to be made concerns the future , which no one re­

ally knows, and must conjure with diverse sorts of risks to the 
lives of different groups of people.  But in reality a number of dif­
ferent values are involved in all of the alternatives-life, the im­
pact on global development, political freedom, the practice of 
religion, and so on. Plainly there is no way to add up al l the mor­
ally relevant goods and bads in each scenario and show clearly 
that one alternative promises greater good or lesser evil than the 
others. 

This is not just a temporary difficulty, which an ingenious pro­
portionalist thinker may solve one day. The problem cannot be 
solved . 

Here is why. We have seen that when, deliberating, we come to 
perceive one alternative as offering unqualifiedly more good or 
less harm than the rest, it becomes the only rational ly viable one, 
while the others simply drop out of consideration. There remains 
no choice to make between alternatives supported by reasons ,  and 
we make none. Proportionalism, however, would have it that pre­
cisely when there is such a choice to make, one alternative does 
promise unqualifiedly more good or less harm, and we can ascer­
tain which one this is, yet sti l l  have a choice to make . Thus,  pro­
portionalism's attempted solution to the problem of how to make 
moral judgments is inconsistent with the facts which create that 
problem. 

The balancing of benefits and harms, therefore, works in situ­
ations in which no rational ly guided choice is either necessary or 
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possible. But when such choices are necessary, proportionalism is 
of no help. For all the alternatives have something to be said for 
them and also against them, but the goods and bads, benefits and 
harms, of the alternatives cannot be measured against one an­
other. There is no common denominator for judging, as propor­
tionalism would have it, that the good promised by one alternative 
outweighs that promised by the others . And only where this is the 
case-where we cannot really see the "greater good" or the "lesser 
evil"-do we have a rationally guided choice to make , and so 
need a moral norm to determine what is ultimately reasonable . At 
that point proportionalism has nothing useful to say. 

Take the case of the man who must choose whether or not to 
tell his gravely injured wife the truth about her condition just be­
fore she goes into surgery. Undoubtedly, many proportionalists 
would say that the right thing for him to do is lie, in order to 
avoid upsetting her and endangering her life . (Even this , one 
might note, is not the sure thing the proportionalist calculus sup­
poses. The woman is no fool, she knows she has been badly in­
jured, and her agitated husband's transparent lies may alarm her 
more than telling the truth would do . ) 

If, however, the husband is convinced that the norm against 
lying is absolute, exceptionless, he is likely to reason as follows : 
"My wife is entitled to the truth about her condition, so that if 
she must die, at least she will  not be unprepared . Moreover, if I 
lie now, I will  be treating her differently than I ever have before 
and than she has ever treated me. I will  be acting as if survival 
were the most important thing in our relationship . But it isn ' t .  
We are committed to the same things, and being truthful with 
each other is one of them. We believe that if we remain faithful to 
each other and to what God wants of us , our faithfulness wil l  be 
rewarded in the long run . For me-and for her-it is a greater 
good to do what we believe to be right. But it is a greater moral 
good, determined by moral standards, not by trying to calculate 
selected short-term benefits and harms of particular options 
which can 't real ly be weighed and measured against one another 

anyway." 
In sum: When the greater good and lesser evil real ly are clear, 

there is no real moral problem. When there is a real moral prob­
lem, that is because the good and bad in the respective alterna­
tives cannot be compared in a way that makes it meaningful to 
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say, prior to moral judgment, "less good,' ,  "more bad," "less 
evil,', "more good,, , and so forth .  Instead, the alternatives are 
better and worse than one another in different respects .  Perhaps 
the same good is at stake but is subject to different and incompa­
rable risks or is at risk in different people-say, oneself and some­
one whom one cares little for. Perhaps one alternative is morally 
bad, while another is bad in relation to prospects for physical sur­
vival. Where is the common scale for comparing those two 
things? Unless there is an antecedent moral principle that can 
yield a morally relevant result, there is no scale. And because 
there is no scale, when a rationally guided choice must be made 
proportionalism is irrelevant. 

Proportionalists try to find ways to do the measuring and 
weighing their system requires. They suggest, for example, that 
although individuals disagree on the relative importance to be as­
signed various mixes of good and bad found in competing alter­
natives, communally accepted standards can be used to settle the 
question. But which community's standards? A fundamentalist 
Moslem country? An official ly atheistic society like the Soviet 
Union? Or shall we use the individualistic, consumerist standards 
of the United States and other Western countries? The standards 
of the Christian community, insofar as they are those of the gos­
pel, would provide clear and authentic guidance, because they 

embody genuine moral norms ; but if the standards of any other 
community are employed, they must not be regarded as beyond 
criticism, for that would lead to cultural relativism . 

Proportionalists sometimes speak of solving their problem by 

adopting a hierarchy of values . But how? The problem was to 
find a moral standard to settle what we ought to choose; now we 

are making a choice in order to settle what the moral standard 
wil l  be. Adopting a hierarchy of values, setting priorities- these 
are choices. What moral principle should guide us in making 
them ? If, in a proportionalist approach, this is the fundamental 
moral choice which determines a l l  others , there is nothing in the 

proportional ist system to guide it; and we have already seen that 
prescriptivist subjectivism- "My commitments settle what's right 
and wrong for me" -is not tenable. 

Proportionalists sometimes suggest that the calculating thei r 
system requi res should be guided by moral intuition; Karl Rahner 
speaks of a "moral instinct of faith. " 5  We examined the problems 
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with intuitionism and inspirationism in chapter four. It is true 
that good people-people who live consistently by sound moral 
norms-do eventually reach the point of being able, more or less , 
to judge and act correctly in what looks like an "intuitive" man­
ner; but that is because they have become sensitive to what is and 
is not in line with moral norms, not because of some intuition 
prior to norms. 

This underlines a curious fact. For years , theological propor­
tionalists have objected that the Church's moral teaching on many 
matters is not supported by good reasons . On behalf of dissenting 
opinions on contraception, homosexual behavior, abortion, remar­
riage after divorce, and much else, they propose proportionalism 
as a reasonable theory which gives a solid underpinning to their 
views. Yet this supposedly reasonable theory, in order to find a 
grounding for itself, ends by invoking community standards , opt­
ing arbitrarily for a hierarchy of values to guide choices, or ap­
pealing to intuition. Proportionalists speak in measured, rational 
terms about greater goods and lesser evils, but in the final analy­
sis their system, like the judgments it purports to justify, has no 
rational basis. 

D: neoretical Presuppositions of Proportionalism 

What are the profound reasons why proportionalism goes 
wrong? What theory of morality and of human goods underlies 
this approach? 

Proportionalists accept the idea that there are human goods like 
life, truth, justice, friendship, religion, and so forth . Christian 
proportionalists in particular agree that human goods are com­
mended to us by faith and by the Christian tradition . No Catholic 
theologian, proportionalist or not, agrees with a gross utilitarian 
like Bentham that the good is pleasure and the bad is pain. 

But the use proportionalists wish to make of human goods in 
their theory affects the way they think about them . To avoid ap­
proving evi l choices , proportionalists must maintain that the 
goods which they say can be sacrificed for proportionate reasons 
have no moral specification; thus, one finds them speaking of hu­
man goods as "premoral ," "ontic ," "physical," and so on. 

They must also think of goods in a very concrete way. If the 
issue in a particular situation is human life, the admonition that 
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all human lives are sacred is not helpful to proportionalists; they 
want to know whose lives are at stake, how their chances of sur­
vival are affected by the likely outcomes of particular courses of 
action, and so forth. These are not foolish questions . But are they 
the right questions? 

Proponionalists need to assume that human goods are impor­
tant only insofar as they exist in specific instances : human life is 
important only insofar as it is this person's life or that one's .  
Thus, they make even the substantive human goods more con­
crete than they are and tend to ignore the reality they have in the 
wills of those who choose for them-or against them . At the same 
time, they also psychologize the reflexive goods of "harmony." 

Consider the husband and the injured wife . A proportionalist 
analysis focuses on the probability of the wife's surviving if the 
husband adopts various courses of action-and her chances of 
survival are morally relevant because life is a human good, a fun­
damental aspect of her personal reality. But the relationship be­
tween husband and wife is also morally relevant . To the extent 
proportionalists take it into account, they are likely to treat it only 
as a psychological reality, a certain set of experiences, rather than 
a real bond between two persons which has a moral character. Yet 
precisely from this latter point of view it is absurd to tell the hus­
band, as a proportionalist implicitly would in advising him to lie, 
"A little damage to your faithfulness to each other won't do any 
harm; it may even help your relationship." 

Reflexive goods simply do not fit the proportionalist way of 
thinking about human good. The proportionalist calculus there­
fore tends either to psychologize them and treat them as concrete 
goals to be achieved, or else to ignore them. As for a substantive 
good like life,  the proportionalist attends only to its individual, 
concrete realizations. However, even substantive goods take on a 
cenain reality in a person 's self-determining, free acts which bear 
on them; and one's fulfillment in respect to substantive goods 
will come about far more by God's re-creative act than by one's 
own efforts. Hence, the moral significance of a choice lies not so 
much in its concrete results as in what one does to oneself in 
making it: we are obliged to be faithful, not successful. 

All this applies also to the communal choices in  which many 

people panicipate. (Granted , communities do not have minds and 
wi l ls of their own . But the leaders of a community, acting in  their 
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official capacity, make choices, and the members of the commu­
nity are involved in these willy-nilly. These are the communal 
choices for which many-perhaps all-community members have 
moral responsibility.) For example: If the United States or some 
other nuclear nation maintains a deterrence policy involving the 
will in certain circumstances to kill millions of people engaged in 
no hostile activity at the time they are killed, the individuals who 
make up such a nation make themselves, to the extent they ap­
prove and cooperate with the policy, persons with a murderous 
will .  This is so even though the deterrent is never used. We saw 
earlier that there is no workable proportionalist scale by which to 
weigh the options revolving around deterrence and say one em­
bodies "lesser evil." But, proportionalism aside, one can say that 
maintaining the deterrent is morally evil because it expresses a 
will to kill  harmless persons. 

As this suggests, proportionalists have lost sight of the funda­
mental reality of moral action-that it is self-determination, mak­
ing oneself to be a certain sort of person by the choices one 
makes. They are right to take consequences into account, for the 
moral evaluation of a choice hinges to a great extent on one's es­
timate of what will happen if one chooses and acts in that way. 
But they are wrong to focus almost exclusively on consequences, 
overlooking the fact that the moral character of a choice resides 
precisely in its being self-determining for the one who makes it . 

Inevitably, then, proportionalism undermines the creativity 
which should characterize moral life .  Take an absolute norm like 
"adultery is always wrong." A legalism which sacrifices persons to 
rules? That is how proportionalists would have it. 

Of course, there is more to marriage than not committing adul­
tery. But once the norm that adultery is always wrong is dis­
carded, what is left of marriage? A proportionalist will sketch out 
a theory-marriage is sharing in satisfying sexual experience, liv­
ing real community, and so forth. The proportionalist knows 
quite clearly what marriage is. If one's marriage fits the pattern, 
it is a worthwhile marriage; if not, it is "dead." That is the ar­
gument for divorce. It is also, strange to say, the rationale for 
celebrating a variety of pairings for which ordinary Christian lan­
guage at least does not use the word "marriage." 

In fact, though, the absolute norm "adultery is always wrong" 
together with a few other absolute norms are essential to the 
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authenticity of the marital commitment. They do not say what 
marriage is. They merely say what is excluded, leaving it to each 
married couple to decide creatively what the positive content of 
their marital relationship will be. In this view, one marriage need 
not be like another. Real marriages are alike in excluding whatever 
is inconsistent with marital commitment, but otherwise they dif­
fer according to the partners' creativity and their response to 
God's grace. Proportionalism says couples must conform to a pat­
tern which predefines marriage. In reality there is no one pre­
defined model which every "good" marriage must resemble. 

Nietzsche was an early, strenuous opponent of proportionalism. 
Wrong in abandoning objective standards and making individuals 
autonomous in relation to God and one another, he nevertheless 
was right to insist that creativity is essential to human full being . 
Hence his critique of proportionalism, which was advocated in his 
day by British utilitarians and which he called a "shopkeeper's 
ethics." In our day as in his, proportionalism thinks of upright 
choices as means to ends , while remaining blind to the fact that 
the moral life is essentially a process of creative self-determination 
through choice. 



7 .  Natural Law and the 
Fundamental Principles 
of Morality 

According to the teaching of the Church which we examined 
in chapter three, natural law provides the basis for judgments 
of conscience. But scholastic natural law theory, discussed in 
chapter four, fails to establish a basis for moral norms in human 
goods. By contrast, proportionalism, criticized in chapter six, 
tries to base moral judgments on human goods , but proves un­
workable. 

With this chapter, we begin laying out a more adequate natural 
law theory, which gives a central role to human goods. (Inciden­
tally, if the Church did not use the expression "natural law," we 
very likely would not-not because there is something wrong with 
it, correctly understood, but because, misunderstood, it can give 
rise to legalism and lend support to conventional morality, espe­
cially to the mistaken idea that specifically Christian moral norms 
are no more than counsels for the few and impractical ideals for 
the many.) To begin with, in this chapter we shall cover four 
points: the Church's idea of natural law; the principles of practi­
cal reasoning, presupposed by moral principles; the first principle 
of morality; and the meaning of what we call modes of responsi­
bility. 

A: The Church's Idea of Natural Law 

St. Paul, as we saw earlier, speaks of the moral law written in 
human hearts: Even the Genti les ,  who lack revelation , have access 

75 



76 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

to this guide, and wil l  be judged by whether they follow it or not 
(Rom 2 : 14-16) . This law written in hearts is natural law. 

The Second Vatican Council and the popes from Leo XIII on 
regularly assume the account of natural law given by St . Thomas 
Aquinas. He begins with what he calls the "eternal law." This 
is God's wise and loving plan for creation . It is "law" in the sense 
that it is what God has in mind and wil ls to bring about in creat­
ing. 

Human beings are part of creation, but a special part . Other 
things in our experience-inanimate objects, plants , animals­
have no choice except to conform to God's plan; he makes them 
what he wants them to be. But human beings have intelligence 
and freedom, and God intends that these gifts be used: we can 
know something of God's plan for our own fulfillment and freely 
help to carry out that plan. This knowledge which we naturally 
have about what is good for us is our share or participation in the 
eternal law. Thomas calls it "natural law." 

"Natural" knowledge of a "natural" law of morality is not in­
consistent with the fact that there is also such a thing as "re­
vealed" moral truth. In fact, there is an overlap. St. Paul points 
out that pagans know without revelation some of what Jews know 
from divine revelation . For instance, revelation says killing the 
innocent is wrong, but a person without access to the law of 
Moses can also know this.  

But even though people can naturally know a great deal about 
right and wrong, in the fallen human condition they often have 
trouble doing so. Thus, God generously reveals a number of 
moral truths which in principle could be known without revela­
tion in order that, as Vatican Council I says , they can "readily be 
known by al l men with solid certitude and with no trace of error" 
(DS 3005/1786; translation supplied) . 

Thus, the Church traditional ly has taught that divine revela­
tion includes truths of the natural law-for instance , the Ten 
Commandments . But suppose someone fails to see the truth of 
something which the Church teaches belongs to natural law. Does 
this mean that, the Church notwithstanding, it does not? No-for 
even apart from personal sin ,  the human condition , including the 
institutionalized immorality present to one degree or another in 
every human culture, can blind people to truth . 
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Natural law is most perfectly revealed in Jesus . He is the Word, 
the perfect image of the Father; and the Word became man-a 
human individual who most perfectly expresses what human be­
ings are called to be . Not that Jesus was or did everything worth­
while and fulfilling; he was not a concert pianist, a parent, a 
distinguished scholar, an outstanding athlete, and much else . But 
in relation to the essential human cal ling to discern, embrace, and 
live out one's vocation as a child of God in fidelity to the will of 
the Father and in community with other human persons, he was 
indeed "perfect man ,, , who , as Vatican II teaches, "fully reveals 
man to man himself and makes his supreme calling clear,, (GS 
22). In Jesus as a human being-in his words, attitudes, and 
deeds-we primari ly learn what natural law is and how a Chris­
tian should live. 

B: The Principles of Practical Reasoning as Such 

The thinking which underlies human action and guides it is 

practical reasoning. Even before thinking of what we should do, 
we think about what we could do : "What are my options?,, (It 
may be of course that the "options,, are so obvious that we are not 
conscious of this step . Conscious or not, though, it does come 
first. )  We therefore need guidance from principles of practical 
reasoning before we can even take up a moral question .  

Thomas Aqui nas l ikens the most basic practical principle to 
the principle of noncontradiction which underlies al l thinking (the 
same th ing cannot both be and not be at the same time and in the 

same respect). He expresses the principle which underlies al l 
practica l thinking as : The good is to be done and pursued, the 
bad is to be avoided . That does not tel l us what to do; it merely 

tel ls  us what is basic to doing anything at al l .  In thi nking about 
doing someth ing , we must th ink in terms of doing or achieving 
what is good and avoiding what is bad ; otherwise, we would have 
no reason to act . 

The basic human goods give content to this principle. They tel l 

us i n  very general terms what is to be pursued and what is to be 

avoided . For example:  "Health is a good thing to be protected, 

sickness is a bad thing to be avoided . , ,  Such general determina­

tions of the fi rst principle always are among the starting poi nts of 
del iberation . Usua l ly, of co urse , we do not make the specific 
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statement that goods like health and friendship are to be sought 
while evils like sickness and hostility are to be avoided-that is 
too obvious to need stating . But even if left unstated, such prin­
ciples are essential to the process of deliberation and choice; we 
can only have reasons for regarding possibilities as interesting 
when we are thinking of some human good to be pursued or some 
evil which would mutilate such a good and is to be avoided. 

This usually is so even when people choose something contrary 
to a good. We never act for the sake of what is bad precisely as 
such; rather, except when we give in to merely emotional motiva­
tions, we are pursuing a real human good or avoiding an evil op­
posed to such a good-although we are wil ling  to act against 
some other good (or some other instantiation of that same good) 
in order to achieve the objective. Thus , someone who deliberately 
chooses to commit suicide does not adopt the view that life as 
such is a bad thing which should be destroyed; rather, he or she 

has decided to flee some misery and has concluded that death is 
the only sure way. 

Although people always choose for the sake of goods (whether 
intel ligible goods, as is usual ly the case , or at least emotional ly 
appealing goals) , they do not-as the example of suicide shows­
always choose in a manner consistent with al l of the goods. One 

can choose what limits , damages, destroys, or impedes human 

goods, and one can choose to foster the realization of human good 
in some people at others' expense .  

Here the moral problem enters i n .  There would b e  n o  problem 

if the choices we faced simply involved pursuing real human 
goods, but life often is a great dea l more complicated . We can give 
in to merely emotiona l  motives , and we a lso can choose one good 
at the expense of another, our own good at the expense of some­
one else's, and so forth .  Which is the right choice? We need a 
moral principle for discrimination . 

At this point proportionalism offers its solution to the part of 
the problem which arises from conflicts among different instances 
of a real human good or goods .  "No matter what we choose, we 
get mixed results. In conflict situations, we just can 't avoid bad 
results for some human goods and some people. So let 's weigh the 
goods and bads, and choose the greater good or lesser evil . " But 
we have seen that the d iverse packages of goods and bads in the 
options confronting us in a situation of choice are simply not sus -
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ceptible to the rational weighing and measuring which propor­
tionalism calls for (though they can be, and often are, weighed 
and measured irrationally, on the basis of feelings). Proportional­
ism is not the principle we are looking for. 

C: The First Principle of Morality 

What, then, is the first principle of morality? It must supply 
an answer to this question: Among the possibilities which I see in 
a situation of choice, how can I tell which are morally good and 
which are morally bad? 

Scripture offers some help. The most general moral principles 
found there are the love commands: Love God above all things, 
and love one's neighbor as oneself. A choice in accord with love of 
God and neighbor is morally good; a choice contrary to love of 
God and neighbor is morally bad. 

Important as that is (at least, to someone who accepts the truth 
of the gospel and wishes to live by it) , what exactly does it mean? 
People often say love moves them to do whatever it is they feel like 
doing, but not everything someone might feel like doing is unam­
biguously good. Is helping a despondent brother with terminal 
cancer kill himself a morally good thing to do or is it not? Is it an 
expression of love-and therefore morally right-for a wife to be 
faithful to a husband who is unfaithful to her, while spurning a 
relationship with someone else with whom she has real bonds of 
sympathy and mutual affection? 

Although not even Scripture is entirely clear about what love 
requires, it does contain some indications . St. Paul, for instance, 
writes: "Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for the 
one who loves another has fulfilled the law. The commandments , 
'You shall not commit adultery; You shall not murder; You shall 
not steal; You shall not covet' ;  and any other commandment, are 
summed up in this word, 'Love your neighbor as yourself' " 
(Rom 13:8-9). Love, then , means fulfilling one's responsibilities 
in the community shaped by the covenant . So it is by no means a 
mere truism without content to say that the basic principle of mo­
rality is love of God and neighbor. Stil l ,  natural law is available 
even to people unaware of the covenant (see Rom 2 : 14- 16) . How 
might one formulate their understanding of the first principle of 
morality? 
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Vatican II gives a valuable indication in the Pastoral Constitution 
on the Church in the Modern World: "The norm of human activity 
is this: that in accord with the divine plan and will , it should 
harmonize with the genuine good of the human race, and allow 
men as individuals and as members of society to pursue their total 
vocation and fulfill it" (GS 35).  

Morally good human acts are those consistent with the real 
good of the human family. No individual is responsible for bring­
ing about the total human good for everybody; but each of us is 
obliged to do his or her own share in light of humankind's divine 
calling in this world and the next . This means, among other 
things,  that one should avoid choosing what will not fit in his or 
her Christian life-both those things which fit in no Christian's 
life and those which do not fit one's own particular life under­
stood in relation to one's personal vocation . 

But even Vatican II's formulation needs clarifying, to make ex­
plicit the principle's bearing on choices and to show how human 
goods provide standards for practical judgment . Here is a formu­
lation of the basic principle of morality which does this: In volun­
tarily acting for human goods and avoiding what is opposed to them, 
one ought to choose and otherwise will those and only those possibilities 
whose willing is compatible with a will toward integral human fulfill­
ment. What does this mean? 

"Integral human fulfillment" is the realization in all persons of 
all the human goods in all the ways they can be realized which are 
compatible with one another. This is an unfolding of what Vatican 
II says; for in the passage quoted above, "the human race" refers 
to the whole human family-past and future as well as those who . 
happen to be living now-and so "the genuine good" to which 
the Counci l refers includes the realization of al l human possibi li­
ties in all persons joined in perfect community. 

Integral human fulfillment is an ideal and not, as a utopian 
system like Marxism would have it, an achievable stage in history, 
to be pursued even at the expense of human goods and human 
beings now. But it is not just a beautiful ideal with no bearing on 
real life.  On the contrary, it is the most practical of ideals, since a 
wil l  toward integral human fulfi l lment-a wi l l ,  one might pre­
cisely say, in love with this ideal-is the standard of morality; 
whereas, in wi l ling at odds with a wil l  to integral human fulfill­
ment, we are being immoral . 
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The basic principle of morality calls attention to something 
very important about human goods. Although not limited to their 
concrete instances, since they also exist in a morally significant 
way in the wills of those who love or fail to love them properly, 
they are not principles of morality apart from human beings. 
These are the goods of real individuals and communities. "Life" 
is the life of this or that person who lives or could live if given the 
opportunity; "friendship" is the relationship between or among 
these particular individuals .  

Yet the human family encompasses billions of persons-alive, 
dead, not yet living-and so the ideal of integral human fulfill­
ment takes in a vast number of possible realizations of human 
goods. Moral uprightness is the condition of a will which, in its 
openness to the fulfillment of persons in human goods, is not lim­
ited to some people rather than others, some goods rather than 
other goods. Moreover, it is committed to human fulfillment 
rather than to narrower experiences like "enjoying yourself" or 
"having things." (These may be aspects of fulfillment, but they 
are not the whole of it. )  

The morally good person has an openhearted, generous will  to­
ward all human goods and toward the well-being and full being of 
all human persons. Immorality is a kind of arbitrary selectivity in 
loving human goods and human persons; moral goodness, rooted 
in the ideal of integral human fulfillment, means loving every 
possible instance of every basic human good in every person, just 
as God does. 

D: The Modes of Responsibility 

This first principle of morality is very general. It is hard to see 
how it could be used to analyze and solve particular moral prob­
lems. We need intermediate principles, midway between the first 
principle and specific norms, which make it possible to put the 
first principle to use, rather as the transmission harnesses and 
passes along the energy generated in an automobile engine for the 
purpose of turning the wheels. 

These intermediate principles are the modes of responsibility. 
They do not mention particular acts-do not speak of killing the 
innocent or of adultery or of any other specific deed-but they 
do identify ways (modes) of choosing and acting in line with the 
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first principle of morality; they are specifications of the first prin­
ciple which direct willing along morally right lines . They exclude 
ways of willing which are not compatible with complete open­
heartedness and reasonableness, despite the fact that our feelings 
tempt us in those directions and there are usually some reasons to 
heed their promptings. 

As that suggests, morally wrong actions are not total ly irratio­
nal. There are reasons or emotional motives underlying them, ba­
sic human goods or sensible goods are involved, or otherwise we 
could not choose them at all. Immorality means acting for reasons 
or with emotional motives (which always can be rationalized) yet 
not acting in a fully reasonable way-that is, with a will consis­
tent with loving all realizations of human goods in everyone . Act­
ing in this latter way is what the modes of responsibility guide us 
in doing. 

We shall consider the eight modes of responsibility in the chap­
ter that follows. Here we shall use one to clarify some general 
considerations pertaining to them all. 

The familiar Golden Rule is one formulation of a mode of re­
sponsibility which concerns fairness or impartiality. There are 
various ways to express the idea, but all exclude unreasonable par­
tiality toward oneself and those to whom one feels attached, while 
requiring an attitude of solidarity toward others and readiness to 
carry it out in appropriate deeds . The Good Samaritan, willing to 
make everyone his neighbor by treating everyone in a neighborly 
way, exemplifies the Golden Rule in action. 

In stating the Golden Rule, one does not mention any particu­
lar kind of act. This principle does not speak of stealing, adultery, 
killing, or anything else. Instead it says how one's will should be 
related to human goods and other people, regardless of the spe­
cific action in question. (To anticipate a bit-no, this does not 
imply that one can do anything whatsoever, provided one's will is 
"related to human goods and other people" in the right way. As 
we shal l see, some deeds cannot be performed with a right will by 
anyone who knows what he or she is doing.)  

There are other famous formulations of the principle of fairness 
or impartiality besides the Golden Rule.  One is Immanuel Kanf s 
principle of universalizability: Act always so that the maxim of 
your action can be a universal law. Kant observes that whenever 
we do something, we can offer a reason (either a real reason or a 
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rationalization) for doing it; this he calls a "maxim for action ." 
Suppose, then, that in considering a particular action and one's 
reason for doing it, one asks oneself: "Would I really and consis­
tently want that reason to be sufficient for everyone else who 
wanted to do the same thing in the same circumstances?" If so, 
one is acting in accord with Kant's principle in performing that 
action for that reason . 

Kant works all this out in a highly technical philosophical way, 
but the principle he enunciates is very close to the Golden Rule. 
His point is that one cannot reasonably offer a set of reasons for 
one's own actions and those of the people one cares about, while 
refusing to let the same reasons govern the actions of people to 
whom one feels no attachment . It is not reasonable to say, "I have 
a right to take from others, but nobody has a right to take from 
me," "My children should get A's for doing C work, but other 
children shouldn't," "It's all right for my country to swallow 
up vast quantities of scarce natural resources and pollute the en­
vironment, but it isn't right for other countries ," and so on. Why 
people adopt such unreasonable attitudes is plain enough: feelings 
prompt them. However, if one is reasonable in accepting some­
thing as a reason for acting, one will accept it consistently and 
want it consistently accepted by others as if it were part of a set of 
general rules to be observed by everyone . 

Underlying this mode of responsibility, as we have suggested, is 
the fact that feelings do indeed incline us to take a preferential 
attitude toward goods and people we are fond of, while being less 
concerned about-even hostile to-strangers and enemies . We 
are tempted to discriminate in our own favor and bend the rules 
for relatives and friends. But that is not reasonable . When we 
choose and act this way, our hearts are not set on integral human 
fulfillment, on the whole community of persons and their fulfill­
ment in all the goods, but on some goods and some persons . 
Thus, the Golden Rule or principle of impartiality explicitly re­
quires something implicitly required by the first principle of mo­
rality and the ideal of integral human fulfillment. 

But even though we are less than fully reasonable in choosing 
to be unfair (or, for that matter, in violating some other mode of 
responsibility), we are not acting irrational ly; unfairness is not a 
form of insanity. When one faces a choice between acting fairly 
and unfairly, there are intelligible goods (or, at least , easi ly ratio-
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nalized emotional motives) on both sides of the argument; and if 
one makes a preferential choice favoring oneself or those who are 
near and dear, certain real human goods will generally be realized 
which will not be realized (or realized in the same way and to the 
same degree) if one chooses and acts impartially. Thus, morality 
requires some nonrealization of goods which could be realized 
through immorality: people who treat others fairly (or in other 
ways do what is morally right) pay a price. 

From the moral point of view, fairness is better than any pos­
sible advantage which could be gained by acting unfairly. Still, if 
we focus instead on simply getting what we want for ourselves 
and people we care about, we at least are speaking sensibly in 
saying, "It's all very well to be idealistic, but in the real world 
you've got to look out for yourself-that's the greater good." 
Choices reflecting this "realistic" attitude are not in accord with 
generous openness to human goods and persons; but although it 
certainly is unreasonable, it is not irrational to be systematically 
selfish. It is simply another life-style, an immoral one. 

We shall formulate this mode of responsibility and the others 
more precisely in the next chapter. Already, though, we can see 
how a mode of responsibility serves as a useful moral standard, 
showing that some choices and acts are wrong. We also see its 
relationship to the first principle of morality and the ideal of in­
tegral human fulfillment. Impartiality, the mode we have been 
examining here, is one intermediate principle among others which 
can be deduced from the first principle:  it calls our attention to a 
particular way of choosing and acting contrary to the ideal of in­
tegral human fulfillment. 

In the Christian tradition, modes of responsibility are generally 
not proposed as propositions.  The Golden Rule is an exception, 
since it is stated clearly in the Bible. Scripture more often offers 
examples of good and bad acts, good and bad persons, and so 
communicates and illustrates moral principles in concrete form. 
Scripture also speaks often of justice, fairness, mercy, and so 
on-the various virtues . 

What is the connection, if any, between moral principles and 
virtues? Do we have here two distinct, perhaps even competing, 
approaches to morality-an ethics of moral truth versus an ethics 
of virtue? Not at all .  
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Take the Golden Rule again. One who consistently chooses 
fairly and works consistently to carry out such choices is a fair 
person-a person, that is, with the virtue of fairness or justice . A 
virtue is nothing other than an aspect of the personality of a 
person integrated through commitments and other choices made 
in accord with relevant moral norms derived from the relevant 
mode of responsibility. In other words: living by the standard of 
fairness makes a person fair. Moral norms and virtues are not sep­
arate standards of morality; virtues grow out of norms in the lives 
of people who consistently live by them; righteousness and holi­
ness are fruits of truth in hearts re-created by God's grace (see 
Eph 4:24) . 

Jesus did not teach all the modes of responsibility in so many 
words. In keeping with his culture, his style of teaching was for 
the most part concrete rather than abstract. Moreover, he taught 
especially by the example of his own life . "Learn from me; for I 
am gentle and humble in heart" (Mt 1 1  :29) . He was the truth 
which he revealed; he knew what is morally right; he chose con­
sistently in line with that knowledge; he put himself entirely into 
carrying out those good choices . Thus, the various aspects of his 
character were virtues-meekness, humility, fidelity, fortitude, 
and so forth-arising from his consistent observance of moral 
norms. His followers, he tells us, can learn those norms and ac­
quire those virtues by taking him as their model. 



8 .  The Modes of Responsibility 
Which Specify the First 
Principle 

The first principle of morality tells us that in choosing (and 
other kinds of willing) one should always will in accord with a 
will toward integral human fulfillment . One cannot choose "inte­
gral human fulfillment" as such, but one can choose in a manner 
consistent with loving that ideal. Important as it is , however, this 
principle is too general to tell us what kinds of acts are morally 
right and wrong. To bridge the gap between the first principle 
and specific moral norms, intermediate principles are needed . 

These intermediate principles, which follow logically from the 
first principle ,  we call "modes of responsibility." There are eight. 
In chapter twenty-six we shall see that they correspond to the Be­
atitudes ,  which fulfill  and transform them . Here we shall con­
sider the modes in their own right, while also showing, at the end 
of the chapter, how they orient us toward integral fulfillment. 

A: The First Seven Modes of Responsibility 

The first mode of responsibility is this : One should not be de­
terred by felt inertia from acting for intelligible goods. 

The mode comes into play when one sees something worth do­
ing but feels too lazy or unenthusiastic to do it . There is no good 
reason for not acting; one simply does not feel in the mood. For 
instance: You intend to get up on time in order to get an early 
start on some jobs that need doing, but when the alarm goes off, 
you just rol l

. 
over and go back to sleep; you plan to tackle a chore 
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you have been putting off when you get back to your office after 
lunch, but when you return you find an excuse to do something 
else, promising yourself, not for the first time, that you will get 
around to the disagreeable task tomorrow. Although one can 
choose to behave in this way, often no choice as such is needed or 
involved. 

Obviously there are times when people are too tired or too ill 
to do worthwhile things. Moreover, some people are psychologi­
cally crippled by depression. The mode does not insist that one 
push oneself beyond one's real limits. It only tells us what love of 
integral human fulfillment plainly requires-to pull ourselves to­
gether when that is possible and do something worth doing when 
there is no good reason for not doing it. People with this virtuous 
disposition are called energetic, diligent, industrious, and so 
forth; people with the opposed vice are said to be lazy, sluggish, 
procrastinators. 

We find support for this mode in revelation. God himself is a 
model, for he is energetic, active-a creator. Moreover, people 
sometimes decline to act for the sake of what is worthwhile be­
cause they see no meaning to life: "We're all going to die sooner 
or later-what difference does it make?" Revelation provides a 
reason to hope and reminds us that now is the acceptable time for 
carrying out God's will. 

The second mode is: One should not be pressed by enthusiasm or 
impatience to act individualistically for intelligi.ble goods. 

A mother and her seven-year-old daughter are in the kitchen 
getting dinner. The little girl is rather slow and clumsy. Growing 
impatient, the mother tells her, "Never mind, dear. Your father 
will  be home soon. I'll do it myself." 

A magazine editor finds that he has two veteran copyeditors 
who are fast and skillful, and two youthful newcomers who are 
inexperienced and slow. He gives most of the work to the veterans 
and very little to the youngsters, reasoning that his job is to put 
out a magazine, not teach beginners their trade. 

The second mode, then, comes into play whenever one thinks 
of encouraging the involvement of other people in one's action or 
the action of one's group, finds no compelling reason for not do­
ing so, but ends up acting for the sake of results rather than to 
enable people to share in the good. Instead of enlarging the com­
munity, keep things simple and get the job done: "If you want 
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something done right, do it yourself." It is not necessary to make 
an explicit choice to exclude others; perhaps one simply plunges 
ahead without caring whether others participate or not. 

The mode says more than just "Many hands make light work." 
It makes the point that, while one should do one's share, one 
should also let others do theirs-for the sake of team work, 
shared responsibility, community. Getting jobs done is important, 
but the ideal of integral human fulfillment also requires that 
people participate in doing them-that they care about the good, 
serve it, and grow in doing so while contributing to the growth of 
the community. People with this attitude are often said to have 
"team spirit," while those who lack it are typically described as 
"going it alone." 

Revelation makes it clear that humankind shares a common vo­
cation: increase and multiply, fill the earth and subdue it (see Gn 
1 :28). More than that, the new People of God make up the body 
of Christ, in which each member has his or her particular func­
tion (see Rom 12 : 3-8; 1 Cor 12 :4-26) . This is the principle un­
derlying shared responsibility in the Church and collegiality 
among the bishops and the pope. 

The third mode of responsibility is this: One should not choose 
to satisfy an emotional desire except as part of one's pursuit and/or 
attainment of an intelligible good other than the satisfaction of the de­
sire itself. 

You feel like having another drink or another piece of dessert. 
You do not really need the drink or the dessert; the only reason 
for having them is to get rid of the discomfort of an unsatisfied 
desire . Here the mode of responsibility comes into play. But not 
as a spoilsport. The point is not that one should never take a 
drink or eat dessert . Often, if one has no reason whatever to the 
contrary, one acts on desires without having to make a choice, 
and there is nothing wrong with that. Rather, the point is that 
without a genuine reason one should not choose (against some ra­
tional consideration) to satisfy desires; otherwise one is following 
passion and making reason its slave. Because sensible goods con­
tribute to integral human fulfillment only insofar as they are 
subordinate aspects of intelligible goods, the mode says: Act rea­
sonably, not just to satisfy mindless cravings.  

Ordinarily, of course, it  is  not too serious a thing to have a 
second drink or another piece of dessert (even though it would be 
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healthier not to) without a good reason . But often people violate 
this mode of responsibility on a far larger scale, devoting much of 
their lives to essentially meaningless routines performed merely to 
satisfy cravings and compulsions . One thinks of those driven in­
dividuals who work harder and harder, longer and longer hours, 
in order to enjoy an ever higher standard of living, but whose 
self-imposed routine leaves them no time to "enjoy" anything ex ­
cept, possibly, such relief from anxiety as the frantic observance 
of their routine affords them .  The virtuous disposition corre­

sponding to the mode is best cal led self-control ; the opposed vice 
includes aspects of lustfulness , gluttony, greed, jealousy, impetu­

ousness, and so on. 
Revelation cal ls our attention to personal freedom and moral 

responsibility. Throughout the Bible self-indulgence is viewed as 
a bad thing, a consequence of sin . Scripture also l inks it to idola­
try. One who worships the true God seeks to use his or her God­
given gifts in a fruitful ,  purposeful way; self-indulgence is a waste 
of gifts, a waste of life itself. 

The fourth mode of responsibility complements the thi rd : One 
should not choose to act in accord with an emotional aversion, except 
when necessary to avoid some intelligible evil other than the inner ten­
sion experienced in enduring the aversion. People violate this mode 
when they either fai l to act or modify a reasonable course of ac­

tion to avoid some unpleasantness . 

A man has put off seeing his  dentist for three years; he knows 
he should make an appointment but keeps delaying because he is 
afraid the dentist wi l l  find cavities . An office manager is aware 
that  one of the stock boys has been coming in  half an hour late 

every day for the last week; she knows she ought to talk  the prob­
lem through with the young man before the situation gets worse, 

but she puts it off because she fears the conversation might turn 
into a messy emotional scene . To both these people the mode 
says: Take heart- rise above your feelings of repugnance, do what 

you know you ought to do . 
Violations of this mode and the previous one necessari ly in­

volve a choice- a choice to act i n  response to feelings rather than 
for the sake of the i ntelligible goods which contribute to i ntegra l 

human fulfil lment. The vi rtuous disposition corresponding to the 

fourth mode is cal led by names l ike cou rage, fortitude, tenacity, 

and perseverance ; the vice is cowardice , squeamishness, and so on. 
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In reminding us that we have freedom and responsibility, reve­
lation makes it clear that we should not spend our lives calming 
our anxiety by avoiding things we do not like, as if that were a 
good in itself. Revelation also assures us of God's support in our 
upright endeavors , thus fostering hope which counteracts anxiety. 

The fifth mode, whose derivation from the first principle of 
morality was explained in the last chapter, is : One should not, in 
response to different feelings toward different persons, willingly proceed 
with a preference for anyone unless the preference is required by intel­
ligible goods themselves. 

Sometimes it is . The realization of many of the goods of family 
life depends on the preferential love of family members for one 
another. Moreover, if one of your children is musical ly gifted and 
the others are not, it makes perfectly good sense to pay for music 
lessons for the gifted chi ld but not the others. You are treating 
one chi ld in a manner significantly different from the rest, but 
you are not acting unfairly. 

But differences in treatment are unfair when they have no such 
intel ligible grounding. That is usual ly the case with discrimina­
tion based on nationality or race . There can be exceptions. If, for 
instance, you were trying to organize an Irish-American cultural 
society in your town ,  it would be reasonable to cal l the people in 
the phone book with Irish-sounding n ames and skip the rest- but 
ordinari ly race and nationality provide no reasonable grounds for 
making distinctions . 

Partiality can take the form not only of discrimination against 

others and selfishness but of excessive sympathy for those one 
feels emotiona lly attached to . But whereas people are usual ly 
quick to condemn gross selfishness, an individualistic faul t, par­
tia l ity on behalf of others is not only more common but often 
treated as acceptable .  It is easy to favor those who are present to 
us and making claims on our sympathy, at the expense of others 
who are absent and not immediately pressing thei r claims. So, at 
the time, not many Americans objected to dropping atomic 
bombs on two Japanese cities in 1 945 ,  since this was a way of 
saving American lives by bringing the war to a rapid conclusion; 
the fact that it a lso ki l l ed many thousands of noncombatants did 
not seem too important- after a l l, they were Japanese. 

Whi le  one can choose to be unfair, usual ly, as this example 
suggests , one does not make precisely that choice. Instead, one 
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knowingly and willingly acts unfairly as a more or less incidental 
by-product of doing something else one wants to do: "Nothing 
personal, buddy-I'm just looking out for number one." Perhaps 
one is not even conscious of being unfair; one is just not open­
hearted enough to be fair. The mode of responsibility tells us to 
put ourselves in others' places, to take into consideration how 
what we do will affect everyone else who will be affected. For 
they are people, too, just like us and the people whom we care 
about. 

Unfairness is very "normal" in our fallen human condition . 
Ordinarily we take our cue from conventional morality and as­
sume that, as long as we abide by it, nothing we do can be really 
wrong. And conventional morality's counsel with regard to fair­
ness is quite simple: "Don't be any more unfair to others than the 
rules of this particular group permit you to be ." Living in this 
way, we are no doubt conventionally decent people. But Christian 
morality transcends conventional morality; its standard is not the 
rules and conventions of particular groups, but moral truth . 

Still, this mode of responsibility does not tell us never to con­
sult feelings in deciding how to treat others. Rather, it tells us not 
to make different feelings toward different people the basis for 
treating them differently unless that is required by some intelligible 
good. Sometimes it is. Affection is important in any intimate 
friendship-for example, in marriage. In deciding whether to 
marry Joe or Tom, Mary acts altogether reasonably in giving 
much weight to the fact that she feels a great deal of affection for 
Joe and far less for Tom. Similarly, an executive interviewing ap­
plicants for a job as his administrative assistant acts reasonably in 
hiring the one with whom he feels most at ease (supposing of 
course that he or she is otherwise qualified) since that will be 
important to their working well together. 

Revelation tells us that we are all children of the same Father. 
Thus, there is a basic equality-in dignity-among all persons. 
To this the New Testament adds that we are al l redeemed by 
Christ and cal led to the same heavenly glory. In this way revela­
tion strongly reinforces the wrongness of any sort of unreasonable 
partiality. 

The sixth mode of responsibility is :  One should not choose on the 
basis of emotions which bear upon empirical aspects of intelligible 
goods (or bads) in a way which interferes with a more perfect sharing 
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in the good or avoidance of the bad. In other words ,  maintain the 
priorities which integral human fulfi llment sets, and don 't sacri­
fice reality to appearance . 

People do that in many ways . Very often we prefer to settle for 
civility and superficial friendliness instead of taking the possibly 
painful steps required to resolve problems . Someone who really 
wants to get to the root of a problem in order to correct it may be 
regarded as a troublemaker: "Don 't rock the boat . "  For example: 
Family members seriously at odds with one another find that they 
can get along-even look to outsiders like a "happy family"-by 
cultivating tacit evasions and polite pretenses . But the problems 
remain, obstacles blocking truly loving relationships, despite the 
appearance of serenity. The advice of conventional morality is 
likely to be, "Leave well enough alone . Keeping up appearances 
is what counts. It would be too painful to confront the problems . "  
Sometimes that may even be good advice , if politeness and surface 
tranquility are real ly al l that is possible . But where it is possible 
to develop real friendship , authentic community, and people settle 
for appearances , this mode is being violated . 

Violations always involve a choice : to prefer appearances to re­
ality. There is no one word for the virtuous disposition involved, 
but it goes by such names as sincerity and seriousness; the vice is 
cal led superficiality, self-deception, insincerity, frivolousness, and 
so forth .  

Revelation makes it clear that real values lie beyond experience. 
It is vastly more important to do what is right than to feel good . 
Acting in light of moral truth , not keeping up appearances, is 
what counts .  

The seventh mode of responsibi lity is this : One should not be 
moved by hostility to freely accept or choose the destruction, damaging, 
or impeding of any intelligi,ble good. 

This  mode may be more widely recognized and accepted than 
any other; at l east ,  very few people try to defend merely hateful 
acts of revenge . On the other hand, people do often make a 
case for "teaching those so- and- so's a lesson they won 't forget" 
and otherwise acting in  ways that look very much l ike revenge. 
The seventh mode prohibits such behavior, motivated by hos­
ti l ity, which reduces human fulfi l lment without reason. Its coun­
sel is: Calm down ;  it doesn 't help to hurt people; more injury, 
violence, or ki l l i ng wi l l  not undo the hurt already done or bui ld 
community. 
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One can choose to seek vengeance, but one also can violate this 
mode without doing that, by allowing side effects which one 
would not accept except for one's hostile feelings . Irritated at 
neighbors who partied into the wee hours, a suburbanite mows 
his lawn first thing in the morning; in a kinder frame of mind, he 
would be more considerate about not disturbing others' rest . 

The person whose virtuous disposition corresponds to this 
mode is said to be patient, long-suffering, forgiving; the person 
who has the opposite vice is called vengeful, vindictive , spiteful ,  
and so forth. Revelation tells us repeatedly that God is forgiving. 
It tells us, too, that it is up to God, not us, to see to it that the 
scales are righted and justice is done-according to his stan­
dards-in the long run. 

B: The Eighth Mode of Responsibility 

The eighth mode is this: One should not be moved by a stronger 
desire for one instance of an intelligible good to act for it by choosing to 
destroy, damage, or impede some other instance of an intelligible good, 
whether that same one or another. 

This mode comes into play when one is tempted to do evil for 
the sake of good, adopt bad means to a good end. Proportionalism 
systematically rejects this mode as a moral principle . 

The mode is violated only by choices . For example: This new­
born has Down's Syndrome and it will cause a lot of problems for 
its parents if the baby lives, so instead of treating and feeding it , 
we shall sedate the infant and let it starve to death. Or: Left to its 
own devices, some hostile power might be tempted to invade one 
of our allies, while using nuclear weapons against the United 
States to prevent it from intervening ; so, to prevent that from 
happening, we shall threaten the hostile power with nuclear retal­
iation even up to the level of wiping out its society. Such choices 
are the essence of Machiavellianism: Do what you must to protect 
your interests . 

The mode's message is that we must respect human goods by 
refusing to act against one for the sake of another. Living this 
way, we shal l not always get what we want; we shal l not be able to 
achieve some goods and avoid some harms . But Christianity has a 
response to what otherwise might appear to be a di lemma: Be 
confident in  God's providence. Do what is  right, but do not try to 
get the best results at any price. We are not responsible for 
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bringing about the greatest good for the whole human race, but 
only for serving the goods of human persons as best we can . Con­
fronted with the fact that one instance of human good cannot be 
served without choosing to do injury to another, we acknowledge 
that our responsibility is not the same as God's and we can trust 
him. 

Obviously one should not make "Trust God" an excuse for act­
ing irresponsibly. The assumption underlying trust in God is that 
one does the very best one can to carry out one's own responsibil­
ities . But having done this and still finding oneself in a predica­
ment from which escape seems possible only by choosing a "lesser 
evil," one is entitled to say, "I've done all I can, and now I can 
only trust in God." 

The eighth mode of responsibility is not a variation of the Stoic 
maxim "Let right be done though the heavens fall." True, the 
same point is at issue-one should not do moral evil to prevent 
another evil or bring about something good. But the Stoic maxim 
is wrongheaded for two reasons.  One is that it exalts personal 
moral purity more than it deserves. Reverence for human goods 
points to moral requirements, but-ultimately-moral require­
ments, important as they are, are not ultimate; only God is ulti­
mate. Moreover, Christians do care whether the heavens fall 
(literally or only metaphorically), and recognize that they should 
do their best to keep them from falling. If, however, it appears 
that one can do so only by doing moral evil,  a Christian says, "I 
can't do that. I must trust God instead. He probably won't let the 
heavens fall, but even if he does, I believe that finally he will 
bring into being new heavens and a new earth, far better than the 
ones I know now." Yet the Christian attitude is not a moralism 
without concern for human persons, for it emphasizes reverence 
for the human goods precisely because these are aspects of human 
persons, made in God's image and called to share in heavenly ful­
fillment in Christ. 

Although the eighth mode tells us never to act against one in­
stance of the good for another's sake, this precept seems to carry a 
significant qualification in the Old Testament: Never act in this 
way unless divinely authorized to do so. This is most obvious in 
the case of kil ling. To understand the situation, one must remem­
ber that the Old Testament is the record of a group of people 
living by a conventional morality of their own; time and again 
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they identify the achieving of their objectives-to escape oppres­
sion, to win in battle, to take revenge on an enemy-with God's 
will .  Focusing on obedience to God, they tend to ignore the 
claims of human goods such as life when respecting those goods 
would interfere with pursuing their objectives . 

A different picture emerges in the New Testament. Here it be­
comes clear that human fulfillment does not lie in achieving par­
ticular earthly objectives. His kingdom, Jesus assures us, is not of 
this world (Jn 18:36). No longer are a society's requirements for 
survival equated with the will of God. Indeed, what is required to 
achieve any earthly objective-even the spreading of the faith or 
the flourishing of the Church-may in some circumstances be 
contrary to God's will. It has taken Christians a long time to 
grasp this. Hence the long, sorry history of religious wars and 
persecutions carried on by Christians certain they were doing 
what God wanted. 

Similarly, although the eighth mode entirely rules out choices 
to kill,  the Old Testament is often mined to provide religious 
grounding for killing in war and capital punishment. Plainly, too, 
a prohibition of every choice to kill  is a stricter position than 
classical moral theology and most of the Christian tradition 
has held. Still, a development of doctrine in the direction of the 
stricter position seems both possible and necessary. Not even the 
Old Testament gives unbridled license to violence. Private feuds 
are excluded; when the people go to war, there must be a good 
reason; on the whole it is better to settle disputes peacefully. Be­
yond that, it seems hardly possible to reconcile choices to kill  in 
war and capital punishment with the words and deeds of Jesus in 
the New Testament-for example, his teaching to love our ene­
mies, turn the other cheek, do good to those who hate us (Mt 
5 :38-48). The Church at least has never taught that choices to 
kill are an obligatory part of Christian life .  Even the "just war" 
theory starts with the assumption that war is unlikely to be just, 
and lays down conditions whose violation enables one to make 
this judgment. 

To say one may not choose to kill  people nevertheless does not 
mean one may never engage in activity which results in someone 
else's death. In defending others against violence unjustly directed 
against them, one may use force to stop the wrongdoing. If, for 
instance, armed criminals were attacking his family, a man who 
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lacked less forceful means of defense might reasonably respond by 
opening fire on the criminals with his shotgun; similarly, a coun­
try could defend itself against an unprovoked invasion by using 
military force against the invading army. The choice in such cases 
is not precisely to kill; rather, it is a choice to use the minimum 
means necessary to stop those wrongly engaged in using force and 
violence against others . (Thus, the man in the example may not 
shoot to kill if it is clear that a shotgun blast in the air will scare 
off the marauders; and a nation may not obliterate enemy cities as 
a way of compelling an invading army to withdraw. ) 

C. How the Eight Modes Shape Life toward 
Integral Human Fulfdlment 

The eight modes of responsibility cover all the areas in which 
we encounter moral problems. They follow from the fundamental 
principle of morality-be open to and care about all the human 
goods in all people-and specific moral norms follow from them . 
Standing between the fundamental moral principle and specific 
norms, the modes are extremely important. If one understands 
them, one is in a position to give a plausible explanation of any 
particular moral norm (supposing of course that it is true) and 
also to work out new moral norms for new situations . 

The eight modes together shape an individual's life toward the 
ideal of integral human fulfillment. This ideal calls for service to 
intelligible human goods, and such service often requires resis­
tance to the urges and aversions of sentient nature as such . In 
concluding this treatment, it is worth considering how the modes 
function in this regard. 

The message of the third and fourth modes is that one should 
not simply follow feelings in the hope of avoiding frustration or 
reducing anxiety, but should act for the sake of reasonable pur­
poses for action . To be sure, feelings are important . It often 
makes good sense to consult one's feelings in deciding what to do. 
But it is not reasonable to act on the basis of feelings against rea­
sons rooted in intelligible goods. These modes tel l us to follow 
reasons against feelings whenever the two conflict . 

The first mode tel ls us to overcome laziness and inertia and try 
to achieve some good . To this the eighth adds an important cau­
tionary note: In acting for the sake of one instance of the good , do 
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not destroy, damage, or impede some other instance or instances. 
The end does not justify such a means, and "lesser evils" (suppos­
ing one could really know them) are not to be chosen. So the first 
and eighth modes together direct us toward acting for the goods 
of human persons and reverencing them. The sixth mode lends 
support by directing us toward the real good in its wholeness, 
rather than the mere experience or appearance of the good in iso­
lation from the reality. 

These five modes of responsibility provide us with an orienta­
tion to the goods themselves. The others-five, seven, and two­
orient us in our interpersonal relations;  they tell us how to relate 
to people.  

The fifth mode says: Be fair, treat everybody impartially, rec­
ognizing that all are children of God and possess a fundamental 
equality in dignity. To this the seventh adds: And even if it is 
fair-as it can be-to take revenge, do not do so; do not adopt 
the ethic of "an eye for an eye.'' The second mode's message is 
that, besides treating people impartially and not hurting them to 
get even, one should enter into cooperation with them. Join with 
others-and be sure to let them join, too-in pursuit of the good. 
Build community. 

Implied in these eight modes of responsibility is a world view. 
But it is not the world view of conventional wisdom. The latter 
amounts to saying one should obey society's rules so as to be ac­
cepted as a decent member of society, but, observing that mini­
mum, one is then at liberty to do as one pleases, and nobody else 
has a right to complain or interfere. 

We all encounter and are tempted by that world view. Yet we 
cannot help having some insight into the world view of the modes 
of responsibility. There is nothing mysterious or esoteric about 
them. Anyone who makes a commitment to try to know what is 
morally true and live by it, even when doing so is difficult, is 
truly committed to living inspired by the ideal of integral human 
fulfillment. But how does one make that commitment? 

The act of faith is such a commitment for Christians. Included 
in the commitment to God is a commitment to turn away from the 
darkness and live in the light of truth. But even a good pagan 
who does not hear the gospel preached desires to live in the light 
of moral truth and pursue human goods in an openhearted, 
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generous way-and that also is an implicit act of faith . If such a 
person later hears and accepts the gospel , his or her commitment 
to live by the ideal of integral human fulfillment is not repudiated 
but transformed into the following of Jesus, a way of life which 
points to fulfillment in heaven as the reality to which, thanks to 
Jesus, the pursuit of "integral human fulfillment" now leads . 



9 .  The Voluntary : What Moral 
Norms Bear Upon 

Having examined the modes of responsibility, we must consider 
moral norms, which tell us whether particular acts are right or 
wrong. But first we must see what human acts are . That, essen­
tially, is the subject of this chapter. 

The question is more difficult than one might suppose , and 
also extremely important. The issue is precisely this: What are we 
morally responsible for, and how responsible are we? 

People often think of moral principles as having to do with out­
ward behavior. Taking a norm like "Do not kill," they apply it to 
any behavior which brings about somebody's death . As we know 
from the gospel, however, morality is much more a matter of in­
ward attitude than outward behavior: "What comes out of the 
mouth proceeds from the heart , and this is what defiles" (Mt 
15 :  18) . Thus, to understand the morality of human actions, we 
must examine choices and other kinds of voluntariness and see 
how moral norms apply to them. 

We shall consider six topics: kinds of voluntariness which pre­
cede choice; pursuing goals, choosing, and accepting side effects ; 
responsibility in choosing and responsibility in accepting side 
effects; commitments; kinds of voluntariness which presuppose 
choice but are not choices; and omissions. 

A: Kinds of Voluntariness Which Precede Choice 

Two kinds of voluntariness precede choice: simple wi lling and 
interest. 

99 
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"Simple willing" refers to the basic aliveness to human goods 
which everyone naturally has . Before making a choice, one must 
be drawn toward the goods involved in the several possibilities in 
such a way that they can provide reasons for choosing . Lacking 
this basic thrust toward life, truth, friendship, and the rest ,  one 
would never think of doing anything for their sake . Thus, for 
there to be any choices at all,  there must be an underlying willing 
of goods, by which one is alive to them as general possibilities of 
human fulfillment. This underlying willing is simple-that is, 
unqualified-willing. 

"Interest" refers to a willing which is more focused than 
simple willing. One's interest is aroused only as one becomes 
aware, at least vaguely and remotely, of some range of possible 
ways in which one might conceivably act for goods . Because in­
terest depends on this further awareness , one's interests develop 
and vary with experience, knowledge, relationships with other 
people, and so forth. In particular, because one cannot even begin 
to consider acting for something unless the purpose is or includes 
some goal with emotional appeal, the willing we call "interest" 
always builds upon habits of feeling. Thus, while everyone is 
alike in being alive to the good of life, people differ in their inter­
ests in self-preservation and care for the lives of others, in avoid­
ing disease and preventing accidents , and so on. 

Whenever we deliberate, we would (if we could) act for all the 
intelligible goods promised by all the possibilities under consider­
ation . That "would (if we could)" is interest .  It motivates us to 
make a choice, which is required by our inability to act at once 
for everything in which we are interested. For unless we choose , 
we shall satisfy none of the interests at work in that set of al ter­
natives. 

Once a choice has been made, the wi l l ing which we cal l "inter­
est" before the choice is given a new name: "intention ." It con­
tinues to motivate the choice and the subsequent willing involved 
in its carrying out. Because choices are self-determining , they 
feed back upon interests, and so modify and develop them. For 
this reason, most of an adult's interests are not instances of volun­
tariness which altogether precede choice . Although they do so in 
the sense that every choice presupposes some already existing in­
terest or interests, they usually depend more or less on past 
choices. To the extent they do, one is responsible for them . 
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B: Pursuing Goals, Choosing, and Accepting Side Effects 

Pursuing goals, choosing, and accepting side effects are really 
distinct from one another, although one never chooses without pur­
suing a goal, and one never accepts side effects without choosing. 

Pursuing a goal means acting in view of some definite outcome, 
either for the sake of an intelligible good in which one is inter­
ested or under the impetus of a merely emotional motive. To act 
under the impetus of a merely emotional motive-and to use rea­
son to shape the action so that it will be effective-often is not a 
bad thing to do. That is so when there is no reason to refrain from 
the action. For example, a student who goes to the infirmary with 
a sore throat, moved only by the desire to feel better, does nothing 
wrong provided there is no reason not to go to the infirmary. In 
cases like this, one spontaneously does what one feels like doing; 
no choice is necessary, and so no moral question arises. 

But suppose the student cannot possibly get to the infirmary 
without cutting a class. Now there are conflicting possibilities, 
with different goods at stake. A choice is required, because there 
is a reason not to do what the student feels like doing. On reflec­
tion, however, a good reason for going to the infirmary also may 
come to mind: "I normally would not cut that class," the student 
says to himself, "but I've had this sore throat for three days, and 
I'm just going to get sicker if I don't do something about it." So 
he cuts class and goes to the infirmary, pursuing the goal of ob­
taining treatment by a course of action chosen with the intention 
of restoring health. Evidently there is a difference between pursu­
ing a goal by merely emotional motivation and pursuing a goal­
perhaps the same goal-by choice for the sake of an intended 
end. 

Side effects may also come into play. Although the student has 
a good reason for choosing to go to the infirmary, he foresees 
problems if he cuts class . Perhaps he has been having trouble 
with that course; this is the last lecture before a big exam; the 
professor is likely to give some helpful hints . In choosing to go to 
the infirmary, the student does not choose the bad side effects of 
cutting class, yet he foresees them and, without desiring them, 
willingly accepts them. 

There is more to choosing than simply pursuing goals. A 
choice is the selection of a line of action from among possibilities 
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or against counterindications. In choosing, one engages in self­
determination by adopting a proposal to do something. This is 
not the same as freely accepting side effects, for a choice, strictly 
speaking, bears upon the content of the proposal one adopts in 
making it, not upon side effects which one anticipates and accepts 
but does not choose. That, for example, is what happens when a 
deliberative assembly adopts a motion: the content of the motion 
is precisely what is chosen, even though the assembly may see 
that other things besides the motion's "content" will come about 
as side effects of carrying it out. 

Sometimes the action we choose immediately realizes the good 
we intend. A woman decides to play tennis instead of reading a 
book, just because she intends that good which is inherent in 
playing tennis . When she does what she decided to do-plays ten­
nis-she realizes the good she has in view without having to make 
any more choices. 

In other cases, though, the good one has in view in choosing a 
particular action is not realized in performing the action but only 
later. In taking medicine for a sore throat, one's health is not re­
stored at that very moment but subsequently. In taking the med­
icine one does what one can to get over the sore throat; but the 
end one intends-health-only comes about at the end of a causal 
process over which one does not have total and direct control. 

In still other cases, the intended end will only be achieved as a 
result of some further action (or actions) requiring a further 
choice (or choices) on one's own part or on the part of some other 
person or persons. For instance: someone plays tennis not for the 
sake of the game but in order to make a business deal; the ac­
tion-playing tennis-is a means to the end intended in making a 
deal, which is a quite distinct action. Or: one man threatens an­
other, "If you insult my wife again, I'll kill your child." If the 
threat works, it is effective only because the second man decides 
not to insult the first's wife again. Thus, a choice is a means when 
one chooses to do something for the sake of a purpose which will 
only be realized, if at all, through some other choice or set of 
choices, one's own or someone else's. 

Often, too, one foresees that carrying out a choice will have 
side effects-an impact, for good or ill, on human goods other 
than those to which the choice itself is directed. Such side effects 
are not the same as the content of the proposal one adopts by 
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choice. The student chooses to go to the infirmary for the sake of 
his health; the problems which may arise from cutting class are 
neither part of what he has chosen nor are they included in or 
conducive to what he intends. 

On the other hand, one cannot honestly say something is an 
unintended side effect when it is part of a proposal adopted for 
the sake of an ulterior good. The man who threatens another 
man's child is not entitled to regard what he threatens to do as an 
unintended side effect, for the threat is precisely his chosen 
means of protecting his wife . 

But suppose a woman who has decided not to submit without a 
fight if someone ever sexually attacks her fights off a man who 
tries to rape her by slashing his throat with his own knife . Unless 
she deliberately kills the attacker, perhaps for revenge, by using 
greater violence than necessary to thwart his attack, she can 
rightly say that his death was not something she chose; it was an 
unintended side effect of defending herself, rather than part of a 
proposal which she adopted by choice. In practice this can be a 
subtle distinction indeed, but it is essential to understanding the 
morality of complex actions. 

C: Responsibility in Choosing and in Accepting Side Effects 

We are primarily responsible for what we choose. But we also 
are responsible ,  though in a different way, for the side effects of 
our choices and actions. 

Choosing is directly in our power. In choosing, one determines 
oneself with respect to the goods involved in the proposal one 
adopts. A woman who chooses to play tennis makes herself a ten­
nis player. A man who chooses to kil l  another man makes himself 
a ki l ler. Not that we have no moral responsibility for side effects 
resulting from our actions (we do) or that such results are not 
morally important (they are); but moral responsibility lies much 
more in what one chooses and does to oneself by one's choices 
than it does in their results. 

The point is clearest when something happens so that what is 
chosen and what results differ drastically. Suppose John chooses 
to murder Bob, but Bob dies of natural causes before John can act 
on his choice: John's self-determination in choosing to ki l l  is nev­
ertheless real , and he is moral ly guilty of murder. Or suppose 
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Mary chooses to give her sick child medicine , and to her horror 
the child has a violent allergic reaction and dies : morally speak­
ing, Mary is a caring parent, not a murderer. Certainly, conse­
quences are important-moral(y important if they are included in 
the proposal one adopts or if one intends them-yet the primary 
locus of moral responsibility is not in the consequences but in the 
identity one gives oneself by choosing. 

In a morally complex act, where one chooses a means to an 
ulterior end-tennis for the sake of a business deal , threatening 
somebody's child for the sake of protecting one's wife-one's re­
sponsibility extends not only to the good one ultimately intends 
but to the means one chooses to reach it . A woman playing tennis 
to make a business deal makes herself to be both a business­
woman and a tennis player; a man who threatens a child's life as a 
way of protecting his wife gives himself the moral identity of a 
solicitous husband and a child-threatener and killer. We are mor­
ally responsible for whatever we choose, even if we choose some 
things only as means to other ends which we "really" have in 
view. 

The nuclear deterrent provides a good example. Of course we 
do not "really" want to kill millions of small children and old 
people in a paroxysm of nuclear violence. We want peace and 
freedom. We are only making this threat (with considerable reluc­
tance and genuine regret) to keep the leaders of unfriendly powers 
from taking away our liberty and the liberty of our friends. All 
very true. But in choosing the deterrent, we determine ourselves 
not only in respect to the goods we intend to protect but in re­
spect to the death of those millions of children and old people 
under certain conditions .  This is a real act of self-determination, 
and it is beside the point that we feel revulsion at the thought of 
what we have chosen to do and that we hope the time for doing it 
never comes. In making this choice, we give ourselves at one and 
the same time the moral identity of lovers of peace and freedom 
and that of kil lers of children and old people . 

We saw in the last chapter that four of the modes of responsi­
bi lity (three, four, six, and eight) are concerned only with choos­
ing. Three and four tel l us not to choose to follow desires or to be 
restrained by fears; six tel ls us not to choose the felt aspect of the 
good in preference to its ful ler reality; and eight tel ls us not to 
choose to destroy, damage, or impede any instance of a good for 
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the sake of something else . These four modes , then, are con­
cerned only with choices , not with accepting side effects. But the 
others (one, two, five, and seven) can come into play in reference 
to accepting side effects; one may not accept side effects when do­
ing so would violate one of these modes . 

Suppose there are rats on your property. You want to poison 
them, but there are also small chi ldren in the neighborhood who 
may get into your backyard and eat the rat poison. You say to 
yourself, "Nobody asked those kids over here . If they poison 
themselves, that's their problem ." Poisoning chi ldren is not part 
of the proposal you adopt , and , of course , you do not intend to 
harm the chi ldren (in the sense that you have no interest in doing 
that) ; but you do foresee the poisoning of children as a possible 

side effect of your action . You would not risk it if your own child 
might be poisoned . Thus , the fifth mode of responsibil ity-treat 
others as you would want them to treat you-comes into play and 
tells you, "Don't put rat poison in the backyard . "  Accepting side 
effects must be judged in relation to fai rness. 

Again, suppose you are contemplating a course of action which 
wi l l  produce side effects harmful to someone you hate. You are 
bidding on a contract , and your competitor wi l l  go bankrupt if he 
does not get it .  You might rightly accept this side effect of your 
successful bidding if you have noth ing in view except carrying on 

your own business . But if you have a grudge against the other 
fel low and are delighted to underbid him, knowing he wi l l  be 
forced out of business , you are accepting that side effect i n  a way 
forbidden by the seventh mode of responsibility : do not act out of 

hosti l ity. 
Sim i larly, we are not permitted to accept side effects when do­

ing so wi l l  violate the first and second modes of responsibi l ity: 

act for the sake of the good , but do not act for the good individ­
ualistical ly. 

D: What Commitments Are 

A lthough the word "commitment" has many different mean­

i ngs, we u se it to refer to certai n  choices motivated at least partly 

by the i ntention of one or more of the reflexive goods- self­
i ntegration , practical reasonableness and authenticity, friendship 

and justice ,  rel igion. Commitments typical ly involve undertaking 
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a relationship with another person or group of persons. So, for 
example, the act of faith, marital consent, religious vows, and de­
termining to reform one's life are commitments. 

Malting a commitment is different from setting out in pursuit 
of some definite goal, even a very large one like becoming famous 
or ending the arms race. There is nothing wrong with pursuing 
definite goals-indeed, it is often necessary and morally obliga­
tory-but this is not what is meant by a commitment. For com­
mitments are open-ended and share in the indeterminacy of the 
interests which give rise to them. One can definitively achieve a 
goal, but one can never say one has so fully realized the good one 
intends in malting a commitment that no further realization of it 
is possible. 

Malting the act of faith, for example, is not simply setting out 
to achieve certain objectives; it is undertaking a whole way of life, 
without knowing-without it being possible to know-everything 
one will have to do in the course of a lifetime to live out the com­
mitment. Marrying (if one enters marriage as a commitment) 
does not mean simply imagining a certain state of affairs and say­
ing, "Sounds pretty good-I think I'll go for it." It means under­
talting to cooperate with another person in a common life in a 
multitude of ways that cannot possibly be anticipated at the be­
ginning. Within the framework of these commitments-the life of 
faith, married life-one will no doubt pursue many specific goals, 
but these are not the commitments themselves. Rather, they are 
more or less appropriate ways of implementing and serving com-
mitments. 

Still, large, long-term goals and commitments are at least alike 
in that they organize people's lives . Setting out to make a million 
dollars before you are thirty will certainly give a great deal of 
structure to your life. So will setting out to be a good priest or a 
good doctor. Within the framework of the latter commitments, 
however, there is room for a creativity which is not possible 
within the framework of pursuing a goal like malting a million 
dollars. With a goal in view (and one should have goals in mind), 
all one can do-at best-is adapt one's pursuit of it to changing 
circumstances and devise more effective ways of reaching it . But 
in living out a commitment, one is constantly challenged to think 
of new goals and new projects for serving the good, goals and 
projects of which no one else may ever before have thought. 
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Commitments are made freely-that is, by choice. Usually one 
sees alternative commitments one could make, and always one is 
aware that if one undertakes this commitment, it will entail many 
responsibilities .  One has the choice of saying yes or no. Having 
made a commitment, however, one is likely to do many things in 
carrying it out without choosing each time, since many of the 
ways in which a commitment is fulfilled tend to become matters 
of habit which exclude ways of acting incompatible with the com­
mitment even before they come to mind. 

For example, a husband and wife for whom their marriage is a 
commitment may reach a point at which they hardly have to 
choose any more not to be unfaithful-the practice of marital fi­
delity has become so ingrained that they are scarcely ever tempted 
even to think about being unfaithful. Still, what is done within 
the framework of a commitment without having to make addi­
tional choices is done freely, with the freedom of the commitment 
itself. Thus, habitually faithful husbands and wives are not simply 
plodding along a well-worn rut with blinders on; their fidelity 
has the freedom and moral significance of their marital commit­
ment. Moreover, even the most faithful person sometimes is 
tempted to violate (or, at least, omit to fulfill) his or her commit­
ments and must reaffirm and deepen them by choosing to reject 
the temptation . 

E: Sorts of Voluntariness Which Presuppose Choice 

Simple willing and interest come before choice . But there are 
also kinds of voluntariness which come after choice and presup­
pose it. Although the modes of responsibility do not directly ap­
ply, since they bear only on choice and accepting side effects , 
there is nevertheless a kind of moral responsibility in these cases . 
Examples will make this clear. 

One such instance might be called executive wil ling. (By "ex­
ecutive" we mean a wi l ling which occurs in the course of execut­
ing a choice one has made.)  Someone makes a choice and, in 
carrying it out, sees that it has an unforeseen impact on some 
human goods. Without choosing this impact or accepting it as a 
side effect, the person simply goes along with it willingly. A mob­
ster setting fire to the store of a shopkeeper who refuses to 
pay "protection" money discovers that the shopkeeper is inside;  
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without making any further choice , and so without choosing mur­
der, he proceeds,  aware that he is causing someone's death and 
not really caring. No choice , but very real moral responsibility, 
quite similar to the responsibility one has for accepting the side 
effects which one foresees in making a choice. 

Another sort of voluntariness which presupposes choice is that 
involved when one's actions have unforeseen consequences which 
could and should have been foreseen . A woman who gets drunk at 
a party and then drives home may not think about the possibility 
of killing someone in an accident, but she could and should do 
so; even if no accident occurs, she has some moral responsibility 
for endangering lives . A more conscientious person would think of 
the danger and refrain . 

There can also be moral responsibility in readiness to will, as a 
result of previous choices .  Suppose a man repeatedly commits 
small sins of cheating and dishonesty. When he has the unex­
pected opportunity to steal something of great value without be­
ing observed, he is likely to be in a frame of mind-as a result of 
previous, repeated choices to do small dishonest deeds-to com­
mit the big crime. 

Hence, one can have a moral responsibility for things one is not 
thinking about or paying attention to, and therefore can hardly be 
said to "choose." Scripture speaks of unknown faults and sins : 
even though we examine our consciences carefully, we do not no­
tice them-yet we are not thereby without responsibility, for we 
could have. "I am not aware of anything against myself," Paul 
says, "but I am not thereby acquitted. It is the Lord who judges 
me" ( 1  Cor 4:4) .  How serious our responsibility in such circum­
stances may be and whether mortal sin is involved are questions 
to be considered later (in chapter I S :B) .  

F: Omissions and Our Responsibility for Them 

We are responsible not only for what we do but for what we fail 
to do, supposing it should be done. But note the latter qualifica­
tion . We are gui l ty of an "omission" in a moral sense only when 
we have a moral responsibi lity and fail to fulfi l l  it .  Forgetting to 
do something one has no moral responsibi lity to do is not an 
omission . Skipping lunch because you are too busy to eat is not an 
omission , moral ly speaking-unless , that is, you have a moral ob­
ligation to eat lunch . 
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There are different kinds of omissions . One is a choice pre­
cisely not to do something which should be done . A couple have 
an infant with Down's Syndrome, and they do not want the chi ld . 
They choose not to feed it so that it will starve to death-that is , 
they choose to kill it by omitting care which they have an obliga­
tion to give. 

A more common kind of omission occurs when someone with a 
moral responsibility does something which conflicts with fulfill­
ing it, knowing it will go unfulfilled . Parents on a vacation find 
that one of the children has a high fever. It could be something 
serious,  but they put the child to bed with an aspirin because 
they are enjoying themselves and do not want to take time out for 
a long drive to the doctor. They have not chosen to neglect their 
child, yet the omission is a side effect of what they do choose : 
concentrating on their own fun.  Again, students who ought to 
study for an exam decide to have a party first; they do not exactly 
choose to omit study, but they know perfectly well that they will 
omit it because they will be too tired to study later. 

Omissions also occur when we know we should choose but fail 
to get around to it . A mother and father see that their little 
daughter is not well-the child is listless , tires easily, sleeps 
badly, has poor color. Probably they ought to do something. But 
then again-maybe it is just a bug. Maybe they can safely wait 
and see. Maybe. . . . They never do make up their minds . Again: 
A young woman knows she ought to start examining her con­
science carefully as a necessary part of getting her life straight­
ened out, but somehow never does get around to it . There are 
good intentions-or, more accurately, appropriate interests-in 
such cases, but the relevant choices are lacking. 

Finally, there is the kind of omission which occurs when one 
never even thinks of doing something one could and should do , 
but which one would think of if one were more responsible . Sup­
pose Bil l  is aware that his wife has been unusual ly quiet and with­
drawn lately, but he thinks little of it because he is full of his own 
affairs. One day she attempts suicide . A less self-centered hus­
band would have seen the problem developing and tried to find a 
way to help. Bi l l  cannot say he has no responsibility. 

Thus, we have four different kinds of omissions, each with its 
own kind of responsibi l ity. Are these distinctions i rrelevant hair 
splitting? Not real ly. Suppose people feel gui l ty about some 
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negligence many years earlier-parents, for instance, whose child 
has turned out badly and who blame themselves . It is no help to 
such people to tell them, "You didn't choose to be neglectful par­
ents, so you didn't commit any sin and you shouldn't feel morally 
responsible." They know perfectly well that they are somehow re­
sponsible, even if they cannot say exactly how. On the other hand, 
neither is it helpful to say, "You're right-you didn't do your job 
back then, and you're to blame for what happened." The real ser­
vice is to show the parents that there are different kinds of re­
sponsibility for omissions and to try to help them understand 
theirs, so that they can take whatever steps may now be appropri­
ate and possible. 



10 . From Modes of 
Responsibility to 
Moral Norms 

The modes of responsibility and thei r corresponding virtues 
point us in the direction of a morally good life , but they do not by 
themselves tell us which actions are and are not morally good . 
"Act impartially" is excellent advice ,  but it leaves unanswered 

whether this particular way of acting is impartial . So with the rest 

of the modes: we need moral norms which are more specific in 
order to know whether particular kinds of action do or do not 
conform with them . 

Such norms either are judgments of conscience or else contrib­
ute to their making. This chapter therefore continues and moves 
beyond the discussion of conscience begun in chapter three. The 
two chapters that follow round out the discussion . Here we con­

sider six topics: whether al l the modes of responsibility have force 

in the same way; the derivation of norms from the modes of re­

sponsibi l ity; why some norms are absolute and others are not; 
the adequacy of the method of deriving moral norms; rights and 

duties; and whether moral norms for societies are different from 

those for individual s .  

A :  Not A l l  the Modes of Responsibility Have the Same Force 

There is a sense in  which a l l  the modes of responsibility have 

normative force i n  the same way. A l l  express the fi rst principle of 
moral ity and require that reason prevai l  over feelings when feel­

ings would u nreasonably constrict love of the goods and of the 

1 1 1  
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people who can share in them . The ideal of integral human ful­
fillment and the requirement to will in a manner consistent with 
it underlie the modes . 

Yet not all the modes have the same normative force .  Depend­
ing on which is violated, one's will is more or less out of line with 
integral human fulfillment . It is worse to try to cause serious 
bodily harm to somebody one hates (against the seventh mode) 
than to practice favoritism in giving or withholding life­
threatening assignments (against the fifth mode), and worse to do 
the latter than to let inertia or anxiety keep one from extending 
help to someone in a life-threatening situation (against the first or 
fourth mode) . In al l three cases the behavior may lead to some­
one 's death, but the kind of immorality involved is different in 
each. 

Why? In the first case, someone wi l ling to ki l l  a person he or 
she hates has a wil l  set against the good of life and against the 
good of community (with that enemy) . In the second, a person in 
authority who practices favoritism in giving hazardous assign­
ments need not have a wi l l  set against life but is displaying par­
tiality in a serious matter. In the third, the wi l l  of someone too 
fearful or inert to help another person i n  a desperate situation is 

not set against either l ife or community, but neither is it  di rected 
to the realization of these goods as strongly as it should be. 

Because different modes oblige us in different ways , the immo­
rality of violating them varies . This helps explain why people of­
ten are aware of some modes but virtual ly obl ivious to others. 
The requirement of fairness is obvious to most people, as is · the 
wrongness of revenge . But many are reluctant to acknowledge that 
there is anything wrong with merely negl ecting to act for the good 
(a violation of the first mode) . "I don 't say laziness is good, but 
don 't tel l me it's wrong ." In fact,  laziness is wrong , but usual ly 
not so wrong as violating some of the other modes. (In particular 
instances , nevertheless , laziness can be more serious than, say, 
unfairness if laziness leads one to neglect something serious whi le 
unfairness leads one to be partial in  a trivial matter . ) 

Recognizing some modes but not others gives rise to a variety 
of errors. For instance , someone who acknowledges only the fifth 
mode may mistakenly suppose that unless something is immoral 
in  the same way u nfairness is ,  it is not immoral at a l l; or such a 
person may suppose that  because something is immoral- laziness, 
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say-therefore it must be immoral in the same way as unfairness. 
We should neither underestimate nor overestimate the signifi­
cance of the weaker modes. All of the modes of responsibility can 
generate serious responsibilities, but some are more likely to do so 
than others . 

B: The Derivation of Norms from the Modes of Responsibility 

A specific moral norm is a proposition characterizing some 
kind of act as wrong, good, obligatory, or permissible. In this sys­
tem, then, there are four moral predicates: wrong, good, obliga­
tory, permissible.  

Where do moral norms come from? Usually we do not start by 
seeing what mode of responsibility is relevant, then reason from it 
to a norm. Rather, each of us has a store of moral norms ready at 
hand-principles of conduct learned from parents, teachers, and 
many other sources. The Christian community hands on moral 
norms to its members, for the way to follow Jesus is an important 
part of the gospel. It is not necessary or even possible for each 
and every individual to establish for himself or herself the precise 
rational basis for each and every moral norm to which he or she 
subscribes. 

The natural moral law-the law written in hearts-enables us 
to grasp that on the whole sound moral norms make sense and are 
true, although we may not be able in every case to say exactly 
why. Yet people who habitually violate moral norms often reach 
the point of not knowing what is right, because they are likely to 
resort to rationalization and close their eyes to the truth in order 
to subdue their guilt feelings without reforming their lives. On 
the other hand, people who try to live uprightly can usually see 
the cogency of sound norms without much difficulty; they strive 
to observe the norms they have received from responsible sources 
and do their best to hand them on to others. 

Sometimes, however, one must proceed in a thoroughly con­
scious and deliberate way: start with moral principles, derive 
norms from them, and articulate the process by which this is 
done. New situations involving new kinds of action arise and 
must be evaluated. Received norms are questioned, arguments 
flare up, the established norms must be reexamined and either 
discarded, refined, or defended . Then one needs a logical way of 
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proceeding from principles to conclusions-that is , from the 
modes of responsibility to specific norms. 

Consider a specific norm: Promise keeping is obligatory. Most 
people accept the truth of that. But why is it true? 

To see why, we must keep in mind the first principle of 
morality-act with a will consistent with love of integral human 
fulfillment. We must consider how the will is related to human 
goods in not keeping promises. We must reflect on how this par­
ticular relationship of will to goods looks in light of the modes of 
responsibility. Then, based on these steps, we must reach a con­
clusion: Because the will involved in not keeping promises is in­
consistent with fairness 'to others (after all, I want others to keep 
their promises to me), and because unfairness is ruled out by the 
moral principle which we have called the fifth mode of responsi­

bility, breaking promises is morally wrong . Promise keeping is 
obligatory. 

Consider another moral norm: Contraception is wrong . Consid­
ered from a moral perspective, contraception is not simply behav­
ing in such a way that one does not have children; otherwise all 
those who were able to have children but did not would be con­

tracepting, which is plainly not the case. Rather, the choice to 
contracept is a choice to prevent the handing-on of human life 
when, as far as one knows, that might otherwise take place . But 
this is a choice to impede a certain human good (life), in a partic­
ular instance (the coming to be of this particular unwanted baby); 
and such a choice against an instance of human good is a violation 
of the eighth mode of responsibility; contraception therefore is 

wrong . 

If no mode of responsibility excludes the ways in which an ac­
tion relates one's will to relevant human goods, and if the action 
serves some human good, the action is good, though not necessar­
ily obligatory. For example, giving a friend a birthday present . 

No mode of responsibility says a wil l  to give the present is wrong; 
doing so serves the good of friendship; so the action is good. 

Thus, actions of some kinds are wrong and actions of other 
kinds are good, depending on the wi l l  toward human goods which 
they involve. But even actions which are good are not necessari ly 
obligatory. It is good to give a friend a present , yet one may not 
be obliged to do so in every instance . For instance , a poor man 
might reasonably conclude that, instead of giving gifts, he should 



From Modes of Responsibility to Moral Norms 1 15 

use his limited resources to provide for the education of his 
children. 

An action is obligatory when the only alternative to doing it is 
to do something wrong. If one has made a promise, and the alter­
native to keeping the promise is breaking it, and it would be 
wrong to break the promise-then keeping this promise is oblig­
atory. Or, to take an instance of a softer obligation, suppose you 
have decided to take a brisk walk for your health every day, but 
today you skip it just because you feel lazy. That is wrong . Any 
act of a good kind is obligatory by the first mode of responsibility 
when one has nothing else as good or better to do. 

We should, however, avoid the rigoristic notion that all obliga­
tions are equally serious . The first mode, for example, is the soft­
est, least binding of the modes of responsibility, and omitting to 
do something good when one has nothing else worthwhile in 
mind is not immoral in the same way as violating some of the 
other modes. On the other hand, even "soft" obligations are quite 
real: for example, the obligation to take a healthy walk when one 
has no reason except laziness for not doing it . 

What about the permissible? A permissible action is one of 
which we cannot say it is either wrong , good, or obligatory, be­
cause it has not been sufficiently defined. What we know of the ac­
tion does not sufficiently specify the will's relationship to human 
goods in choosing it. For instance-being a vegetarian. One 
might choose a meatless diet for health reasons or religious rea­
sons or simply to show off. "To be a vegetarian" does not identify 
the reason. So being a vegetarian is "permissible" as long as al l 
one knows about it is that it means not eating meat; yet "permis­
sible" merely signifies that we do not know the relationship to 
human goods which choosing this kind of action involves in this 
particular case. Once we do know, the action is no longer merely 
permissible; it is either wrong or good or obligatory. 

C: Why Some Norms Are Absolute and Others Are Not 

Most specific moral norms are not absolute. How is this to be 
explained? 

One way is to suppose that actions are simply units of behavior. 
But then all norms seem open to exceptions. Outward perfor­
mances as such are quite ambiguous; their moral character depends 
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on the intentions of those who perform them . So, it seems, if one 
performs an action (meaning, a certain pattern of outward behav­
ior) with a "good" intention, it is morally good; and if one per­
forms it with a "bad" intention, it is evil .  This, however, is a 
faulty explanation, for it overlooks the fact that moral actions are 
essentially acts of the will (which may be carried out by outward 
behavior) rather than units of external behavior (to which we can 
attach various "intentions," more or less at will) . The moral ques­
tion is precisely: In choosing this action, what am I willing? 

The correct explanation lies instead in the fact that, in learning 
more about a particular action so as to be able to specify it more 
precisely, one may find that its moral characterization changes­
from wrong to good, from good to obligatory, or whatever. This 
often happens. The first principle of morality, the basic human 
goods, and the modes of responsibility generate different moral 
characterizations of different kinds of acts, and more and less spec­
ified kinds of acts sometimes are moral ly different kinds of acts . 

Take promise keeping. Keeping promises is obligatory. Joe in­
vites Marjorie to dinner on Friday, and she accepts . In midweek, 
though, Arthur invites her to a better restaurant, so Marjorie 
breaks her date with Joe. That is not fair-she would not want 
someone to do the same to her. The norm stands: she ought to 
have kept her promise . 

Suppose, however, that Marjorie wakes up Friday morning 
with a headache and a fever. Flu . She would not expect or even 
want anyone who feels as rotten as she does to go out with her. So 
she calls Joe and breaks their date. She is acting fairly. And since 
fairness (the fifth mode) is the basis of the norm that promises 
should be kept, in these more specific circumstances Marjorie is 
entitled not to observe the norm on the very same basis that 
makes it valid in the first place. Fairness grounds her original 
obligation to keep her date with Joe, but when additional data­
her i llness and its unpleasant symptoms-change the specifica­

tion of this behavior, fairness itself requires a different 
characterization of this now more highly specified action . The 
norm stands-promises should be kept-but it is not absolute ; 
promises whose keeping would require one to accept damage 
which one would not expect others to accept in the same circum­
stances need not be kept. 
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Notice that the solution here does not lie in saying it is a 
"greater good" or "lesser evil" to stay home instead of keeping a 
date when one is sick. The accurate way of stating the matter is to 
say that it is usually fair to keep promises and unfair not to keep 
them; but changed circumstances or new information can also 
make it fair not to keep a promise. When the specification of an 
action changes because the circumstances change or we have ac­
quired more information than we had at first, a different norm 
may come into play. 

The obligation to keep promises also has other limits. Suppose 
I make a promise in good faith, but find out later that keeping it 
would require me to do something wrong. An acquaintance asks 
me to keep some antique prints for him, explaining that his apart­
ment is being painted and he will pick them up in a week or so . 
A few days later I learn that the prints are stolen goods . If I keep 
my promise and give them back to my acquaintance instead of 
restoring them to their rightful owner, I am doing something 
wrong. Obviously I ought not to keep my promise, because of the 
priority of a moral obligation-not to cooperate in a theft-which 
existed when I made the promise, even though I was not then 
aware it applied in this case. 

Some negative norms, however, are absolute. They have no ex­
ceptions ,  for they concern actions of such a kind that violation of 
a mode of responsibility is built into the willingness to perform 
them. No change of circumstances or additional information can 
change that. 

Take the norm which says that infanticide is wrong . To choose 
to kil l  a child involves a will contrary to the good of human life . 
But might there not be exceptions to the norm? No, for regardless 
of any further specifications-that it wi l l  be burdensome to the 
parents to have to care for this chi ld, that its life wi l l  be short and 
pain-fil led, that the child is unwanted, that there is not enough 
money to pay for its care-to choose to kil l  the child still involves 
a wil l  against life. Further specification can affect the degree of 
immorality, since circumstances have a bearing on how perverse 
the will to ki l l  is (it would be worse to ki l l  a child because one 
simply did not want to be bothered with it than because one 
wished to end its suffering). And almost certainly circumstances 
of this sort wi l l  help those who decide to ki l l  a child to rationalize 
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their deed. But their choice remains morally wrong . The norm 
which tells us not to ki ll small children is absolute. 

An analogy with diet helps clarify this matter of absolute and 
nonabsolute norms. Most dietary norms are nonabsolute . Gener ­
ally speaking, children should have milk in their diets, but some 
children should not drink milk because they are allergic to it; so 
the norm which tells us to give chi ldren mi lk is not absolute. The 
same is true of most negative dietary norms . Do not eat only 
candy bars and potato chips; but if you are stranded in a wilder­
ness with only potato chips and candy bars-eat them !  But there 
are also negative dietary norms which are absolute. Do not make 
a meal of cyanide. No matter what the circumstances, there are 
no exceptions to that . 

It is the same with moral norms. Most specific norms, positive 
and negative alike, are nonabsolute-they admit of exceptions 
when the action in question is further specified, so that from a 
moral perspective it is no longer real ly the same action .  But some 
specific norms , like the norm against infanticide, are absolute. No 
matter how much more we learn about the circumstances, the ad­
ditional information cannot alter the fact that the action involves a 
wil l  set against a basic human good . Just as no circumstances can 
make it anything but self-destructive to make a meal of cyanide, 
no circumstances can make ki l ling a smal l chi ld  anything but an 
act rooted in a wi l l  against life .  A moral norm like this has no 
exceptions-it is absolute . And, since life and the other basic hu­
man goods are not apart from persons but are aspects of thei r ful l  
being, such absolute moral norms shield every person 's inherent 

dignity. 

D: lle Adequacy of the Method of Deriving Specific Moral Norms 

We need at times to analyze and criticize our judgments of 
conscience . The method of deriving moral norms described 

here sometimes is not by itself capable of supplying a conclu­

sive cri tique of these judgments . But that is so only if a judgment 

of conscience depends on certain  other judgments which defy 

analysis . 
Moral norms are universal , but each judgment of conscience i s  

unique. A norm says some kind of action is right or  wrong, but a 
judgment of conscience concerns this particular action. Whi le an 
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absolute norm excluding some way of willing and acting holds in 
every case, judgments of conscience are not concerned exclusively 
with such matters. Usually they deal with the matter of nonabso­
lute norms, both negative and affirmative. 

If one has a reason for not observing a negative, nonabsolute 
norm, that is because the action is being further specified, and 
the same reason will apply in any similar case. For instance, if 
one has a reason for not keeping a promise in these particular cir­
cumstances, the same reason will be valid in other cases involving 
circumstances like these. Thus, nonabsolute negative norms do 
not defy analysis. 

However, there are other factors affecting judgments of con­
science which defy analysis in this way. For judgments of con­
science not only forbid doing what ought not to be done, but 
direct doing what ought to be done. In applying affirmative 
norms to reach such affirmative judgments of conscience, two fac­
tors resist analysis. 

First, in making a judgment of conscience, one must always 
ask whether one has taken into account everything which needs to 
be considered. "Have I looked at all the facts? Have I considered 
all the implications? Have I weighed all the alternatives to what I 
am proposing to do?" It is impossible to give a conclusive rational 
answer to such questions. No deductive method can help, for the 
requirement of reasonableness varies depending on the context. 
In matters of life and death, the effort to make sure everything 
has been taken into account will be far more exhaustive than 
when, say, the question is keeping or breaking a dinner date. 

Although in the nature of things it is impossible to be abso­
lutely certain one has considered everything which should be con­
sidered, before moving forward-before, that is, taking the step 
from "This kind of action is good" to "This is what I should 
do"-one nevertheless does answer the question. In this nonde­
ductive step, one establishes that the prospective choice is an in­
stance of a certain kind of action: for example, "This is one of 
those times when I am (am not) obliged to keep my promise." 
Once that determination has been made, the moral characteriza­
tion of the action follows from principles, not from unconscious 
factors or some mysterious intuition. 

Second, there is a further role for nondeductive judgment 
when, as often happens, one confronts two or more good options, 



120 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

none of them obligatory. This is common in vocational choices : 
"Shall I be a doctor or a lawyer?" "Shall I get married or go into 
the priesthood?" There is merit in either course of action , and 
one is more or less drawn to both. And no matter how long and 
hard one reflects on human goods and modes of responsibility, 
one will never come to a decision that way. A different kind of 
judgment is needed. 

Here one who is deliberating can legitimately invoke "discern­
ment," in which feelings not only play a role but determine the 
outcome. But not just the spontaneous feelings of attraction and 
repulsion with which one may have begun the process . Rather, 
the feelings in question are those of an authentically prudent per­
son, whose life is consistently oriented to integral human fulfill­
ment and ordered by the modes of responsibility and who, having 
gone as far as possible by deductive reasoning from moral prin­
ciples, now pauses in contemplation of two or more good options . 
(Needless to say, for a Christian, this pause should be filled with 
prayer for the help of the Holy Spirit, and examination of the 
options in the light which faith throws on them. )  Eventually one 
option becomes increasingly attractive, while its competitors grow 
less interesting. Since an option has emerged through discern­
ment, and since one ought to commit oneself to some good option, 
the conclusion is clear: "This is what I ought to do-I really have 
no other choice (except, of course, the choice, motivated by fear, 
to procrastinate) ." 

E: Rights and Duties 

From a moral perspective, the question about rights is this : 
Are they an additional, independent source of morality, standing 
outside and apart from the principles we have been examining? 
This is not an idle question. "Your approach is terribly compli­
cated," many people would say. "Isn 't there a simpler way of 
knowing what's right and wrong? Why not just recognize the 
rights which belong to God and other people? If you respect those 
rights, surely you're being moral ly good . And then there's no 
need to juggle integral human fulfillment , modes of responsibi l­
ity, specification of norms, and the rest , and try to make them al l 
fit together like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle ." 
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Unfortunately, there is a problem with this seductively simple 
approach. It is a conspicuously disputed question whether certain 
crucial rights exist. 

For example: Do the unborn have a right to life? To make the 
argument that they do, it is necessary to ground their right in a 
duty not to kill them. But where does the duty come from? Start­
ing with the good of human life, one must establish that this good 
is really at stake in the case of the unborn, against all the argu­
ments that they are not alive, are not human, or are not persons. 
One also must consider the kind of will involved in choosing to 
destroy the life of a human individual: it is a choice to attack an 
instance of a basic human good. In short, rather than simply say­
ing that the unborn have a right to life, one finds oneself elabo­
rating an argument which relies on principles to defend a specific 
moral norm. Having done that, one points out that the wrongful 
harm done to a helpless, innocent, unborn child by killing him or 
her also is terribly unfair. Now, finally, one can say: "Surely, the 
unborn have a right to life." 

As in this case, so in general, statements about rights are not 
principles but conclusions. Rights presuppose duties . We can 
clarify and defend statements about rights only by identifying the 
duties underlying them and showing where they come from. But 
to do that we must look to the human goods and the modes of 
responsibility which ground these obligations. True, it sometimes 
seems obvious-at least to some people-that certain rights exist. 
But without proceeding as we have suggested, it is impossible to 
make an argument in their defense. 

Talk about rights is notoriously ambiguous. There is an enor­
mous literature on the subject-qualified rights and unqualified 
rights, natural rights and ascribed rights, rights created by soci­
ety, and so on. There are as many kinds of rights as there are 
duties toward others, and we have already glimpsed the rich vari­
ety of duties generated by the eight modes of responsibility, the 
different kinds of actions, norms which are absolute, and norms 
which are nonabsolute. To give an adequate account of rights 
would require making all the distinctions which we have made in 
regard to these matters . 

Most people who talk about rights do not do this. Instead, 
treating one kind of right as the model for all, they generalize 
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fallaciously. "Certainly the unborn have a right to life. But rights 
admit of exceptions. I have a right not to be disturbed when I'm 
resting, but if it's a matter of life and death for somebody else, 
my right has to give way. Therefore, the right of the unborn to 
life . . . .  " A dandy argument-except that rights are not all the 
same. 

If one grasps that rights always depend on duties, and that du­
ties flow from human goods and modes of responsibility, one will 
find nothing surprising in the fact that not all rights have the 
same characteristics. Some are absolute and some are not. The 
right of the unborn not to be killed is absolute because the duty 
not to kill them is absolute; and the duty is absolute because one 
can only make a choice to kill the unborn by choosing to destroy 
an instance of the good of human life, contrary to the eighth 
mode of responsibility. The right of children to be educated is 
also a real right, but it is not absolute. There is a duty to educate 
children, grounded among other things in the fifth mode (fair­
ness) . But in any particular case, other circumstances enter the 
picture: the resources available for education, the other needs 
which also must be satisfied with the same resources, the child's 
capacity to benefit from education, and so forth. Further specifi­
cation of the action by these additional data may rightly lead to 
the conclusion that the same mode-fairness-requires forgoing 
the education under consideration in a particular case. 

F: Moral Norms for Societies 

Many people suppose that "personal" morality is one thing and 
"social" morality another, and the two are very different. Accord­
ingly, they think that morality for individuals is not the same as 
morality for societies, and certainly not the same as the moral 
code (whatever it may be) that governs the conduct of states and 
those who lead them. This way of thinking is characteristic of 
Machiavelli . It is profoundly mistaken. 

Evidently there is a sense in which the moral norms which ap­
ply to societies are different from those which apply to individu­
als. A political society ought to levy just taxes; individuals, acting 
as such, do not levy taxes at all.  Husbands and wives ought to 
remember one another's birthdays; the United States is not 
obliged to remember the birthday of its spouse. There are some 



From Modes of Responsibil� to Moral Norms 123 

kinds of actions which only individuals can perform and some 
which only societies can perform; and in this sense different 
norms apply to individuals and to societies . 

But there are also many kinds of actions which can be per­

formed by individuals and societies alike. Here the same moral 
norms apply. Take lying. Lying is wrong for individuals , but is it 
also wrong for the state? Some people would say, "The govern­
ment has to lie sometimes if the state is to survive. Such lying is 
in the public interest ." But this is simply proportionalism at 
work, and proportionalism presents the same problems in the 
case of societies as in the case of individuals . Inherently unwork­
able, its main function in the social context is to rationalize what 
people in power choose to do. 

A society is people cooperating on behalf of common purposes, 
and the moral principles which apply to the actions of individuals 
apply also to the actions of societies . Integral human fulfillment , 
human goods, modes of responsibility-these principles of indi­
vidual action are likewise principles of a society's action . If it is 
wrong for John and Mary and Joe to lie, it is no less wrong for 
the Church, the Soviet Union, and the political party of your 
choice to lie. 

"But," someone might object, "in social acts , the common 
good is at stake. And Aristotle says the common good is some­
thing greater and more godlike than the good of any individual ." 
But Aristotle's notion of the common good arises from his view of 
the state as a kind of social organism whose parts are individual 
citizens. In this scheme, individuals can be treated much as one 
treats parts of a body-for example, lopped off if that would serve 
the rest. However, this view of the state is false , and so is the view 
of the common good arising from it. 

True, the good of al l the members of a society together is some­
thing more than their individual fulfillment as members consid­
ered separately. But integral human fulfillment remains the 
fundamental moral principle,  and this is the well-being and full 
being of all persons in al l their dimensions . Although their social 
dimension is an aspect of their human fulfil lment , individuals are 
more than just parts of society. No society short of God's king­
dom begins to embrace the whole person; much of every person 
lies beyond every other society. Thus, it is wrong to subordinate 
the good of individuals to the good of society and say that 
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individuals can be sacrificed as if they were merely parts of some 
greater whole. 

Machiavelli aside, the idea that the morality appropriate to so­
cieties is different from individual morality arises from superego 
and social convention. Awed by the state, which seems a source of 
rights and duties and fulfillments with great power to reward and 
punish, one imagines that it is entitled to do whatever it must in 
pursuit of its goals. We need to set aside this childish, mythic 
view, and, while acknowledging and respecting human goods 
with a social character, to take a realistic view of the state's au­
thority and the limitations imposed on it by moral norms. 



11. The Moral Authority 
of Law 

It is a specific norm , not a "moral principle"  as  such, that one 
ought to obey laws . Classical treatises on moral principles al l nev­
ertheless deal with law, kinds of law, and the obligation to obey 
laws . We follow their example, since some who use this book wi l l  
expect it, and the subject of law does raise some important moral 
questions .  We shal l consider four main topics : the idea of author­
ity and the grounds for obed ience in general; what divine precepts 
are and why they should be obeyed; the laws of political societies 
and other human societies , except the Church; and the law of the 
Church . 

A :  Authority and Obedience- Their Grounds and Limits 

The word "authority" has two quite different meanings. 
In one sense authority is the competence to make judgments 

which reasonable persons of l esser competence wi l l  accept as 

true. Typical ly, this is the authority of an expert in  his or her 

field- a physicist about physics, an automobile mechanic about 
cars , and so on . The teaching authority of the Church is some­
thing l ike this , in that it is a competence to make judgments 
which others who lack the same competence should accept. But 
the Church's teaching authority is a lso very different because it is 

very differently grounded- in God's self- revelation and guaran­
tees rather than in human efforts and attainments. 

In another sense , authority is competence to give d irections 

which those who are di rected have a duty to obey. One might 

consult  an authority on wines about a good vintage, but one does 

1 2 5  
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not have to follow his advice-he has authority only in the first 
sense. But if a policeman says not to park in this block, one has a 
duty to obey-not because the policeman has special expertise, 
but because he has authority in the second sense . It is in this 
sense that we speak of the "authority" of the law. 

Power is not the same thing as authority. Suppose a gang of 
outlaws overruns a town . The desperadoes have the power to give 
orders and enforce them; others disobey at their own peril .  Still , 
no one has a duty to obey, for the outlaws' power has no moral 
ground, and, without that, it is not true authority. (One may of 
course have a duty to stay alive and in that sense may also be 
obliged to do what the outlaws say or at least not get caught dis­
obeying them; but the obligation here does not come from the 
authority of the outlaws-they have none-but from the duty to 
stay alive . ) 

Not every real obligation to comply with someone else's wishes 
is an instance of obedience to authority. Suppose the Smiths invite 
the Thompsons to dinner on a night of their choosing and the 
Thompsons pick Wednesday; the Smiths are then obliged to have 
the Thompsons to dinner Wednesday night. But not because the 
Thompsons have authority and the Smiths are obliged to obey; 
rather, because the Smiths, like everyone else, are obliged in fair­
ness to keep their promises . 

The same kind of relationship is involved wherever there is a 
contract. If an employer keeps a contract's terms in regard to 
things like wages and working conditions, an employee should do 
the work which the contract calls for him or her to do . But this is 
not because the employer has authority in the sense discussed 
here. Rather, a contract is a kind of two-way promise , whose ful­
fillment is a duty in fairness for both parties . 

Nevertheless, in some lasting relationships of a contractual na­
ture, something resembling the authority of law does arise, so that 
it is possible to speak of "managerial authority." Within limits , 
superiors in such situations have a right to give directions which 
employees are bound to carry out.  But this managerial authority 
extends only to the work covered by the contract and what is nec­
essary to its performance . Managers have no right to tell employ­
ees how to act about matters which fall beyond their terms of 
employment. That is why a manager must bargain with employees 
if they are asked to take on additional responsibilities , take a pay 
cut, or otherwise make adjustments in what they have agreed to . 
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Real lawmaking authority is the competence of some people to 
make decisions and give directions which other people are mor­
ally obliged to heed and obey, even if they have never undertaken 
to do so. Such authority arises from two sources-which, how­
ever, often overlap. 

In one case, people have a moral responsibility to cooperate in 
regard to something, but some are better equipped than the rest 
to make decisions about what form the cooperation should take. 
Since all should seek to fulfill the common obligation to cooper­
ate, fairness requires that those better qualified to make decisions 
make them and those less qualified obey. 

A family-parents and children-provides a typical example. 
Here the common responsibility is to cooperate in bringing the 
children from the dependency of childhood to responsible adult­
hood. Many decisions are required, and, at least initially, children 
cannot make them. Thus, it is fair that the parents make the de­
cisions and the children obey. 

Even as children grow and acquire decision-making capabilities 
of their own, parents remain responsible for the family as a 
whole. They therefore continue to have a duty to make decisions 
for the family while the children continue to have a duty to obey. 
Yet reasonable parents will gradually adopt a more participatory 
process of family decision making, which takes account of the chil­
dren's increasing maturity; moreover, as the children grow, par­
ents will also gradually cut back on giving them directions about 
matters which are their own affair. 

Secondly, real authority arises in a case in which people make a 
commitment to the pursuit of a common good. Communal choices 
are then required to shape their common life toward the good, 
and all who share the commitment must submit to those choices 
and act on them. But how are the choices to be made? 

Sometimes they are made by consensus. This is a typical pat­
tern for friendships and for some small private associations . Ev­
eryone participates in making decisions, no decision is final 
unless everyone agrees, and everyone is responsible for carrying 
out what is decided. Even so, there is an authority-obedience re­
lationship: namely, everyone shares in authority and everyone 
shares in submission to authority. 

Although this arrangement seems ideal to people who do not 
like authority (unless, of course, they happen to be the ones 
wielding it), it is workable only in small, more or less intimate 
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groups. It certainly does not apply to a nation, the United States 
or any other. As a practical matter, it is impossible for millions of 
people to participate directly in making communal choices .  And 
even if a yet-to-be invented electronic system were somehow to 
make such participation technologically feasible, the number and 
complexity of decisions to be made for a society on this scale 
would remain so staggering that the task would still have to be 
reserved to a relatively small number-legislators and the like­
who could devote full  time to it. Other members of society have 
other roles to play and other contributions to make . 

If, then, a political society's common life is to thrive , most of 
its members can only share in authority in very limited ways-for 
example, by voting. For a citizen of a country like the United 
States, to vote is to exercise a governmental office through which 
one participates in the process of making communal choices and 
shares in authority. But neither the citizens of a country nor even 
the members of most smaller societies can participate directly in 
making most decisions which shape their common life; their deci­
sion, rather, is to submit to authority and help carry out the de­
cisions which authority makes. 

Thus, the second ground of authority is that which underlies 
decision making for a community based on common commitment. 
Some make decisions, and all carry them out (including those 
who make them-authorities are obliged to abide by their own 
rules and regulations). The moral ground of obedience is the 
commitment which constitutes the society, while fairness is the 
relevant moral principle. If the commitment is one which ought 
to be made, those who make it also ought faithfully to implement 
it . Fairness requires that they do their respective shares to make 
the society work and realize the common good. Obedience to au­
thority is a necessary part of this . 

Whichever way it is grounded, the duty to obey, although seri­
ous, is not absolute. Sometimes the decisions of a genuine author­
ity ought not to be obeyed, since obeying would violate a prior 
moral obligation . There are three different kinds of cases . 

In one ,  authority directs that something wrong in itself be 
done. For example, parents instruct a chi ld  to deny having any­
thing to do with a fire that resulted from the child's playing with 
matches . They are tel ling the chi ld to evade responsibi lity by ly­
ing. The chi ld should not obey. It makes no difference whether 
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the authority is in good faith or not; when one is sure that what 
authority directs one to do is wrong, one should not obey. 

In another case, duties conflict. A woman is supposed to report 
for jury duty at nine o'clock, but when the time comes she is 
driving her husband, who appears to have had a heart attack, to a 
hospital emergency room. Her duty to be on time for service on 
the jury is real, but so is her duty to look after her husband. 

In the third case, the legitimate decisions of authority should 
be set aside, even in the absence of any conflict of duties, because 
one is sure the authority which made the decision would want it 
set aside in the circumstances . Plato gives a classic example. A 
watchman in a fortified city has standing orders not to open the 
city gates to anyone at night. But one night he sees the city's own 
army approaching, hard pressed by a pursuing enemy. If the gates 
stay closed, the city's own soldiers will be massacred. So he opens 
the gates, reasoning that the city fathers who told him to keep 
them shut for safety's sake would want him to set aside their in­
structions in order-for safety's sake-to save the city's army. 
Such "disobedience" is reasonable and morally right. 

B: Why Divine Precepts Should Be Obeyed 

Although most people who believe in God have no difficulty 
accepting the idea that they should obey divine precepts, it is by 
no means self-evident why they should obey. Some seem to reason 
more or less along these lines: "God is a lot more powerful than I 
am, and he'll be angry if I don't obey. I guess I'd better." This 
reduces God's authority to power and makes our relationship with 
him one of fearful submission. Is it possible to do better than 
that? 

Most of what God reveals about what we should do consists not 
of laws but of moral norms-truths which God generously helps 
us see. These norms are not arbitrary decrees, but elements of 
God's wise plan in whose observance lies our full and authentic 
well-being. As a result of this divine revelation, we need not 
spend time in an interminable quest to learn God's plan. God dis­
closes the truth, and the wise person sees it . This theme, ex­
pressed in contrasting terms of wisdom and foolishness, runs 
throughout the Old Testament. 

Still, not all of God's precepts are in themselves moral norms. 
Some are elements of God's specific plan of salvation, which we 
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may understand dimly but whose inner structure and dynamic we 
cannot hope to grasp. No matter how well one understood what is 
good for human beings, one would not reason to the truth or ne­
cessity of these precepts. 

For example, God prescribes that there be a visible human 
community which is "the Church" and that it be organized hier­
archically rather than democratically or in some other way; God 
prescribes that efficacious signs called "the sacraments" be his 
channels for bestowing grace on human beings and that these sac­
raments be received in certain ways and under certain conditions. 
Why? We can, perhaps, see that these provisions are fitting, but 
not that they are uniquely so. In the end, we have no better an­
swer than that these are "divine laws." God might have done dif­
ferently, but this is what he chooses to do, and we must accept his 
will and cooperate in his redemptive work by carrying out his 
directions. 

But why? "Because," someone might answer, "otherwise you'll 
go to hell ." True enough, but the answer seems to invoke power 
rather than authority; it supplies no reason for obeying except that 
God will punish us if we do not obey. 

Our discussion up to now points to a better reason: God has 
legitimate authority of the sort we have been describing. 

God reveals himself to us as a person who invites us into com­
munity, and once he so reveals himself, the human good of reli­
gion can be realized by a covenant relationship analogous to a 
human friendship. One who accepts this friendship by an act of 
faith enters into a mutual commitment with God, very much like 
a person entering into a marriage. 

In this covenant, God is uniquely situated to make certain de­
cisions for the shaping and development of the relationship. We 
surely are in no position to say how the covenant should be set up 
and, in general, carried out . Since our relationship with God is 
one of friendship, and since we are not qualified to make the de­
cisions governing the relationship which he is qualified to make, 
we have an obligation, grounded in our commitment, to obey his 
decisions. To refuse would mean that, although we desired the 
relationship, we supposed ourselves more knowledgeable than 
God about how to conduct it. When the matter is stated this 
way, it is evident not only that we ought to obey divine precepts 
but why. 
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C: Why the Laws of Political Societies Usually Should Be Obeyed 

All associations which are more than contractual and are based, 
at least partly, on a common commitment have laws , even though 
they may be called something else . A school may call its laws 
rules or policies . A labor union or club may call its laws policies 
or bylaws. Even a family has laws-household rules of some 
sort-which its members must observe in order to live a common 
life together. Here we shall speak of the laws of political society, 
since that is the most obvious case . By analogy, though, what fol­
lows applies to other communities and their laws . 

There are several different kinds of law in a political society. 
Constitutional law--whether written or, as is more often the 

case, unwritten-specifies the common good for which the soci­
ety exists, establishes its organization, designates offices, sets lim­
its on authority. But different members of the same political 
society are related to it in different ways, and this has a bearing 
on their relationship to its "constituting" law and the procedures 
it sets forth. 

Some-for example, children and those who are mentally in­
competent-are not able to participate in the civil process; their 
relationship to political society resembles that of child to parent, 
and they must simply accept the decisions which the society 
makes for them . (This does not mean, of course, that all these 
decisions are necessarily right or that others do not have a duty to 

protect the incompetent against decisions contrary to their best 
interests.)  

Others are able to consent to the political society and should be 
involved in its civil process-"government by the consent of the 
governed." Their obligation to accept and observe the consti­
tution is grounded in their duty to pursue and protect certain 
human goods by making and carrying out the commitment to 
form and sustain such a society. There is an imperative of fairness 
here: Others are making their contribution; I derive benefits; so I 
have a duty to do my share. Being a good citizen is a matter of 
justice. 

Civil law provides a public facility for regulating private af­
fairs; it includes the law of property, contracts , and torts (wrong 
done to one another by private parties which a legal process can 
correct). 
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Obligations in civil law arise only if one has some responsibility 
which requires one to cooperate in using this facility. For ex­
ample, people with families should probably make use of the civil 
law of bequests to ensure that their property will be used to care 
for their survivors if they die . Again, if a man has a new roof put 
on his house, he and the roofer both make use of the law of con­
tracts in regard to the job.  And, assuming it is a fair system, when 
someone else makes use of the civil law in a way that involves 
oneself, one ought to cooperate-for instance, by complying with 
a court summons. 

Criminal law properly deals with actions which would be wrong 
even if the law did not say so. For example, criminal law says in 
effect, "If someone commits homicide in these circumstances, 
that is second degree murder." The criminal law does not tell one 
not to commit murder-that is taken for granted-nor does it 
make committing murder wrong. It represents a political society's 
decision about how to deal with something which is wrong quite 
apart from the law. 

Obviously, some misdeeds are only possible because political 
society itself exists. In its absence, for instance, it would be im­
possible to commit treason . But given the fact that political soci­
ety does exist, treason would be morally wrong even if there were 
no law against it . (Sometimes laws which properly are regulatory, 
to be discussed next, are put in the criminal code, but that is a 
more or less serious misclassification.)  

People sometimes object to particular criminal laws or propos­
als for law on the grounds that "you can't legislate morality." As 
what we have just been saying illustrates, however, criminal law 
always legislates morality : it makes an action which is already 
wrong a matter of law. Thus, in identifying legal crimes , society 
must have a clear idea of what is and is not wrong . It also needs 
to consider which wrong actions should-and should not-be 
treated as crimes . Not al l should . It is wrong for parents to speak 
sarcastical ly to their chi ldren, but criminalizing such behavior 
would destroy the privacy of the home and radical ly undermine 
the fami ly. 

The principal reason for obeying criminal law is the inherent 
moral character of the actions it concerns .  One should not commit 
a crime because the act in question is moral ly wrong indepen­
dently of the fact that it is a matter of law: using cocaine is wrong 
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mainly because it is morally wrong to use cocaine, not because it 
is a crime. 

Regulatory law, the final category, embodies the decisions made 
by a community to govern its common life, including the activi­
ties of the government and its agencies . It takes in everything 
from traffic laws through the regulation of interstate commerce to 
the functioning of the armed forces and the public welfare sys­
tem, and includes the procedural rules and legal sanctions of both 
civil and criminal law. 

The moral obligation to obey regulatory laws arises from the 
moral ground of the community itself. There is an obligation to 
share in political society, but the obligation differs for different 
groups. Some members of a political society, noncompetents, are 
obliged to obey the law in the same way children are obliged to 
obey their parents; others who are competent belong to a political 
society by consent, and both the ground of their commitment and 
fairness require their consent and obedience. 

(Aliens make up a group in society who are neither noncompe­
tent nor consenting members of a society. They are present in a 
political society like guests whose presence is regulated by a con­
tract. People who voluntarily enter a country which is not their 
own implicitly contract to obey its laws. )  

The duty to obey the laws of political societies is  subject to 
qualifications of two kinds. 

First, there can be some defect in a law, or in the way it was 
arrived at, such that it lacks authority; it represents an attempt at 
lawmaking, but an unsuccessful one. 

Sometimes a law lacks an adequate grounding because the con­
stitution is faulty. The United States Constitution originally con­
tained provisions concerning slavery, but laws requiring that 
runaway slaves be returned were not morally binding, for slavery 
is unjust and the Constitution should not have sanctioned it. In 
other cases a constitution may be just, but it is not the true source 
of a particular law. If, for instance, lawmakers adopt a law be­
cause they have been bribed, that law does not arise from the con­
stitution but from the injustice and corruption of the legislators . 
It does not have authority and in itself does not require obedi­
ence. 

The second qualification of the obligation to obey laws con­
cerns the fact that, even though sound, they may be inapplicable . 
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As we have seen, conflicts of duty can arise in which an otherwise 
binding law ceases to apply; or perhaps a law simply becomes 
pointless because the circumstances which originally called it into 
being no longer exist-for example, a law regulating traffic in 
ways appropriate to times when roads were poorer and traffic was 
lighter and slower. 

There is also the case, examined earlier, in which one ought to 
disobey the law's letter in order to obey its spirit . This is called 
"epikeia," a Greek word with no real English equivalent. If, for 
instance, I am driving a heart attack victim to the hospital on a 
road with a fifty-mile speed limit, but it is the middle of the night 
and safe to go seventy, I ought by all means to go seventy. The 
purpose of the law which I am technically violating is to save 
lives, not hinder efforts to save them . 

Even though the duty to obey laws is qualified in various ways , 
one ought to start with the presumption that each and every law 
should be obeyed to the letter. It is not up to the law to prove 
itself sound and applicable, but up to one who has doubts to show 
that the law need not be obeyed. If people were to take the atti­
tude that they need not obey laws whose reasonableness they 
doubted, everyone would become his or her own lawmaker, his or 
her own judge of what is reasonable. Disobedience to law is right 
only when one is morally certain that specifying conditions exist 
which remove the obligation to obey. 

This obligation is in fact quite serious. Someone who does not 
try to know the law and obey it is immoral . Even though a par­
ticular act of disobedience may not be serious in itself, disobedi­
ence disrupts the social order and gives bad example. Repeated 
often enough and on a sufficiently large scale, it reduces society to 
a col lection of individuals who do what they please as long as they 
can get away with it . Power reigns in place of authority, and rela­
tionships among the members of society are poisoned by exploita­
tion, oppression, violence, and a "might makes right" mentality. 

D: Why the Laws of the Church Almost Always Should Be Obeyed 

The Church's teaching authority is, as we saw above, a compe­
tence to judge about truth . This is not a lawmaking authority, 
since the Church's doctrine is not law but truth . For this reason 
the Church cannot "change" its teaching,  not even teaching which 
is difficult and may currently be unpopular. For example, it is not 
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Church legislation but moral truth which rules out remarriage af­
ter divorce. 

However, as in any human society, there is also lawmaking in 
the Church. The Church has a pastoral authority which makes 
law, analogous to the law in political society or any other group. 
What has been said above about the obligation to obey the laws of 
political society therefore applies in general to the obligation to 
obey the laws of the Church. 

But the obligation to obey the Church's law is also more serious 
than the obligation to obey other law because, besides the other 
grounds which exist in other cases, the governing authority of the 
Church is itself divinely grounded. Disobedience to Church law is 
irreverent, with an irreverence much more serious than that in­
volved in disobedience to the law of political society. 

The obligation to obey the Church's law binds only its mem­
bers. Non-Catholics do nothing wrong in not observing this law. 
But in disregarding the Church's moral teaching, non-Catholics 
are, whether they know it or not, violating moral truth. Even so, 
they may be less guilty than Catholics because, not accepting the 
Church and its teaching, they know less clearly what the truth is. 

Those with authority in the Church can, and occasionally do, 
make changes in its law, but while a law is in force it should be 
treated with reverence. Nevertheless there are limits-quite nar­
row ones-to the duty to obey. Conflicts of duties may occur. A 
law may become inapplicable. Situations may arise in which 
epikeia can be invoked. 

Still, the presumption should be very strongly on the side of 
the Church's law, since it is most unlikely to be defective. Plainly 
there can be no defect in the Church's constitution, since it is 
God-given. Moreover, given the care with which it is composed, 
the general law of the Church, canon law, is hardly likely to be 
contrary to its constitution. The chances are somewhat greater 
that a law made by a particular bishop might be defective-for 
example, because he has exceeded his authority. But as a practical 
matter the possibility of there being a defect in the universal law 
of the Church which legitimatizes disobedience can be dis­
counted. This is not to say that it is never possible to think of 
ways in which Church law could be improved; but the fact that a 
law could be improved does not make it defective or justify dis­
obeying it . 



12 . Moral Judgment in 
Problematic Situations 

Although people confident that they know the right thing to do 
should do it, no one is always so confident. We sometimes have 
doubts of conscience. We do not know what is right . 

Finding it hard to accept what one knows to be right is not 
doubt of conscience. Neither are hesitations and contrary prompt­
ings arising from superego and conventional morality. Again ,  
Catholics unwil ling to follow the Church's teaching sometimes 
seek to dignify their unwillingness by saying, "I have a doubt of 
conscience about that." Not really. At best, they are confused; 
at worst, they have a conscience they would rather not have . In 
either case, their problem concerns assent to Church teaching 
which is treated in chapters twenty-three and thirty-six . 

Here we are concerned with real doubts of conscience. Some­
one is well disposed, eager to know what is right, and, if a Cath­
olic , wil ling to follow the Church's teaching if he or she can learn 
what it is and how to apply it . The individual also is basical ly well 
instructed . Yet there is doubt-not the abstract doubt to which a 
textbook problem can give rise but practical doubt about some­
thing here and now: "Is it right for me to do this?" 

We shal l cover five topics : doubts of conscience in general and 
their kinds; doubts of fact; doubts about norms; doubts which 
arise because of real or apparent conflicts of duties ; and doubts 
related to moral absolutes . 

1 36 
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A: Doubts of Conscience in General and Their Kinds 

What should one do about a doubt of conscience? Evidently­
try to find out what is truly right. Right conscience is a matter of 
knowing moral truth; the basic obligation for anyone in doubt is 
to try to learn the truth. Generally speaking, people in doubt who 
do not make a reasonable effort to find out what is truly right are 
willing to do what is either right or wrong-and so are willing to 
do what is wrong. If they happen to do the right thing (by acci­
dent, as it were), they still are morally responsible for doing what 
is wrong, since, as far as they know, their action could as well be 
wrong as right. 

But what about someone who makes a reasonable effort to find 
out the truth yet remains in doubt? In general, the answer is : Do 
what seems to be true. The individual has done what is appropri­
ate to learn the truth and, having done that, need not do more. 

People often try to settle doubts of conscience by consulting 
those who appear to be wiser and better informed-parents (in 
the case of children), prudent friends, pastors. In acting on such 
advice, they are not obeying authority. Rather, they consider their 
advisers' moral judgment likely to be sounder than their own; 
they trust it as they would some other expert's opinion in his or 
her area of expertise. 

There are several different kinds of doubts of conscience. 
One revolves around a doubt of fact. An airliner crashes in the 

Andes. Would-be rescuers f ly over the crash site but cannot tell 
from the air whether anyone survived. The rescue team's doubt is 
one of fact: Is there in fact anyone to be rescued? If that doubt 
were removed, their responsibility would be clear. If there are 
survivors, the rescuers have a clear duty to try to reach the site as 
soon as possible; if not, they need not undertake the hard and 
hazardous trek. 

Another kind of doubt concerns norms. An airliner crashes in 
the Andes. The starving survivors have nothing to eat but the 
bodies of their dead companions. The survivors know the facts, 
but they disagree about what is right. Is the resistance of some to 
eating the dead bodies mere emotional repugnance? Is there really 
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an obligation to eat human flesh to survive? Or is cannibalism 
ruled out on moral grounds even in these circumstances? 

Apparent conflicts are another source of doubts . There are no 
real conflicts among real moral responsibilities, since all moral 
norms derive from the basic human goods and from the same first 
moral principle: willing in line with integral human fulfillment. 
But there can seem to be conflicts among what are genuine re­
sponsibilities. In such cases the problem is to resolve the seeming 
conflicts. 

We shall consider separately each of these sources of doubt: un­
certainty about facts, problems about norms, and seeming con­
flicts. 

B: Doubts Arising from Uncertainty about Facts 

In speaking of doubts about facts, we must distinguish between 
cases in which the norm relevant to the problem is a legal one and 
cases in which the relevant norm is a moral one. 

In cases of the first kind, the law itself often provides a way of 
settling doubts of fact. If so, one should make use of it . Some­
times, too, the problem can be dealt with by obtaining a dispen­
sation. This is how Church law provides for certain difficult 
cases: the law is simply set aside, made nonapplicable, so that it 
no longer matters what the facts are. If, for example, there is no 
doubt that a couple could marry validly but an impediment to the 
legitimacy of their marriage may or may not exist, the Church can 
dispense them from the Church law forbidding marriage where 
that impediment is present. 

In other cases where it is impossible to settle a doubt of fact 
and the law appears to apply, one must act on the basis of a rea­
sonable presumption-the most probable judgment one can make 
as to the facts, given the available evidence and one's ability to eval­
uate it. In so proceeding, one assumes that to be true which a rea­
sonable person in the same circumstances would think more likely. 

The second large category of doubts of fact is that in which the 
norm to be applied to the facts is a moral one. Cases of two sorts 
arise. 

In one kind, the fact about which there is doubt would make 
someone's action either less or more wrong. Here one should sup­
pose the worst. Someone unsure whether something was less or 
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more wrong yet willing to do it would obviously be willing to 
do-and morally responsible for--that which was more wrong . 

Suppose Samantha is trying to prevent birth by taking a partic­
ular medication. Is it a true contraceptive or does it prevent birth 
by inducing very early abortion? If Samantha prescribes or takes 
medication with this doubt in mind, she is willing to do or have 
an abortion. Again, suppose Punch is willing to take revenge on 
Judy, without knowing how much harm will result . Punch should 
suppose that Judy wil l  suffer the worst injury he can anticipate, 
for if he is willing to inflict injury but is uncertain how much 
he will  hurt her, he is willing to inflict the most damage he can 
expect .  

The situation is different, however, when , on the basis of doubt 
about facts, one is uncertain whether a mode of responsibility will 
be violated at all.  Then one must simply take the doubt into ac­
count as part of the problem and apply the relevant mode. 

Suppose Harold is at Jim's isolated house in the country, it is 
eleven o'clock at night, and Harold has had several drinks . 
Should he drive home? Ordinarily, im•oking the norm of fairness, 
he would say no . A person driving in this condition threatens 
other people's safety, and Harold would not want his own safety 
threatened in this way. Tonight, though, as Harold is preparing to 
spend the night on the sofa, Jim experiences severe chest pain-a 
heart attack? There is no ambulance or rescue squad for miles 
around, and the phone is out of order anyway. Should Jim ask his 
intoxicated friend to drive him to the hospital, reasoning that it is 
permissible to take the risk in these circumstances? 

The doubt of fact here concerns precisely how much risk is 
involved. Harold is intoxicated, but Jim believes his friend can 
probably make it to the hospital without having an accident . If 
Jim can judge-in fairness-that he would want others who need 
to reach a hospital to take like risks of involving him and his 
loved ones in an accident, he may take the risk of asking Harold 
to drive. But if Jim would not like it if others asked someone as 
intoxicated as Harold is to drive them to a hospital when he or his 
loved ones were on the roads, then Jim cannot fairly ask Harold 
to drive him. Here the doubt about fact is a factor in the problem . 
The uncertainty is an aspect of what needs deciding , and one ap­
plies the modes of responsibi l ity as usual to a problem constituted 
in part by a doubt. 
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The same approach will solve the problem posed by the exam­
ple about the rescue team and the airliner downed in the Andes . 
Would not every member of the rescue team want others , whose 
job it is, to risk their lives to rescue himself and his loved ones if 
they were possible survivors in some disaster situation? Surely, he 
would . So unless it is virtually certain that there are no survivors, 
the rescue team must go in . 

Another example . Betsy is settling her brother Tom's estate . An 
acquaintance of Tom's makes a claim : "He owed me a thousand 
dollars ." There is no evidence, but the claim is plausible . A per­
son settling an estate has a moral obligation to pay the debts of 
the deceased if the estate's assets make that possible ; here is a 
claim which is plausible but unsubstantiated; the doubt of fact 
is part of the problem about which Betsy must make a moral 
judgment. 

The solution is to fashion a fair rule applicable to any similar 
case. For instance: Plausible but unsubstantiated claims should 
not be honored (for if they were, many such claims would be 
lodged against many estates , quite a few would be fraudulent, and 
rightful heirs would be cheated) . In face of a problem partly con­
stituted by a doubt of fact, one develops a specific norm to sup­
plement the more general norm that debts should be paid . 

C: Doubts about Norms 

Sometimes doubts of conscience are doubts about norms . One 
may be unsure whether there is a relevant norm, whether a sug­
gested norm is true, or whether a possibly relevant norm really 
does apply. Once again it is necessary to distinguish between 
cases involving legal norms and those involving moral norms.  

Where the question is whether a legal norm exists or whether it 
is applicable, the law usually provides ways of settling the matter. 
Lawyers are specialists at this . But what if honest and competent 
lawyers disagree? If the preponderance of expert opinion holds 
that a norm exists and one is bound by it, one should consider 
oneself bound . But suppose there is no consensus : the Internal 
Revenue Service has issued conflicting rul ings on a complex tax 
question , the published regulations offer no clear guidance-what 
is one to do? Then one is free to judge that the law is not appli­
cable in this case . 

In general , having exhausted the possibi lities of finding out 
what the law is and whether it is appl icable without getting an 
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answer, one is not bound by that law in that case . Legal require­
ments end where the possibility of determining what they are 
ends. This is as true of Church law as any other positive law. If 
the Church has not made it clear what one's legal obligation is and 
if the experts-canon lawyers and the like-cannot say, then one 
is entitled to suppose that there is no relevant law applying to the 
particular situation one is concerned about. 

The situation is very different, however, where moral norms 
are at issue. They are truths, not laws, and what has just been 
said cannot be applied to the moral domain. 

If there is firm Church teaching clearly relevant to a particular 
problem, there is no real doubt of conscience for a Catholic about 
the moral norm. But what if there is no firm Church teaching or 
none which is clearly relevant-for example, with respect to re­
sponsibilities in many specific matters of economic justice? Sup­
posing a theological consensus exists, one should say to oneself, 
"The people who have studied this question are better situated 
than I to reach a sound conclusion, so my judgment is likely to be 
in line with truth if I follow their opinion." 

And if there is no consensus? Frank stole fifteen thousand dol­
lars twenty-five years ago. Now he wants to make restitution. 
How much money does he owe? Fifteen thousand dollars? The 
current equivalent of fifteen thousand dollars, making allowance 
for a quarter-century of inflation? Fifteen thousand dollars, plus 
an additional sum calculated by figuring earnings on fifteen thou­
sand at a reasonable rate of interest over twenty-five years? The 
current value of a house which those from whom he stole 
the money planned to purchase a quarter-century ago with that 
fifteen thousand dollars? No clear Church teaching settles this 
kind of problem, and theological opinion is divided. Frank is in­
clined to repay the fifteen thousand and no more. Is that what he 
should do? 

The first question to ask in such cases is: If the act in question 
turned out to be permissible, would one have a responsibility to 
do it? If the answer is no, an upright person will choose to do 
something else certainly good. But if the answer is yes-if the act 
is permissible, one ought to do it-one should accept the judg­
ment (permissible or impermissible) which seems more likely to 
be true. 

Frank, for example, should reason along the following lines. 
"Assuming it's morally permissible for me to repay the money I 
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stole without interest, do I have some other responsibility which 
requires me to do that? I'm married, I'm responsible for my chil­
dren's education. I 'm not sure how far my responsibility for res­
titution extends, but I know I have obligations to my family. 
Repaying the fifteen thousand even without any interest is going 
to impose some real hardships on them. I think the right thing is 
to pay back the fifteen thousand but not deny the kids an educa­
tion by paying more." 

That is reasonable for Frank, a man of quite limited means. 
But suppose Ed, confronting a similar question about restitution, 
has plenty of money and no other clear obligations. Unlike Frank, 
Ed should pay back not just the fifteen thousand dollars but a far 
larger sum-say, the greatest of ( 1) fifteen thousand plus reason­
able interest, (2) the inflation-adjusted equivalent of what he 
stole, and (3) the current value of the house which the victims 
intended to purchase with the money Ed stole. 

What is the difference between Frank and Ed? Frank has a 
clear duty to provide for his children, but his duty to make resti­
tution over and above fifteen thousand dollars is not clear. Ed has 
no clear responsibility to use his money for anything except resti­
tution. Thus, in general, those who are in doubt about a moral 
norm and have no responsibility requiring them not to act accord­
ing to the norm should act according to it, not suppose that their 
doubt renders the norm nonbinding. 

It is easy to apply the same principles to the survivors of the 
crash in the Andes who are unsure whether they may cannibalize 
the bodies of those already dead. Provided they have some hope of 
rescue, they have a grave responsibility to try to stay alive. So, it 
is clear that they should eat the human flesh if doing so is per­
missible. Only if doing that is absolutely wrong should they re­
frain. Someone points out that eating the bodies will in no way 
harm the dead, since they are beyond help and harm. It seems 
more likely that cannibalism is not absolutely wrong. Hence, they 
may do it. (And, in fact, they are right in doing so.)  

Some readers may wonder how the foregoing way of dealing 
with doubts about norms fits into classical moral theology's clas­
sification of approaches to this problem. 

In that framework, the position adopted here is neither laxist 
nor rigorist; it falls within the range of what the Church has al­
lowed. The approach to resolving doubts about law is what has 
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been called "equiprobabilism/' while the way of resolving doubts 
about moral norms in some ways resembles "probabiliorism." 
Still, it is difficult to relate this approach to classical probabilism 
and its alternatives . These were ways of dealing with doubts of 
conscience within a legalistic context, where the assumption was 
that moral norms are like laws. In such a system, having honestly 
tried but failed to find out what the norm is, one can consider 
oneself not bound: "A doubtful law does not bind." 

As we have said repeatedly, however, moral norms are truths, 
not laws. Probabilism is not a satisfactory approach for one who is 
not a legalist. Such a person wants to know what is more likely 
true; and it is the probable moral truth-not the "safer" opinion 
nor the one which "favors liberty"-which should prevail .  This 
leads sometimes to a very strict conclusion and sometimes to a 
very permissive one. No matter. It is not whether the conclusion 
is strict or permissive that matters, but whether it is more likely 
to be true. 

We should not take the legalistic view that doubt leaves us free 
to do as we please. Morality is concerned with the service of hu­
man goods, and when we encounter what seem to be contrary re­
sponsibilities, we should serve the good embodied in the clearer 
responsibility. If no other responsibility will go unfulfilled by ful­
filling an apparent responsibility, fulfill it . If apparent responsi­
bilities and clear responsibilities seem opposed, fulfill those 
which are clear. The truth about the responsibility and service to 
the good are determinative. 

D: Doubts Which Arise Because of Seeming Conflicts of Duties 

Doubts of conscience arising from seeming conflicts of respon­
sibilities can occur in several ways. 

First, because of errors about facts and norms. When respon­
sibilities seem to conflict, the first thing to do is check the facts 
and reflect on the relevant norms. An error may be causing the 
difficulty. 

Second, many apparent conflicts are products of immoral prior 
commitments . Suppose someone working for the mob feels squea­
mish at being ordered to commit murder. The obvious and neces­
sary way to resolve the conflict is to give up the commitment to 
the mob. 



144 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

Much more subtle instances frequently arise in ordinary life . 
Excessive regard for conventional morality and "good form" is a 
ready source of apparent conflicts of responsibilities. By these 
standards, doing what is morally right may very well mean doing 
something which is not "nice" or socially acceptable-for ex­
ample, counselling a young woman not to have an abortion, even 
though having the baby will disrupt her career and upset her fam­
ily. If appearances and the opinion of others occupy a place supe­
rior to the gospel in a person's life, apparent conflicts of 
responsibilities are inevitable; but they disappear when immoral 
commitments and false standards are set aside . 

Finally, conflicts can arise between specific duties or between a 
specific duty and an unspecified obligation. The remainder of this 
section concerns cases of this sort . Another, most interesting type 
of case will be treated in the next section: one can seem to have a 
duty to do something which is absolutely wrong . 

Here is an example of a conflict between specific duties . A man 
is supposed to report for work and at the very same time he has 
to take his wife to the doctor. Obviously he cannot do both . To 
resolve such problems, one has recourse to fairness and formu­
lates a more specific norm-for example, "If I were in my boss's 
position, I'd want my employees to attend to important family 
obligations, even at the expense of taking time off from work." 

Sometimes, though, it is difficult to see why one duty rather 
than another should take preference. Then the solution is to do 
either, while doing what one can to compensate for not fulfilling 
the other-for example, "Even though my wife could get to the 
doctor on her own, we'll both feel better about it if I take her, and 
I'll make it up to the job by working overtime tomorrow." 

Sometimes conflicts arise not between specific duties but be­
tween a specific duty and a nonspecified possible responsibility. A 
student stops a teacher who is hurrying to class and says , "I have 
an urgent problem, and I need to talk with you right now." Fair­
ness is the operative principle here, too, but the presumption is 
on the side of the specified duty. Unless it is clear that later wil l  
not do, the teacher acts reasonably i n  replying, "Sorry, I have a 
class in five minutes , but you can catch me at my office this 
afternoon." 

Even so, the specified duty does not always prevail. A student 
notices that her roommate is depressed and appears to be in a 
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suicidal state of mind. If she gets involved, she will not be able to 
fulfill her specific duty to study tonight. But it is obvious that a 
more specific norm-don't leave potential suicides to their own 
devices-must prevail. 

E: Doubts Related to Moral Absolutes 

What about cases where one seems obliged to make a choice 
which is inconsistent with a moral absolute? The moral absolute 
holds if the choice would really violate it. 

Thomas More and his wife both knew that, if he was sentenced 
to life in prison and the confiscation of all his property, she and 
his family would be left in bad straits . "Take the silly little oath," 
she urged him, "so that you can go free and fulfill your obliga­
tions to us ." More refused, was punished (ultimately with death 
on a trumped up charge of treason)-and his family suffered. But 
there was no real conflict of responsibilities . More had to choose 
between doing something absolutely wrong (taking a false oath) 
and doing what would otherwise have been his duty. His moral 
responsibility-and that of anyone facing a similar decision-was 
to refuse to do the absolutely wrong thing, even though that 
meant leaving unfulfilled what would otherwise have been his 
grave responsibility to his wife and children. More was right, and 
his wife was wrong. 

"You're saying," someone might object, "that the morally right 
thing must be done even though the heavens fall. That is Stoic 
morality." 

We considered this objection earlier in a different context. The 
same answer applies here. Morality for its own sake is not the 
be-all and end-all for Christians. We respect moral absolutes out 
of reverence for human goods, the goods of persons. Thomas 
More's refusal to take the false oath was a matter of reverence for 
the human goods of truth and religion, both violated by false oath 
taking. 

Moreover, Christians believe that if human beings do what is 
morally right, God ensures that the consequences are not ulti­
mately disastrous.  They may be disastrous in this life, but this life 
is not all. The operative principle for Christians is not, "Let right 
be done though the heavens fall" ; it is, "God knows how to bring 
fulfillment out of disaster-he can even raise the dead." (And 
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those who do not believe in the resurrection of the dead are likely 
not to hesitate at wrongdoing if that is what it takes to bring 
about-as they see it-the best results possible here and now. ) 

Sometimes, though, not only does it seem that one must violate 
a moral absolute, one really ought to do the act which seems­
but only seems-wrong. In such cases, the appearances are deceiv­
ing, for the act has not been analyzed sufficiently to bring to light 
the moral truth of the matter. Adequate analysis will make it clear 
that the act does not involve a choice contrary to the moral abso­
lute, but only the accepting of side effects, consistent with that 
absolute and all other relevant moral norms. Here, the distinction 
between what is chosen and what is accepted is crucial (see chap­
ter 9:8-C).  

For example: it i s  wrong to choose to kill oneself; and if the 
word "suicide" is defined simply in terms of behavior, any delib­
erate act which brings about one's own death will be suicide and 
therefore morally wrong. The moral act of suicide, however, is not 
simply behavior of a certain kind. Sometimes people voluntarily 
do things which bring about their own deaths yet do not choose to 
kill themselves. Therefore, what they do is not necessarily wrong. 
Maximilian Kolbe chose to take the place of another prisoner, one 
condemned to death. Examined closely, it is clear that this was 
not a choice on Kolbe's part to kill himself, although he foresaw 
that he surely would die and freely accepted that bad result of 
what he did. Kolbe saved the other man's life; he did not commit 
suicide. 

It is also wrong to choose to kill an unborn child. But suppose 
a woman has a tubal pregnancy which is about to rupture, and 
the doctor removes it. The child dies. Has the doctor performed 
an abortion? No. He knows that when he cuts the embryo's vital 
links to his or her mother, the tiny child will die, but he does not 
choose to kill.  Instead, he chooses to correct a pathological con­
dition (without whose correction the embryo's death is certain 
anyway and the mother's very likely), while accepting the death of 
the embryo as an anticipated but unintended side effect . Careful 
moral analysis focuses not on the outward behavior, which does 
indeed cause the death of an unborn child, but on the choice. 

So, to take another instance, one might do something which 
looks like revenge but which, morally speaking, is not. When a 
mother slaps her misbehaving son, her behavior looks like tit for 
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tat . And perhaps it is ; some mothers at times act like that. But 
the slap may also be her way of calling the boy's attention to the 
fact that he is misbehaving-it is education, not revenge . We 
must look beyond behavior to the underlying will .  

Does this mean one can make any atrocious deed morally good, 
simply by performing it with a good intention? Not at all. Many 
actions cannot be done with a good will by anyone who under­
stands what the actions are . But, as the examples here illustrate , 
there are other cases where one can engage in behavior which 
looks as if it violates a moral absolute without willing such a vio­
lation-and therefore without engaging in a wrongful moral act of 
that sort. 

Finally, a word about cooperation. It is not a separate, compli­
cated problem, but a specification of the problem just discussed . 

Cases of cooperation among equals usually pose no special 
problem. Both (or all) share the same purposes and do the same 
act together. Both (or all) have the same moral responsibility. 
Morally speaking, it is as if each were acting alone. 

The classical problem of cooperation arises where people acting 
together are not really doing the same (moral) act, even though 
they are cooperating in the same (external) behavior. For example, 
when masters and slaves act together, the masters have purposes 
the slaves do not share, while the slaves are simply doing what 
they must to avoid punishment. (Often the situation is not greatly 
different in the case of employers and employees . )  

The relevant question here is: What is one willing? When one 
person cooperates in another's immoral action ,  the morality of the 
cooperator's deed depends on his or her will .  

Church documents routinely distinguish between "formal" and 
"material" cooperation. By formal cooperation, one person makes 
someone else's immoral action his or her own . A nurse formally 
cooperates with an abortion at which she is assisting if she wills 
it, wants it to happen, makes herself fully a party to it . But her 
action is material cooperation when she does things which help 
bring about the abortion without making the immoral act her 
own . 

The difference is a matter not of feelings but of voluntariness . 
An intern may be disgusted by abortion , so firmly disapproving 
of it that she is sure she wi ll never get one herself, yet take part in 
an abortion for the sake of completing her training. Since she 



148 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

does not meet the requirement unless the operation really does 
bring about an abortion, she very reluctantly wills that the oper­
ation succeed. Her cooperation is formal. By contrast, a nurse 
may prepare patients for abortion and even hand over instruments 
during the operation, without choosing that the unborn be killed. 
Her cooperation is material. 

But even material cooperation can be morally wrong, just as it 
can be wrong freely to accept bad side effects . If material cooper­
ation would be unfair or give bad example, or if one has a respon­
sibility to testify to the truth by avoiding even this much 
association with evil-then one should not cooperate materially. 

An orderly who considers abortion wrong and is assigned to 
work in an abortion unit is not formally cooperating, for he does 
not choose that the unborn be killed. But what light does fairness 
shed on his situation? If others were killing him or someone he 
loved, he would be upset not just with those who willed his death 
but with anyone lending a hand even without choosing or intend­
ing the death. He would like everyone to be as uncooperative as 
possible with the killing. Applying this to his present situation­
contributing services necessary for the killing of unborn chil­
dren-he ought either to take a different assignment if he can get 
it or leave this hospital and find another job elsewhere. The same 
is usually true for other people who find themselves cooperating 
materially in immoral deeds and have another option, even one 
which will cause them some inconvenience and suffering. 



13. What Sin Is and 
What It Is  Not 

We have been considering free choices and the norms which 
direct them toward our individual and communal well -being and 
fulfil lment . Some choices , however, violate moral norms and are 
morally evi l .  That is the subject to which we now turn . 

General ly speaking , the interest which phi losophical ethics 
takes in evi l choices does not require any special treatment of 
them ; knowing what moral goodness i s ,  phi losophy knows as 
much as it needs to know about evi l .  But moral theology takes a 
considerably larger interest in evi l -in sin -because it considers 
moral evi l in the special context of our relationship with God . 
Christian l ife is the fruit of redemption . But redemption from 
what? From sin .  Moreover, Christians do not live in an ideal, sin­
free situation , but i n  a situation of sin ,  both original  and per­
sonal . To understand Christian life as a striving for holiness, one 
must understand what one is striving to overcome as wel l as what 
one is striving to reach . 

This  and the next five chapters therefore trea t of sin . In th is  

chapter we consider five topics : what Scripture says about si n; an 

analytic consideration of sin ;  how sin offends God; how people are 

persona l ly involved i n  sin and how they are i nvolved  i n  socia l  sin; 

and the explanations nonbelievers give for the phenomena which 

faith i nterprets as si n. 

A :  What Scripture Says about Sin 

Scripture says si n is an abuse of free choice. For example: 

Do not say, "It was the L ord 's doing that I fell away "; 
for he does not do what he hates. 

149 
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Do not say, "It was he who led me astray"; 

for he has no need of the sinful. 

If you choose, you can keep the commandments, 

and to act faithfully is a matter of your own choice. 

(Sir 15 :11-12, 15) 

Scripture also teaches that because sins are wrong choices, sin 
is primarily in the heart, not in external behavior: "It is what 
comes out of a person that defiles. . . . All these evil things come 
from within, and they defile a person" (Mk 7:20, 23). 

Sin has a communal dimension. The community is not as it 
should be, and individuals, insofar as they conform to community 
standards which diverge from moral truth, will also not be as 
they should .  Still, one cannot slough off personal responsibility 
by blaming the community. "All shall die for their own sins" 
(Jer 3 1 :30) . 

It is clear in many places in Scripture that one can sin against 
other people. But every sin is also against God. "Against you, you 
alone, have I sinned, and done what is evil in your sight" (Ps 
5 1 :4) .  Even so, sinners do not harm God. They harm themselves, 
and they are fools to do so. "The fear of the Lord is the beginning 
of knowledge; fools despise wisdom and instruction" (Prv 1 :7). 

Even though some catechetical materials claim otherwise, 
Scripture does not limit sin to violations of the covenant relation­
ship with God. True, once the covenant is established, those in­
volved in it violate it by their sins. But sin also precedes the 
covenant and exists outside it. "All who have sinned apart from 
the law will  also perish apart from the law, and all who have 
sinned under the law will  be judged by the law" (Rom 2 : 12). All 
violations of the covenant are sins, but not all sins are violations 
of the covenant. 

Especially in Paul and John, sin is often treated not just as a 
particular act but as an ongoing condition of alienation from God. 
The Baptist salutes Jesus as the one who redeems the world from 
this state of estrangement: "Here is the Lamb of God who takes 
away the sin of the world!" (Jn 1 :29) . Closing up the gulf between 
us and God is reconciliation. 

B: An Analysis of Sin 

In order to define sin more analytically, it is necessary to begin 
by recalling the intimate relationship between morality and the 
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reflexive goods of "harmony." In doing what is morally right, one 
is in harmony with oneself, with one's own principles of action , 
with other upright people, and with God. All these existential re­
lationships are more or less disrupted by doing what is moral ly 
wrong. 

And sin? "Sin" is what we call doing what is morally wrong 
insofar as it is contrary to the basic human good of religion. Moral 
wrong viewed as causing disharmony with God is "sin ." So, to 
clarify sin, we begin in this section by discussing sin as moral 
wrongdoing, then go on in the next section to show how such 
wrongdoing always offends God. 

Choices have no moral significance except insofar as one knows 
what one is doing and is willing to do it . Thus, to sin is to do 
something one knows one ought not to do, and to do it knowingly 
and willingly. It follows that sin is not irrational or compulsive (and 
behavior which is genuinely irrational or compulsive is not sin) . 
In order to do anything willingly, one must have an interesting 
good in view, something one cares about and deems worth pursu­
ing. A sin is thus an act directed to some real or apparent good. 

Yet even though in sinning one acts knowingly and willingly 
for the sake of some good, still one is not being completely rea­
sonable. The sinner's will is not in line with integral human ful­
fillment-that is, fulfillment in respect to all the goods in an 
ideal human community. The sinner settles instead for some more 
limited good, makes do with what is less. And that is not fully 
reasonable, since one has as much reason to care about the goods 
one is not here and now pursuing as about the good one does 
pursue in making a particular sinful choice. Feelings, not reasons, 
lead us sinfully to prefer this good to that ,  my good to yours . 

Thus, it can be said that sinners are unreasonable but not that 
they are sheerly irrational . References to the "mysteriousness" of 
sin are misleading to the extent they suggest otherwise . Jack 
wants money and what it can buy ; he wants comfort, social sta­
tus, and power. Where is the mystery in Jack's behavior when he 
cheats and steals to enrich himself? This is not incomprehensible ; 
it is merely unreasonable-because, among other things , someone 
who cheats and steals treats others unfairly, and that is less than 
ful ly reasonable. 

The unreasonableness of sinners also concerns the fact that , in­
stead of choosing in accord with their knowledge of moral truth , 
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they choose against it . They violate conscience . Sally says: "Sure, 
I know I ought to treat Jane fairly, and if I take credit for the 
work she has done, I'll be treating her unfairly. But that's what it 
will take to get what I want, so too bad for Jane ." The choice 
does not correspond to the awareness of moral truth . Violation of 
conscience opens a gap, a lack of correspondence, between choice 
and conscience. 

Just here, primarily, is the privation which is sin 's evil .  The 
privation lies in the lack of agreement between the sinner's aware­
ness of moral truth and his or her choice . It is the absence of 
something which ought to be present : the moral uprightness 
which consists in correspondence between one's knowledge of 
what is right and one's choice . Since the privation is evil , the 
choice it affects is likewise mutilated and evil. The sinful choice 
and the sinful deed, though positive realities , are colored by the 
privation of harmony between moral truth (of which conscience is 
the awareness) and the sinner's will. 

People who do moral evil disrupt harmony on every level. 
There is conflict between their willing of the good which is sin­
ful ly sought and their spontaneous willing. Take the dishonest 
man. While choosing to cheat and steal , Jack, like everyone else, 
also wants to get along well with other people-wants to be ac­
cepted, loved, and so forth. He wants to be in harmony even with 
those he injures . And so he suffers inner conflict as a result of 
his sin .  

There i s  also conflict between the sinner's knowledge of moral 
truth and his or her way of life.  Sooner or later Jack starts telling 
himself: "Basically I'm a decent chap. But I can't real ly help 
what I'm doing. I've got to look out for myself. Everybody else 
does the same thing . You have to be a realist to survive out there 
in the jungle"-and so on . Self-deception and rationalization are 
invoked in the effort to screen out the violation of moral truth. 
Once again-conflict. 

Obviously there is also conflict with other people, those whom 
one injures or is willing to injure in carrying out sinful choices . 
And there is conflict with God. We shall see more of that below. 

Sin is not a passing event. It lasts . S in is located primari ly in 
choices, and choices are spiritual acts which determine the per­
sons who make them. Our choices cause us to be, in moral terms , 
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the kind of  persons we are . Thus our sins persist-not just in ex­
ternal consequences (that may or may not be the case) but in us. 

Guilt is the persistence of sin, not a matter of bad feelings .  In­
deed, it is beside the point whether one feels badly or not . Nor does 
guilt lie in being at odds with the rules of society or in being held 
responsible by others or in fearing or incurring punishment .  
These things have to do with superego and social convention, whi le 
guilt is essentially the persistence of sinful self-determination in 
one who sins . (People also use "guilt" to refer to the sinner 's 
awareness of being in sin. Here, though, we are speaking not of 
the experience of guilt, but of the state of affairs itself. ) 

Sin lasts, but unless the sinner dies in mortal sin it need not 
last forever. It lasts until ,  with God's help, one makes another, 
incompatible choice which overturns the first , sinful one . Thus , 
guilt persists until sinners change their minds and hearts-their 
selves-by repenting. 

Repenting means a great deal more than simply not repeating 
sinful behavior. Jack, who cheats and steals to get ahead, may 
eventually become so rich and powerful that he decides to stop 
cheating and stealing. But he does not thereby become just . To be 
that, a sinner must repent and, in the case of unfairness, undo 
what was previously done. Until Jack does that , he remains a sin­
ner-and dishonest-even though he may also be a pillar of the 
community. 

Sinful choices have further consequences . As we have seen , 
there are other kinds of voluntariness besides choice , and the ef­
fects of sin spread through them. People who have chosen to do 
what is wrong find it harder to see what is right . They fail to 
foresee things they might and should have anticipated. Their du­
ties are less clear to them. Since the truth is not flattering , they 
begin to make up stories in its place . The more that intelligent 
individuals systematical ly engage in this pastime ,  the more elabo­
rate their stories become. Ordinary people produce fairly simple­
minded rationalizations, but subtle and reflective people living 
sinful lives have been known to spin out a whole metaphysics or 
theology to keep the truth at bay. 

Although the primary locus of sin is in bad wil l ,  the "heart ," 
evi l extends into the behavior which executes a sinful choice . If 
one chooses to steal or ki l l ,  the sin is primari ly in the wi l l ,  but 
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the actual stealing or killing is also sinful , not moral ly neutral . 
Especially in the case of unfairness, carrying out a sinful choice is 
also destructive of a substantive good: if, for example, Sally acts 
upon a choice to take credit for Jane's good work, Jane is likely to 
lose out on a promotion she would have received . 

Sin spreads within the self-not just within the psyche, but 
through the whole self. People cannot persist in doing what they 
know is morally wrong without suffering repercussions on their 
feelings and, often, on their physical well-being. Although sin is 
not sickness, it does ultimately make sinners sick . It also has an 
impact on human products-on art, technology, even language. It 
runs through the whole person and, eventually, through society 
and culture. Sin cannot be kept isolated. 

C: How Sins Offend God 

It is not difficult to see how certain sins-idolatry, for exam­
ple-offend God. But all immoral acts offend God. Treating one's 
neighbor unfairly is an offense against God. But why? How is it 
that every kind of immorality concerns God? 

In considering this question, it is necessary to put aside anthro­
pomorphic notions. God is not offended as we are . He does not 
get angry in the way we do, his feelings are not hurt, he does not 
suffer wounded pride . Yet our sins do offend him . How? 

We begin by considering our relationship with God in the con­
text of the covenant. God offers us the covenant for our good , for 
the sake of our human well-being . When we do moral evil , we act 
against God's good plan for us. In that sense , sin is contrary to his 
wisdom and love, contrary to his will. Even apart from the cove­
nant, moreover, one who sins sets aside reason and so implicitly 
sets aside God, the source of meaning and value in creation . Sin­
ners, as it were, declare their independence of anything beyond 
themselves, including God. In that sense, too , sin is an offense 
against God. 

The sins of Christians have both these aspects . It is-or ought 
to be-clear to a Christian that God is the creator and source of 
goods and also that he has established a covenant relationship 
with his people which requires that they cooperate with him 
in bringing about their own salvation and fulfillment. Thus , 
when Christians sin , they know-or at least have every reason to 
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know-that they are setting aside the good will of the good cre­
ator, while also betraying the covenant . Their sins are even more 
offensive to God than the sins of pagans . 

The analogy of parent and chi ld sheds light on this. When a 
child does wrong, parents are offended for reasons having to do 
with themselves-for example, because they are embarrassed or 
because they are deprived of the emotional satisfaction they hoped 
to derive from the good behavior of their offspring. Even the best 
of parents react in this way. But the best of parents are also of­
fended for another reason . They want their child to be good and 
do well; they want what is truly best for him or her. And when 
the child misbehaves , good parents , aware that those who do 
wrong are hurting themselves , are saddened because what is good 
for the child is being lost . They are offended in that sense-not 
because of some loss or injury to themselves, but because of the 
injury and loss which the chi ld whom they love suffers. Their 
generous and unselfish love is frustrated . And that also is how sin 
offends God. 

St. Augustine's account of sin has profoundly affected the way 
Christians understand it. He speaks of sin as a turning away from 
God to creatures , from unchangeable good to things which are 
changeable, from the heavenly to the earthly, from the infinite to 
the finite. He also says that sin is an expression of self-love as 
opposed to love of God .  

This reflects the lived experience of a man who was converted 
from a life of sin  to become a great saint, and it is easi ly under­
stood in light of what we have already said . Sin is a turning away 
from God , since moral ly wrong choices, which are contrary to 
one's own good and to the wel l -being of other persons, violate 

God's wise and loving plan , contradict his wi l l, and are i ncompat­

ible with friendship with him . Sin is an  expression of self- love  
rather than love of God , if the "self" in  question is the muti lated 

self constituted by sinful  activity rather than a truly fulfilled self .  

But St. Augustine's manner of talking about sin, so common in  

the tradition , raises difficu l ties . (It was in  fact heavi ly influenced 

by his  neo -Platonic way of thinking ,  which wi l l  be discussed in  

chapter thi rty- four. )  Sinning is not choosi ng cre�::ures in prefer­

ence to God , for one never has that choice to make. It is only 

possible for human beings to choose between or among possibi l i­

ties for human fulfi l lment. A ll  choices, those which are moral ly 
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good as well as those which are sinful , are choices of human 
goods . Sin lies in choosing something humanly good in a way det ­

rimental to other goods and/or other persons instead of in a way 
open to integral human fulfil lment . 

Moreover, the contrast between loving oneself and loving God 
can easily be misunderstood as a false opposition . Augustine him­
self was aware of this problem, for he says that he is referring to 
false self-love; true self-love is not in conflict with love of God; 
indeed, if one loves oneself properly, one loves God more , and one 
who loves God above everything loves himself more than those 
who love only themselves . 

D: How Individuals Are Personally Involved in Sin, 
Including Social Sins 

As we have seen , people who sin do not choose evil as such, for 
no one is interested in evil as such . We always choose some good, 
something seen as humanly fulfi lling . Sinners , however, choose in 
a way which is not open to al l human good; they choose a certain 
good , and have some reason for choosing it, but they do so in an 
unreasonable manner. 

In the fal len human condition it is easy to do this. Moral good­
ness is only one kind of goodness, and goods of other kinds can 
be alternatives to or competitors with i t .  Someone who makes a 
sinful choice sees the immorality involved as an evi l, but also ex­

pects , in or through the immoral act, to accomplish something 
with a certain appeal . That is precisely why we are tempted to set 
aside moral goodness . It is not hard in this fal len world to accept 

i ts loss if one thereby gets what one wants . 

This is especia l ly clear when people are tempted to do evil so 

that some good may come about . Suppose a general is tempted to 
ki l l the innocent in order to terrorize the enemy into surrender­

ing .  "It's a l l  very wel l  to reverence l ife ," he reasons, "but some­
times i n  this world you have to do unpleasant thi ngs in order to 

have what you want and save what can be saved . "  A l l  arguments 
for proportional ism run a long such l ines . 

Furthermore, no matter how reasonable people  may be, i n  this 

fal l en worl d they sti l l  fi nd themselves i n  the midst of evil, and 

they suffer as a resu lt of it- and that is  d iscouraging. We do our 
best to do what is mora l ly right ,  and sti l l  th i ngs turn out badly. 
We are sti l l  unhappy ;  we sti l l  face the certainty of death at the 
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end of life. Even a genuinely just society would not be heaven on 
earth. Things still would not always turn out well, people still 
would suffer, disasters would occur, death would be everyone's 
fate. It is demoralizing to know that there is not and cannot be a 
paradise on earth. 

And then? Then one is likely to say: "Morality proposes an 
attractive ideal. But it's only an ideal, a dream. The dream will 
never come true. Meanwhile the world is as it is , and I'd better 
get what I can from it while I can and however I can." St. Paul 
put it well :  "If the dead are not raised, 'Let us eat and drink, for 
tomorrow we die' " ( 1  Cor 15 : 32). 

Perhaps this explains the Church's teaching that, apart from 
faith and grace, people inevitably commit mortal sins. No doubt 
it is possible to avoid this sin or that, but without the gifts of faith 
and grace, which give hope of something beyond the human con­
dition as we experience it in this life, we cannot avoid all grave 
sin. 

As we have seen, when Christians sin they do not choose be­
tween God and a human good. Rather, they choose here and now 
to be unfaithful to their covenant relationship with God. When 
tempted, Christians do not say: "I must either give up what I 
want or give up God." Instead they say in effect: "This is what I 
want right now. Excuse me, God-I'll be back later." They expe­
rience temptation as an incitement not to reject God entirely but 
to set aside their relationship with him temporarily. And in a sit­
uation of temptation, not even this relationship seems unquali­
fiedly good. 

It is comfortable to suppose that in order really to sin one must 
choose a limited human good over the infinite goodness of God. 
No one does precisely that-it never happens-and so it is easy 
for sinning Christians to suppose they never commit sin. But that 
is an illusion; it is rationalization and self-deception. 

Emotion also makes it easy to sin. Emotions are necessary for 
the attraction we feel toward any option sufficiently interesting 
that we can even think about choosing it. The emotion inclining 
one toward a morally excluded option leads one to see in it a cer­
tain intelligible good-at the very least, the experience (even 
if not the reality) of inner harmony. "The best way to get rid 
of temptation is to give in to it ." By giving in, the frustration 
of wanting something and not having it is overcome. So, 
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surrendering to temptation carries with it at least that appearance 
of good, which a sinner's rationalization can accept as a plausible 
counterfeit of the real human good. 

Besides its effect on the sinner, sin has an impact on the com­
munity. For one thing, choices, including sinful ones, are often 
made by people choosing to do things together. But even when 
choices are not communal in this way, they frequently bear upon 
other persons-for example, by creating situations to which they 
must respond. The sin of one who treats others unfairly not only 
injures them directly but tempts them to seek revenge, to be un­
just in their turn. One sin foments others. 

In this way sin weaves a kind of network or, to change the met­
aphor, leaves behind it a social residue which goes on having its 
effect. Sinners may repent, but the social consequences of their 
wrongdoing persist. Greedy and dishonest people, for example, 
may mend their ways, but if their sins have helped create an un­
just social system or given currency to unjust business practices 
now widely accepted and imitated, the fact that they reform their 
lives does not by itself change the economic system or the pattern 
of sharp practices which they helped bring into being. 

Thus "social sin" is a reality. There really are social institu­
tions, structures, arrangements, and practices which are sinful in 
the sense that they are products of sin, embody sin, and lead to 
further individual sins. These institutions and structures exist in­
dependently of individuals. They are not overcome by individual 
repentance; they have a kind of life of their own and must them­
selves be changed or rooted out. 

All the same, it is a mistake to think of social evil, any more 
than evil on the individual level, as a positive reality to be de­
stroyed by the violent overthrow of the institutions which embody 
it. Evil as such is a privation, to be overcome by repentance, for­
giveness, and reconciliation-very likely emerging from redemp­
tive suffering-which heals up the sinner's self-mutilation and 
fills in the missing content of justice and love. 

It is also a mistake to displace individual responsibility onto 
society. The social dimension of evil does not excuse individuals 
from trying to do what is right. One may not say: "I didn't create 
the system, but I have to survive-so I'm not to blame for going 
along with it." Nor may one say: "The evil is out there in the 
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system, and I intend to change it. But as for changing my own 
sinful heart-that's small potatoes for a social reformer like me ." 

To deal with sin rightly, we must repent of our own sins and 
also do what we can to change the structures and institutions in 
society which extend sin beyond our individual lives . It is not an 
either/or situation, as if individual conversion and social reform 
were alternative options. Christians should have at one and the 
same time the attitude of the traditionally devout person who ex­
amines his or her own conscience and that of the social ly con­
scious person who tries to make a better world. There is more to 
Christian penance and reconciliation than either individualistic 
devotionalism or one-dimensional social activism . 

E: How Nonbelievers Account for the Phenomena of Sin 

Nonbelievers are aware of most of the phenomena which Chris­
tians regard as sin or expressions of sin. Indeed, the evidence 
could hardly be denied. But contemporary nonbelievers by and 
large do not believe in free choice; they deny that there is any 
such thing as self-determination. So they offer deterministic ac­
counts of moral evil-according to which , of course, it is some­
thing other than moral evil. 

Such accounts treat moral evil as a kind of immaturity (we are 
not wel l  adjusted) or as a sickness (we cannot control our abnor­
mally strong drives) or as an imperfect stage in the evolutionary 
process (we are not so far removed from our subhuman ancestors) 
or as ignorance (we need more education about the consequences 
of our behavior) . Some nonbelievers-Nietzsche and Heidegger, 
for instance-take an unconventional view of immorality and see 
it largely as a lack of creativity (we are stodgy). 

To repeat: Al l these ways of interpreting sin assume that what 
we cal l sin is not moral evil, since they assume that people cannot 
choose freely. Christians must reject this deterministic world 
view. As we saw in chapter two, free choice is not just a phi lo­
sophical hypothesis but a principle of faith, divinely revealed, at­
tested in Scripture, defined by the Counci l of Trent, and 
fundamental to the Christian world view. 

At the same time, we can-and must-admit that determining 
conditions limit people's options and reduce thei r ability to know 
moral truth . Moral responsibi lity extends only as far as the 
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knowledge of moral truth and the awareness of good alternatives. 
People often are blamelessly ignorant or mistaken about what they 
could and should do, and then their freedom is limited. To that 
extent, deterministic accounts say something true about the hu­
man condition. This is not a world where every conceivable good 
option is available to everyone as a real possibility for choice. 

Even so, people often are responsible for some of the limits on 
their own freedom. Not infrequently, ignorance and psychological 
illness are more or less the fault of those who suffer from them; 
and, if not their fault, then someone else's . Moral evil-sin-can 
lead to psychological problems and to ignorance of moral truth. 
Moreover, social evil originating in free choices often severely 
limits people's morally good options, especially the options of the 
poor and the oppressed. That moral handicap can only be over­
come to the extent people make good free choices and work up­
rightly to liberate society from the slavery imposed by sin. 



14 . Sin of Adam and Sins of 
Men and Women 

Although dogmatic theology considers original sin, moral the­
ology also needs to deal with it inasmuch as original sin estab­
lishes both the context and the basic problem for Christian moral 
life . Our inability to live consistently good lives without a struggle 
is to a great extent due to original sin. To be consistently good, 
our lives must have the peculiar character of Christian life: they 
must be spent carrying the cross in the effort to overcome evil, 
both the evil of personal sin and the evil common to humankind 
which is original sin. 

Pope Pius XI gives a compact statement of Catholic teaching on 
this subject: 

Original sin is the hereditary but impersonal fault of Adam's descen­
dants, who have sinned in him (Rom 5 : 12) .  It is the loss of grace , and 
therefore of eternal life, together with a propensity to evil, which ev­
erybody must, with the assistance of grace , penance, resistance and 
moral effort, repress and conquer. The passion and death of the Son 

of God has redeemed the world from the hereditary curse of sin and 

death.6 

Here we take up five topics : why we should believe in original 
sin; how it could have been committed by the first human beings ; 
its consequences; how we can be involved in a sin committed be­
fore we existed; and some objections and replies . 

A: Why We Must Believe in Original Sin 

One might of course say, as theologians as diverse as Cardinal 
Newman and Reinhold Niebuhr have ,  that one cannot help 

1 6 1  
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believing in original sin, or something very much like it , because 
the empirical evidence is so compelling. Catholics, however, must 
believe in the doctrine of original sin as it is taught by the Church 
for two specific reasons: first, it is very closely connected with 
other essential Christian doctrines; second, it is itself a matter of 
faith, as the Council of Trent's solemn teaching makes clear. 

As to the first point: Even though God creates everything good 
and is the Lord of creation, still the human condition is pro­
foundly marked by evil. We find ourselves in a situation of con­
flict, disruption, and sin even before we personally become 
morally responsible for it . Suffering and death are inevitable and 
universal. True, someone might say that death is natural . Yet 
when we think of death for ourselves and those we love , we do not 
simply shrug resignedly and say, "Animals and plants die, and so 
do human beings." Deep in our hearts we consider death outra­
geous. Believing that, we know something is profoundly wrong 
with the human condition. 

But where does what is wrong come from? If one says "from 
the nature of things," one is either attributing the situation to 
God, the creator and Lord, or saying that God's providence is in­
adequate to keep evil from erupting into creation through the ac­
tivity of some other principle . Neither solution is acceptable to a 
believer. Hence it is necessary to account for what is fundamen­
tally wrong with the human condition by an abuse of creaturely 
freedom at the very beginning. The human predicament is some­
how the result of collective human fault. 

Genesis says as much. Through a narrative rich in symbolic 
content, it explains how, even though God is good, creator of a 
good world, and Lord of the world he created, the human situa­
tion comes to be flawed: people at the beginning abused their 
freedom. 

This is expressed not only in the story of Adam and Eve, but in 
all of Genesis up to Abraham-in the story of Cain and Abel , the 
flood, Babel . Together they present a rich explanation of the mis­
ery of the human condition in its various aspects . People commit­
ted sin from the beginning, and sin divided people and set them 
against one another; subsequently, sin was prevalent at al l times . 

Genesis, however, is not the principal scriptural text on the 
subject of original sin . That distinction belongs to the fifth chap­

ter of St. Paul 's Epistle to the Romans, where he writes : 
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Just as sin came into the world through one man, and death came 

through sin, and so death spread to all because all have sinned . . . .  

If, because of the one man's trespass, death exercised dominion 

through that one, much more surely will those who receive the abun­

dance of grace and the free gift of righteousness exercise dominion in 

life through the one man, Jesus Christ. Therefore just as one man's 

trespass led to condemnation for all, so one man's act of righteous­

ness leads to justification and life for all .  (Rom 5 : 12,  17-18) 

The doctrine of original sin and the doctrine of redemption in 
and through Jesus Christ are intimately, inextricably linked. 

Original sin explains the trouble with human life.  Redemption 
explains the remedy and how it becomes effective: through 
Christ,  through participation in his death and resurrection, 
through our becoming, and indeed the whole world's becoming, a 
new creation in him. Deny the doctrine of original sin as it has 
traditionally been understood, and before long one will also deny 
the doctrine of redemption as traditionally understood. 

The Council of Trent clearly defined that through man's (that 
is, Adam's) sin at the beginning, justice and holiness were lost 
and the punishment of death was incurred; and that this sin is 
passed on to all men and women, not by imitation but by propa­
gation. In other words, original sin is something one is born with, 
not something one personally does. So, according to Trent, in­
fants are involved in original sin even before they can make 
choices of their own, but the sin is taken away by the merits of 
Christ .  These merits are applied to individuals by baptism, and so 
it is right and necessary that infants be baptized (see DS 15 1 1-
15/788-92). 

B: How Original Sin Could Have Been Committed 

In regard to original sin, it is important to be clear about what 
does and does not pertain to faith. One need not believe that the 
first human beings were endowed with extraordinary knowledge, 
virtue, power, and so on. Much of the theological tradition, espe­
cially that stemming from the Eastern Church Fathers, does sug­
gest a golden age at the beginning, when the human condition 
was truly wonderful-rich in science, art, virtue, and every hu­
man perfection. But God has not revealed this, and the Church 
does not teach it. It is only theological speculation, which can be 
dispensed with. 
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One must, however, accept some things as true about the first 
human beings who were our ancestors and with whom we are in 
human solidarity: for example, that they were able to understand 
right and wrong and make free choices . We also have to suppose, 
in the words of Vatican II, that God, "planning to make known 
the way of heavenly salvation . . . went further and from the start 
manifested himself to our first parents" (DV 3). There was a di­
vine revelation to the first human beings; they were aware of their 
relationship to God and were consciously in friendship with him. 

At the same time, one need not think these first human beings 
understood all that was at stake if they sinned or, specifically, 
knew that in sinning they were acting to the detriment of those 
who would come after. They only needed to know right from 
wrong and to be able to commit sin. 

Must one believe there were only one man and one woman at 
the beginning? Some biologists think evolution theory indicates 
the need for a substantially larger group at the origin of an or­
ganic type as complex as the human. But both Pope Pius XII and 
Pope Paul VI point out that polygenism, as it is called, appears to 
be irreconcilable with the Church's teaching. 7 It is not clear, how­
ever, that either pope insists that monogenism must therefore be 
held, since what appears irreconcilable with faith might turn out 
to be reconcilable after all .  Hence, one can seek a way to recon­
cile what the Church teaches with what some hold to be the facts. 
One such speculation proceeds along the following lines. 

It is not hard to imagine that among the first human beings, 
however large the group was, some sort of struggle arose-per­
haps a temptation to settle a disagreement about leadership by an 
unreasonable resort to violence instead of by peaceful means. 
When the members of a group disagree about a question of this 
sort, they easily become polarized. If there were a resort to vio­
lence in the circumstances imagined, all the members of the 
group capable of choosing might well have become involved. One 
can suppose everyone's doing the wrong thing: choosing up sides 
and resorting to violence, faction against faction, neighbor against 
neighbor. 

In any human society, however, some person or persons make 
the decision which is decisive for the group. (A simple example: A 
nation does not go to war unless its ruler so decides, even though 
elements of its armed forces may engage in battle before the rul-
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er's decision commits the nation. )  Where wrongdoing is in ques­
tion, the group as such only goes wrong when the person or 
persons primarily responsible for leadership participate in the 
wrongdoing and give it the seal of authority. 

In this way, it is possible to imagine that the first human be­
ings-not just two people, but a clan as large as evolution theory 
would require-all committed sin; but that the sin became the 
sin of what was then the whole human race only by reason of the 
fact that the group's leader assented to it, participated in it, and 
so made it the sin of the group as such. 

This is, we repeat, merely a speculative attempt to reconcile 
what the Church teaches with what some say science requires. 
Perhaps there is a better way of doing that. Does the account 
given here fit the facts? We have no way of knowing. We do know, 
because it is a matter of faith, that the essential teaching of the 
Church is true, and we believe that our speculation points to a 
way in which polygenism could be consistent with that teaching. 
The key point is that whether humankind at the beginning was 
two people or a much larger group, the whole of humankind was 
able to commit a sin provided it was a real community and its 
leader acted sinfully precisely as the leader of that community. 

C: The Consequences of Original Sin 

The primary consequence of original sin was that not only the 
individuals who committed it but human beings as a group were 
no longer a community in friendship with God. The previously 
existing, conscious friendship based on revelation was disrupted. 
But besides this disruption, harmony on every level was damaged. 
When sin is committed, all the existential goods are affected 
for the worse. Genesis depicts in a concrete, imaginative way the 
inner tension, insincerity, and interpersonal conflict-consider 
Cain and Abel-arising from sin. 

Trent, basing its teaching on St. Paul, definitively teaches that 
death also is a consequence of sin. At first this seems strange. Is 
not death natural for bodily beings? But there is no contradiction 
between saying death is natural and saying it was not in God's 
original plan for human beings. 

These bodily creatures, human beings, were created with intel­
ligence and freedom and with the dignity of being made in God's 
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image and called to share in divine life; right from the beginning 
they enjoyed friendship with God based on revelation. So it is fit­
ting to suppose-and the Church definitively teaches-that God 
intended to prevent them from having to die . In the absence of 
original sin, we can imagine that human beings ,  instead of dying, 
would have passed directly from earthly life to another life like the 
resurrection life for which we now hope . (They would not have 
experienced "resurrection," however, for they would not have 
died, as we understand death. )  

However that may be, as a result of original sin, we have lost 
the gift of being preserved from what appear to be the natural 
consequences of our bodily condition . Death, the natural fate of 
other organisms,  is our fate, too. It is not necessary in this view to 
suppose that God imposes death on us as an arbitrary punish­
ment. Instead, we can suppose that he simply permits that to 
happen which naturally would happen unless he prevented it by a 
special intervention. As a result of sin, God lets nature take its 
course with those who do not cherish his gifts. Many Fathers of 
the Church explain in this way how death is both a consequence 
of sin and natural for human beings as organisms. 

However one explains it, death's entrance into human affairs as 
a result of original sin accounts for a great deal about the human 
condition as it is now. 

Human beings are in a more painful situation than are other 
creatures destined to die. Animals and plants will die, but they 
do not know it. Even the higher animals, which react instinctively 
against life-threatening situations, cannot fear death as we do be­
cause they are not reflective. But we human beings look ahead 
and know, with agonized self-awareness , that we and those we 
love are going to die. 

Our emotional lives are profoundly affected by this knowledge. 
After sin, the human race lives in terror of death . The terror is 
absent only in small children, who do not yet grasp that they wi l l  
die and whose emotional reactions therefore have a beautiful 
spontaneity and lack of affectedness . Perhaps one also sees some­
thing of this in very holy people; entirely realistic about death 
and the terror it gives rise to, they nevertheless have so great a 
hope of resurrection that they enjoy an inner harmony-a reinte­
gration on the emotional level-lacking in the rest of us . Ordi­
nari ly, though , people dread death , and their dread skews the 
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whole of their emotional lives; "all their lives" they are "held in 
slavery by the fear of death" (Heb 2 : 15) .  

One result is a bias toward intense pleasure, sought as a kind of 
anodyne or escape from pervasive dread . Animals pursue what is 
gratifying-food and sex-to the extent it is organically necessary 
and appropriate. But human beings are driven to pursue gratifi­
cation long after it has stopped making sense . We kill ourselves 
by eating too much , drinking too much, smoking, taking drugs; 
we seek meaningless sexual gratification which offers no personal 
fulfillment and may even be personally destructive to one or both 
parties. Why do we seek destructive pleasure? To feel a little bet­
ter even for a little while ,  to escape pain and anxiety, to avoid con­
fronting the reality which otherwise seems to rule our lives-death. 

This state of affairs is "concupiscence." It is not itself sin, but 
it is a consequence of sin and tends to sin . Here is the real emo­
tional situation of human beings in the condition of fallen nature. 
One need not think of it as perverse and psychologically deviant. 
It is the normal psychological state of human beings living in fear 
of death. 

This terror impacts on the world of our experience-a world 
we now approach simultaneously dreading extinction and craving 
gratification , a world made up , for us, of threats and al lurements. 
As we experience the world, it is a kind of caricature of itself . In 
fact, it is hard for us even to see the world as it is. For that we 
turn to the special vision of the artist, who, through long training 
to see what is actual ly there , glimpses a richer, more multi­
dimensional reality than the rest of us .  Most of the time, most of 
us perceive a world reduced to the dimensions of what is emotion­
al ly important to us .  And al l our emotions are affected by craving 
for pleasure and fear of death . 

Whatever we understand is understood i n  light of our experi­

ence of the worl d ,  and since this experience is distorted, so is our 
basic understanding of a l l reality. Our grasp of what is good i s  
l imited and skewed by a fundamenta lly faulty perception of how 
things are . This in tur n  is reflected in what we do and make-in 
language, art, science , and technology. Human culture as a whole 

is affected for the worse . No product of human activity is as it 

would be without sin. 
The cultural consequences of sin set up a kind of vicious circle. 

Distortion at the cultural level returns to, and reinforces, 
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distortion already existing on the individual psychological level. 
Think of a child being socialized in a perverse view of reality, a 
corrupt understanding of what is good, by watching television 
indiscriminately. 

The alternatives for choice which are open to people after sin 
are not as good as they would have been without sin . Morally 
right possibilities are not so interesting. Why? 

Every choice involves self-limitation: one is not fulfilled here 
and now with respect to the good not chosen. Ideally, community 
should compensate for this. Although one cannot oneself be ev­
erything and have every kind of human fulfillment , a far wider 
range of experiences and fulfillments is open to the community. 
"We" together are more than "I" alone. The limitations, the fini­
tude, of individuals find compensation in a community whose 
members truly love one another and rejoice in one another's ful­
fillment. That is true in a good family, where parents in many 
ways set aside their individual desire for fulfillment in favor of 
their children, grown children in favor of aged parents , one 
spouse in favor of the other, and so on. 

In light of sin, however, the point of self-denial is blurred. Sup­
pose someone accepts the self-limitation involved in doing the 
right thing: what then? Others cannot be counted on to do their 
share. Generous people suffer for their generosity by being ex­
ploited; forgoing individual fulfillment, they are denied fulfill­
ment in others . So, for example, to the extent children live badly, 
a generous mother's or father's motivation to be a good parent is 
reduced. In such circumstances, "looking out for number one" 
seems to make good sense. 

In sum, the human condition after sin is difficult .  The alterna­
tives for choice-including, and often especially, the morally 
good alternatives-are not very appealing. Virtue frequently is its 
own punishment: "I tried to do the right thing, and look what 
happened to me as a result !"  This is not surprising . Competition 
is a large part of this life,  and the wicked, ready to do what they 
must in order to get what they want, have a distinct advantage in 
competing with those who are trying to be moral ly good . 

In light of all this, people see little reason for hope. Death is 
inevitable;  moral goodness is not very rewarding; doing what is 
wrong seems to offer some immediate pleasure and fulfillment. 
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This helps explain that "weakening" of the will which is also one 
of the consequences of original sin . 

The will is a spiritual power; it does not grow stronger or 
· weaker as muscles do . Either one makes free choices or one does 
not; there is no such thing as a choice which is a little bit free. 

But it makes good sense to speak of weakness of will when mor­
ally good options are unappealing and morally bad ones are at ­
tractive . Very often that is how things are in the fallen human 
condition . Our wills are weak because it is hard to see why one 
should live a morally good life . "If the dead are not raised, 'Let 
us eat and drink , for tomorrow we die, " ( 1  Cor 15 : 32) . 

D: How We Can Be Involved in a Sin Committed Before We Existed 

For people with Christian faith this may be the most difficult 
question about original sin : How are we involved in it? We did 
not personal ly commit it ;  yet the Church does not teach simply 
that we suffer i ts bad consequences . On the contrary, the Counci l 
of Orange specifically makes the point that, if that were the case, 
it would be unfair-God would be acting unjustly in punishing us 
for something of which we were not gui lty. Somehow therefore we 
real ly do participate in  this  sin .  But how? 

Evidently not by any personal act of the wi l l, for we come i nto 

the world in thi s  state . But is not sin an emi nently voluntary, per­
sonal thing? That is the problem . The solution proceeds along the 

following l ines . 

If man had not sinned at the beginning,  humankind would not 
have been merely the fami ly of Adam ; it would have been both a 
human fellowship and the fami ly  of God .  Had people at the be­
ginning remained faithful  to the revelation they received and had 

they responded faithful ly to God,s gifts, then as a human fami ly 
they would a lso have been God,s fami ly. So, too, would their de­
scendants have been- so wou ld we be- simply by coming to be 

as members of the human race . 

However, at the beginning humankind fell short of its common 

responsibi l ity. Not only did many (or even al l) individuals as in­
dividuals fal l into sins of one sort or another, but humankind as a 

community, by the action of its l eadership, committed a commu­

nal  sin . Thus, the human fami ly did not respond to God,s gifts, 

did not remain i n  friendsh ip with him. As matters now stand, we 
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come to be in a natural human community, without coming to be 
in friendship with God. To be born a human being does not mean 
being born a child of God , since the human race as such is not 
God's family. 

It is quite true that original sin in us is not a personal choice-
. no one can inherit a choice-and therefore is not a personal sin. 

What we do inherit, however, is human nature within a human 
race which as such is alienated from God and whose members are 
in conflict, including religious conflict, with one another. In this 
way original sin accompanies our human nature and is transmit­
ted by propagation, not by imitation . We come to be in the hu­
man community of Cain and Abel, whose common nature did not 
unite them in friendship with God, and for whom the issue of 
friendship with God itself became divisive to the point of deadly 
conflict . 

Sin is an evil, and evil is a privation . Where is the privation 
which constitutes original sin? To put it concretely: What does a 
new human being lack which he or she ought to have? The an­
swer of course is grace . That means at least the following . 

In coming into existence , each new human person ought-ac­
cording to God's original plan-to come to be within  a commu­
nity in friendship with God . But humankind lost that friendship 
with God by original sin ,  so that human beings now do not come 
to be in such a community;  a new human person is not in friend­
ship with God . That lack-of friendship with God-is the ab­
sence of something which shou ld be present, because it was part 
of God's plan at the beginning . In short, as a result of original 

sin ,  human nature commences in each human person without 
grace, grace which each new person would have had if the first 
human beings had accepted and lived by God's original plan . This 
lack of grace is the central privation constituting the evi l of orig­

inal  sin .  

Moreover, this lack real ly has the character of sin for us. Hu­
mankind as a whole has not developed as a single community; in 

d ivided humankind , there neither has been nor i s  a common, uni­
versa l wi l l  to genuine religious community. Rather, there i s  the 
privation of such a wi l l  toward friendship with God . This priva­

tion is the lack of a social  act which should exist but does not. 
One cannot ,  simply by being human, share in a social act of 

friendship toward God , for there is no such social act of human-
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kind as a whole to share in. This is the defect in voluntariness­
in will-which makes privation of grace be original sin in us . 
Thus, original sin is inherited inasmuch as each new human be­
ing is involved by nature in a communal omission, the failure to 
share in a common committrient to friendship with God . 

Still, some people will say: "God is harsh to allow us to inherit 
a human nature and be born into a human community lacking 
what ought to be there, just because people at the beginning 
sinned." But how harsh is God, really? He has not abandoned the 
human race; his offer of friendship still stands . Only now, hu­
mankind collectively having rejected his offer, it is up to human 
persons individually to accept it. 

Humankind's leadership at the beginning abused its role by 
committing a communal sin, with the result that humankind be­
came so divided that no ordinary man could lead it in a common 
act of repentance back to friendship with God . But Jesus , sent by 
God, assumes the role of leadership in order to establish and head 
the community in friendship with God that we are invited to 
join-the community of the new covenant, which is Jesus' 
Church. God's family is now a permanent society in the world, 
open to all human beings who choose to join it . By making this 
choice and seeking baptism into the Church-or, for someone 
who has not heard the gospel preached, by looking for God's com­
munity of redemption or hoping for it-every human individual 
can accept God's offer of friendship. 

In sum, as a result of original sin, we do not come into exis­
tence as members of God's family. But membership is still offered 
to us. Although we are not members by nature , we become so by 
the commitment of faith . God has not abandoned us . He has sini­
ply given us a different way-a better way-of being in friendship 
with him. 

E: Some Objections and Replies 

It is said that modern Scripture scholarship undermines the 
doctrine of original sin . 

Familiarity with sound modern Scripture scholarship and with 
the actual teaching of the Church provides the best answer to this 
objection. Modern scholarship does make it clear that the Bible 
asserts far less about original sin than many people once supposed 
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and some still do; it undermines any reading of Genesis which 
treats the text as a straightforward report of humankind's early 
history. 

But such a reading is not part of Catholic doctrine about orig­
inal sin. For example, the picturesque details included in the first 
few chapters of Genesis are not part of the Church's teaching (nor 
is the idea that the transmission of original sin is due to sexual 
passion) . So, sound modern Scripture scholarship, while showing 
that the Genesis account is not history, does not undermine the 
Catholic doctrine of original sin. Nothing in such scholarship un­
dermines Genesis as an account of the human condition or contra­
dicts any of the relevant truths of faith defined by Trent. 

Moreover, as we noted earlier, the doctrinally more important 
scriptural text about original sin is not Genesis but Romans 5, 
where St.  Paul discusses the sin of man and the redemptive work 
of Christ. Modern scholarship shows that some have read more 
into this text than is actually there, but that does not undermine 
the teaching of Trent. And Trent's understanding of St. Paul is a 
matter of the first importance, not so much for the sake of the 
doctrine on original sin, but because rejection or radical revision 
of that doctrine entails the rejection or radical revision of the far 
more important doctrine of redemption. 

A second objection arises from the fact that many people be­
lieve evolution theory has somehow undermined the traditional 
doctrine on original sin. 

Although different theories of evolution conflict with one an­
other in their details, it does appear necessary to accept the gen­
eral biological theory of evolution. However, evolution theory 
concerns organic life only, while intelligence and free choice are 
spiritual capacities which cannot be explained by organic princi­
ples. Human beings, in other words, have capacities which evolu­
tion cannot account for. 

Granting the truth of biological evolution theory, then, one 
must acknowledge a transformation at some point which can only 
be explained by a special divine intervention . Some organisms 
ceased being mere animals and were made into human persons­
images and likenesses of God. That is so whether one supposes 
that at the beginning there were only two such persons or whether 
one supposes a much larger number. In either case, there had to 
be a radical change-from animals to persons-brought about by 
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a special creative act of God . To be logical about it, everyone who 
denies this must end by denying that there are human persons. Of 
course, they will not deny that there are human beings, but they 
will deny that any human being can make a free choice-as hu­
man persons in fact do. 

In relation to the doctrine of original sin, there is no reason not 
to suppose that the first human persons were ,  by our standards, 
very primitive. One need not believe they enjoyed extraordinary 
gifts or lived in a golden age; they may have been primitive hunt ­
ers and inhabited caves . All the doctrine of original sin requires is 
that these human beings knew themselves to be in a special rela­
tionship with God, were capable of choosing freely, and somehow 
constituted a single community. Nor, to the extent the speculation 
above about how original sin occurred may be correct, does it 
matter how large the first group of human persons was, provided 
it was a true society capable of committing itself as a group, mor­
al ly speaking, by its leader's participating in, and thus ratifying, 
the immoral choices of the other members . 



15 . Distinctions among Sins ; 
Sins of Thought 

So far we have considered sin in general and original sin . Now 
we turn to the sin we actual ly commit, personal sin . 

This chapter takes up two different topics :  the distinction 
among sins based on their seriousness, and sins of thought .  We 

consider five questions : how sins differ in seriousness; what mor­
tal sin is; how individuals can commit mortal sin by involvement 
in the sinful activities of groups ;  and, turning to sins of thought, 
why they are so important and what exactly they are . The next 
two chapters wi l l  treat the conditions for mortal sin at greater 
length. 

A: How Sins Differ in Seriousness 

Almost everyone who does phi losophical ethics recognizes that 
not al l moral evil is equal ly grave , and ordinary people intuitively 
grasp the same thing. 

To begin with , subjective factors can affect the degree of immo­
ral ity. How aware is the individual of doing wrong? Has he or 
she actual ly made a wrong choice? How appealing are the moral ly 
acceptable alternatives? The degree of immorality can vary de­
pending on whether the agent is more or less clear about 
how wrong something is ,  on whether he or she does or does not 
make a choice , and on whether the alternatives are appealing or 

repugnant. 
There can also be differences in  the seriousness of what is  

done- in the mode of responsibility which is violated, in  the hu­
man good which is damaged, in the extent to which the wrong 

1 74 
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action does harm. We saw in chapter ten, for instance, that even 
though the result-in the example, someone's death-may be the 
same, it is more serious to try to kill somebody one hates (a vio­
lation of the seventh mode) than to practice favoritism in giving 
and withholding life-threatening assignments (a violation of the 
fifth mode), and more serious to do the latter than to contribute 
to someone's death by withholding help because of laziness or 
anxiety (a violation of the first or fourth mode). Similarly, it is 
worse, other things being equal, to kill someone than to injure 
him or her, and more serious to cause someone to sin than to do 
the person bodily harm. 

All this is clear to reason. But faith introduces a further sharp 
distinction: that between mortal sin and venial sin. It is found 
neither in philosophy nor in most religious traditions, but it has 
been an element of faith throughout Christian history. Evidently 
the distinction-according to which the least serious mortal sin is 
radically different from, and far more serious than, the most seri­
ous venial sin-is essentially linked to revelation. The sharp 
break, the radical difference, between mortal and venial sin will 
be examined in the next chapter; here we shall only indicate what 
it consists in. 

The Old Testament-for example, Leviticus in many places­
distinguishes between faults, for which expiation is possible, and 
crimes against the covenant community and its God, which can­
not be expiated. Everyone commits faults, but not everyone com­
mits crimes. The latter are punishable by death or exclusion from 
the covenant community: for example, "Any of the people of Is­
rael, or of the aliens who reside in Israel, who give any of their 
offspring to Molech shall be put to death" (Lv 20:2). Crimes in­
clude idolatry, murder, adultery, false witness in a capital case, 
and so on. Such deeds are so serious that they deserve the pun­
ishment of death or being cut off from the community. (To be 
sure, not everyone who committed crimes was in fact punished 
this way; but deeds like these were believed to deserve such pun­
ishment.)  

Although the Old Testament does not speak of sins as mortal 
and venial, these ideas underlie the distinction between crimes 
and faults. "Venial" means pardonable. It signifies that which can 
be expiated, forgiven, wiped away. A crime, however, cannot be 
expiated; it deserves the punishment of death, either physical 
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death or the social death of exclusion from the community, and so 
is "mortal." 

The New Testament does not use the words "mortal" and "ve­
nial" either, but it makes the same distinction even more clearly. 
Jesus tells his disciples to ask the Father's forgiveness for their 
daily trespasses (Mt 6 : 12 ; Lk 1 1 :4) ;  but he warns that other trans­
gressions lead to everlasting punishment (Mt 23:33)  and seems to 
speak of some sins as unforgivable: for example, "Therefore I tell 
you, people will be forgiven for every sin and blasphemy, but 
blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven" (Mt 12 : 3 1 ) .  

These ideas became explicit very early in Christian teaching. 
There are slight transgressions ,  which even the upright commit 
daily, and these can be forgiven. But there are also grave sins, 
which are capable of excluding one forever from the kingdom. 
Idolatry, adultery, and homicide are among the first sins recog­
nized as mortal. The continuity with the Old Testament is clear. 

The Church's teaching insists on the distinction between mor­
tal and venial sins . For example, the Council of Trent teaches that 
not all sins take away grace-some are venial; it also teaches that 
each and every mortal sin must be confessed and absolved. In 
sum, although reason alone cannot fully explain the distinction , it 
is found in Scripture and in the Church's teaching. It is an essen­
tial part of Christian faith. 

B:  What Mortal Sin Is 

By definition , mortal sin is incompatible with sharing in divine 
life .  Someone who commits mortal sin and remains in it is ex­
cluded from the kingdom. Christians who commit mortal sin 
thereby make themselves incapable of full participation in the life 
of the Church, especially in the Eucharist , since the Eucharist 
expresses and nourishes the Church's living unity. A person who 
is not living in unity with the Church by sharing in divine life 
should not receive Communion, for that would be like an unfaith­
ful spouse asking for marital intercourse. Exclusion from full par­
ticipation in the Eucharist on account of mortal sin is not an 
arbitrary punishment; rather, there is an intrinsic connection. 

Mortal sin is defined by three fami liar conditions: grave matter, 
sufficient reflection, and full consent. These conditions are in­
trinsic to the idea of mortal sin .  Sin , after al l ,  involves a conflict 
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between a judgment of conscience and a choice. Where there is no 
judgment that something is or may be wrong, there is no conflict 
in choosing it. Evidently, then, sin in its primary meaning re­
quires both sufficient reflection (to see that something is or may 
be wrong) and full consent (to choose it) . Furthermore, even if 
we choose to do what we see to be wrong, we commit only venial 
sin unless we realize that the wrong is or may be grave matter. 

But what is "grave matter" ?  Some kinds of acts-things like 
idle talk and lack of attention in prayer--are obviously light mat­
ter in themselves. Other kinds of acts are either self-evidently 
grave matter in and of themselves or else firmly established as 
such in the tradition: killing the innocent, adultery, lying, theft, 
and so on. But some of these acts which are grave in themselves 
are in particular cases less serious than acts of that sort usually are. 
There is no such thing as a small murder or a little bit of adul­
tery, but there are small acts of theft and lying, which infringe 
only marginally on someone else's rights .  

If  the wrong is  so  marginal that the act is  not a typical instance 
of its kind, we have a case of parvity (smallness) of matter: telling 
a white lie or taking one peanut from a vendor's stand without 
paying for it. We call such deeds lying and theft because they do 
not fit any other categories of wrongdoing. But even though one is 
dealing with a category of action recognized as grave in Christian 
teaching, particular instances may be so trivial that they are only 
borderline cases of the wrongful kind of act, and so are not grave. 
Here we have parvity of matter. Nevertheless, one begins with the 
presumption of gravity. The burden of proof is with those who 
believe there is smallness of matter in a particular case. 

If someone thinks something is or may be grave matter yet 
chooses it, that is enough for mortal sin. But even someone who 
thinks something is not grave matter, and so lacks the sufficient 
reflection necessary for mortal sin here and now, may not be en­
tirely blameless in choosing it. Perhaps it is really grave and the 
individual should have known that: he or she is responsible for 
not knowing. (That responsibility may be only venial, or it may 
go back to a previous, unrepented mortal sin. )  Again, even with­
out knowing or intending it, people may do grave harm-to 
others or to themselves-which they will  have a serious responsi­
bility to remedy later. 
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. "Sufficient reflection" means one must actually be aware of 
the grave wrong (or, at least, be aware of being in doubt about 
that) at the time of choosing. There is no conflict with con­
science, and so no sufficient reflection, if someone chooses some­
thing that is in fact gravely wrong without knowing or suspecting 
it to be such at the time. Finding out later that it was gravely 
wrong does not make the earlier choice mortally sinful . Moreover, 
people who ordinarily know something to be gravely wrong can 
nevertheless choose it without sufficient reflection if distraction , 
intense emotion, fatigue, or some other factor prevents them from 
attending to the fact that this is an instance . 

Sufficient reflection does not require that one think explicitly, 
"This is gravely wrong , but I choose to do it ." It is possible, after 
all,  to be quite aware of something without reflecting on the fact 
that one is aware of it . Someone who knows that acts of a certain 
kind are or may be seriously wrong , and is aware of that when 
tempted, commits mortal sin in freely choosing to act contrary to 
the awareness, even though it is only in the back of his or her 
mind just then. On the other hand , as we have seen , those so 
distracted, distraught, or exhausted that an act's seriousness es­
capes their awareness at the time they choose it, do not have suf­
ficient reflection. 

It is not necessary for sufficient reflection to know why some­
thing is wrong or to think of it as an offense against God. People 
who have been taught that a certain kind of act is seriously wrong 
can have sufficient reflection if they believe what they learned 
even without knowing why. So can people who do not believe in 
God; for they can still be aware that some things are seriously 
wrong, and if they deliberately choose to do such things , they 
commit grave sins . Without thinking about God, even believers , 
especially those who have not been well instructed or whose con­
sciences have been dulled by previous sins, can commit mortal 
sins by choosing to do things which they are aware are gravely 
wrong . 

"Ful l consent" is a definite choice of what one knows one 
ought not to do. No external performance is necessary; one need 
not put the choice into action. The choice alone is enough for 
mortal sin. 

Someone who has made a mortally sinful choice and not re­
pented can commit further mortal sins by extending the choice 
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through executive willing. Suppose Lou freely joins the mob, 
knowing this to be gravely wrong. Later he may find himself in­
volved in many forms of immorality-murder, prostitution, por­
nography, drugs-as part of his daily routine . He may even reach 
the point where he no longer makes choices about these matters­
they are just part of the job. Yet Lou continues to be aware of 
what he is doing, he is willing to do it, and he has not repented 
the gravely wrong choice that began his career in crime. Each new 
gravely wrong act is a new mortal sin committed in carrying out 
his original sinful choice. 

Apart from such cases, however, people do not commit mortal 
sins without making choices. Thus, there cannot be mortal sin in 
the kinds of voluntariness in which there is no choice-for ex­
ample, failing (without making any choice) to pull oneself to­
gether so as to do something which should be done. Also, even 
though unconscious faults may very well be sins of a sort, they 
cannot be mortal sins unless they are the carrying out of a previ­
ous immoral choice by executive willing. For example, a husband 
who habitually neglects his wife and family while immersing him­
self in television or a hobby or some other self-centered activity is 
guilty of wrongdoing, but it is not mortal sin if he has simply 
drifted into this pattern of behavior without adverting to the fact 
that habitual neglect of family obligations is seriously wrong . 

In sum, to commit a mortal sin one must both be aware that 
one has a serious responsibility and choose contrary to it . If some­
one does this and does not repent, other immoral acts performed 
in voluntarily following through on the original immoral choice 
can be additional mortal sins. But there is no mortal sin without , 
initially at least, awareness that something is or might well be 
gravely wrong and a choice to do it despite that awareness. 

C: How Individuals Sin Mortally by Involvement 
in Sinful Group Activities 

The conditions for mortal sin apply also to mortal sin commit­
ted by involvement in a group . Members of a group engaged in 
some gravely immoral activity are guilty of mortal sin only insofar 
as they personal ly choose contrary to conscience in a matter they 
personally recognize as grave. One cannot be gravely guilty of 
anything by involvement in a group without personally being 
gravely gui lty of something. Thus, simply working for a company 
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engaged in gravely immoral business practices or being a citizen 
of a country which pursues immoral policies does not-in and of 
itself-make one guilty of grave wrongdoing. 

However, someone aware that a group to which he or she be­
longs is doing grave evil has a duty to try to rectify the group's 
action-to get the company to stop cheating its customers , the 
country to stop engaging in genocidal warfare . But this duty is not 
absolute. So, for instance, a citizen has only a limited duty to try 
to get his or her country to mend its ways . Often in fact there is 
little or nothing the individual citizen, especially a citizen of a 
totalitarian country, can do. Moreover, those whose lives are al­
ready organized by good vocational commitments, and whose 
time and energy are taken up fulfilling them, generally have little 
scope for this kind of activity. Thus, it is unreasonable to expect 
the mother of a large family or a contemplative nun to engage in 
direct action to halt an unjust war, clean up the environment, or 
right any number of other social wrongs . 

On the other hand, people whose lives are not organized by 
vocational commitments and who spend a great deal of time on 
self-gratifying amusements may very well have an obligation, even 
a grave one, to become involved in trying to correct the unjust 
policies of their society. In some cases, too, the organizing com­
mitment of a person's life may indeed be one which involves di­
rect action for justice. This is a noble calling for those who have 
it-provided , of course, their program of action against oppres­
sion does not include adopting the tactics of the oppressors and 
committing crimes of their own in the name of liberation and 
justice. 

Regardless of one's personal situation, one may never do any­
thing which contributes directly to the wrongdoing of a society or 
group to which one belongs and of itself does nothing else . If, for 
example, a man thinks his country is waging an unjust war, he 
may not participate in the killing on the excuse that this is his 
obligation as a citizen or that he only wants to avoid the penalty 
imposed on draft evaders . At the same time, one may do things 
which are legitimate and worthwhile in themselves even though 
they contribute to the wrongdoing of a group to which one be­
longs. Thus, citizens can pay taxes, even though they go in part 
to pay for deterrence and abortion, or serve as noncombatant 
chaplains or medics in their country's unjust war. However, as in 
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any case of accepting bad side effects resulting from material co­
operation in wrongdoing, there are limits to what citizens may do. 
(This issue was treated at the end of chapter twelve. )  

D: Why Sins of Thought Are Important 

We turn now to the second major topic of this chapter, sins of 
thought. 

We need not look beyond the Ten Commandments to see that 
there are serious sins of thought, for the last two commandments 
are concerned with coveting. And, as we have seen, Jesus teaches 
that morality is in the heart, not merely in external behavior. St. 
Augustine speaks of "sin in the heart [which is] known to God, 
though actually it may remain unknown to man."8 Furthermore, 
the Council of Trent, in its treatment of the sacrament of pen­
ance, teaches explicitly that even sins which are entirely interior 
can be mortal sins, and sometimes worse than sins committed 
openly. 

Why worse? Because one may think of and consent in one's 
heart to things far worse than any one would do in the open. Sup­
pose Judy delights in thinking of ways of harming Punch, know­
ing that this taking delight is gravely wrong yet choosing to 
indulge in it; that can be a worse sin than anything she might 
actually do, since fear of consequences prevents her from actually 
doing anything more than a little petty nastiness . She would like 
to kill Punch, but that would be too costly-for her. 

As this suggests, what makes sins of thought important is bad 
will.  Sin, after all, is primarily just that-bad will.  It is willing 
against moral truth. And it should be clear that "thought" in 
"sins of thought" does not mean speculative thinking; it means 
practical thinking, together with the willing essential to moral 
guilt. Sins of thought are so important because "thought" in this 
sense is primarily and essentially where sin is. To be sure, if one 
not only commits a sin of thought but acts it out, the performance 
makes matters worse; but even so the sin is primarily in the evil 
will. 

In practice, someone who refrains from overtly evil deeds while 
indulging in grave sins of thought is hypocritical. This way of act­
ing betrays a legalistic view of morality. The outward conformity 
to moral standards arises from shame or fear of being caught and 
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punished, not from respect for moral truth and appreciation of 
the self-determining effects of choice . It is precisely true that 
someone who wills grave harm to others while presenting a be­
nevolent face to those he or she hates can "smile, and smile, and 
be a villain." Outward expressions of friendliness and affection by 
those who harbor malice in their hearts add up to hypocrisy. 

In sum, sins of thought are in some ways more important than 
external behavior. Without sufficient reflection, external behavior 
can be dreadful without being seriously sinful, but in deliberately 
choosing to think something gravely wrong, we are really guilty 
of grave sin. 

E: What Sins of nought Are 

Sins of thought are not spontaneous feelings and ideas . We can 
have any number of spontaneous feelings which are not as they 
should be, any number of wrong ideas, yet still only experience 
temptation, because we have not yet made a choice .. 

Nor need it be a sin of thought to deliberate about doing some­
thing wrong. Working during the Christmas rush in an upscale 
boutique, and badly wanting a fur coat which she cannot afford, 
Pauline might find herself deliberating about the best way to com­
mit the theft, although she knows that it would be a grave sin . 
Even so, she does not commit a sin until she realizes she should 
terminate this deliberation but chooses to go on with it . Deliber­
ation about how to do things, bad as well as good, comes to us 
spontaneously, but there is no sin without choice. 

This point has practical importance, since people who become 
aware that they are deliberating about how to do things which are 
gravely wrong may think they have already committed mortal sin . 
That is dangerous, for a person may then reason, "Since I've al­
ready committed a mortal sin , I might as well enjoy it" -and pro­
ceed to sin in fact. We should not be too quick to suppose we have 
committed mortal sins of thought. Unless someone makes a 
choice contrary to a judgment along the lines of, "I should not be 
thinking this," he or she has not sinned . That is so even though 
the individual deliberates for a long time before realizing "I could 
and should stop thinking of this" and thus being in a position to 
choose to stop. 

The sin in a sin of thought is not a choice of outward behavior. 
It is a choice to indulge in the thought itself. Suppose Mac is 
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deliberating about how to steal a valuable book. After a while, it 
occurs to him that he should not be doing this. But he chooses to 
continue deliberating. He concludes that it would be too risky to 
try to steal the book, and so never chooses to do so . But he has 
committed a mortal sin. Or suppose Maggie is thinking with sat­
isfaction about doing serious injury to Jiggs. There is no mortal 
sin yet. Then it strikes her that she should not be thinking about 
hurting him. But Maggie chooses to continue-for the pleasure it 
gives her-without actually intending to do what she is thinking 
about. She has sinned mortally. 

At the same time, what was said earlier about executive willing 
holds also in the case of sins of thought. Suppose George chooses 
to subscribe to a pornographic magazine ("Everybody reads it . 
After all, this isn't the Victorian age") . If despite his rational­
ization he knows that this is gravely wrong, he commits a 
mortal sin in so choosing. Not only that, he commits another 
mortal sin every time he indulges in thoughts of fornication 
or adultery as he peruses each issue of the magazine , even though 
he does not make a new choice on each occasion . Similarly, some­
one who knows that he or she ought not to give evil thoughts 
free rein but decides to do so is guilty of a new mortal sin, though 
without a new choice, every time this occurs , until he or she 
repents. 

However, people who know what choice is, who can identify 
their own choices, and who are not aware of having made a choice 
contrary to conscience about grave matter in thought , have prob­
ably not committed a mortal sin. Thus, when we realize that we 
are dealing with grave matter in our thoughts , we need to ask 
ourselves, "Have I chosen?" If the answer is , "It isn't clear that I 
have/' it is safe to assume that there has been no choice and no 
mortal sin. 

Although this analysis is sound in general, still one can hardly 
tel l a child or an unreflective adult who has never given any real 
thought to choice, "You haven't committed a mortal sin unless 
you're aware of having made a choice ." For someone who is sel­
dom if ever aware of making choices, yet who certainly does make 
them, this is simply false reassurance. The first thing to do with 
such people is instruct them about choices, so that they can rec­
ognize a choice when they make one . Then they can be instructed 
about sin ,  including sins of thought. 
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"Why do that?" someone might object. "Why not leave people 
ignorant and innocent?" In the first place because, although such 
people may be ignorant, they are not necessarily innocent; even 
though they lack the sophistication to recognize their choices, 
they do make choices and they may be committing mortal sins . 
Proper instruction can help them stop. And, in the second place, 
even if such people are innocent of mortal sin in respect to their 
thoughts, they hardly are likely to maintain mastery over acts 
which involve outward deeds if they make no effort to restrain 
their thoughts. 

Sins of thought can be committed in planning to do a sinful 
deed even before one does it, in choosing to omit something 
which should be done, in choosing to keep on thinking about 
something which should not be thought about, in approving and 
enjoying thoughts about actions, whether our own or others, ,  
which we know are wrong. But, apart from cases in which a sin of 
thought follows by executive willing from a prior, unrepented 
mortal sin, we cannot commit grave sins of thought without both 
being aware that it is gravely wrong to think, deliberate, feel, 
plan, approve, or dwell on something, and choosing to do so any­
way-or choosing not to do our grave duty in such circumstances, 
namely, turn our attention to something else. 



16 . The Distinction between 
Grave and Light Matter 

As we saw in the last chapter, the Church teaches that there is a 
radical distinction between mortal and venial sin . Intrinsic to it is 
the distinction between grave and light matter. But what is the 
difference? 

St. Thomas Aquinas gives one answer, while a contemporary 
fundamental option theory gives a very different one . Although 
each has something in its favor, neither is entirely satisfactory. 
Our answer is that grave matter is anything at odds with the real 
fundamental option of Christian life, the commitment of faith; 
light matter is the matter of immoral acts which nevertheless are 
incompatible neither with faith itself nor with that commitment's 
specific requirements . 

We take up four questions: the problem of grave and light mat­
ter, how a sound theory of the fundamental option of Christian 
life solves the problem, the unsound theory of fundamental 
option which is widespread today, and what is wrong with that 
theory. 

A: The Problem of Grave and Light Matter 

Mortal sins and venial sins are utterly different in kind . Even 
the worst venial sins do not deprive the sinner of friendship with 
God, but the very least mortal sin (if one can speak that way) 
does. All mortal sins are deadly; unrepented, they lead to hell .  

The problem at issue here wi l l  be understood most easily by 
focusing on venial sins. Every human good participates in the 

1 8 5  
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goodness of God, and someone who loves God should love every 
human good to the full extent of its goodness. But any immoral 
act-including a venial sin-is in conflict with this. Not only 
mortal sin but venial sin as well conflicts with perfect love of 
God. If the Church's teaching is true, however, a venial sin is 
somehow compatible with loving God. Unlike a mortal sinner, 
someone who commits venial sin still enjoys friendship with God . 
How can that be? 

Perhaps it is not so hard to see in the case of sins which are 
venial because of lack of reflection or full consent . "I was dis­
tracted. I hardly noticed what I was doing . I was under a lot of 
pressure at the time. I know I did the wrong thing, but I didn't 
think I was doing something seriously wrong ." One can accept 
the idea that people who are honest in making such statements 
have done something wrong but still are in friendship with God. 

But what about somebody who commits a fully deliberate ve­
nial sin? Sam wants a newspaper, but he is out of change and does 
not want to bother getting any. Spying a vending machine with its 
door ajar, he glances around to make sure nobody is watching, 
then reaches in and slips out a paper. Sam knows exactly what he 
is doing, knows it is wrong, and deliberately chooses to do it . 

Still, no one would say stealing a newspaper in this way is, in 
and of itself, a mortal sin. It is a venial sin because it involves 
light matter. Sam, like all the rest of us, ought to love God whole­
heartedly, and his deliberate venial sin is not consistent with that . 
But even so, as a venial sin it does not separate him from the love 
of God . Why not? That is the problem . 

There is also a subordinate problem: Why is the line drawn just 
where it is? It might not be so mysterious if the only grave mat­
ters were, say, idolatry, adultery, and homicide. But what about 
things which do not obviously conflict with one's relationship 
with God and/or other people-suicide , say, or the mere thought 
of fornicating? It is clear that the tradition treats these as grave 
matters, but not so clear why. Moreover, some acts which clearly 
are in conflict with a harmonious relationship with God or other 
people-skipping morning prayers, say, or honking your horn at 
a driver who is maddeningly slow making a turn-are just as 
clearly not the matter of mortal sins. 

The best attempt in the tradition to deal with these questions is 
that of St. Thomas Aquinas. He says in some places that mortal 
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sins are against love of God and neighbor, incompatible with the 
harmony of these relationships; blasphemy, idolatry, homicide , 
adultery, and theft are examples. Venial sins , on the other hand, 
are not against love of God and neighbor; they involve disorder in 
the relationships but are not totally incompatible with them . 

Evidently he means that mortal sins violate religion or justice, 
while venial sins do not . But the problem with this explanation is 
simply that many grave matters do not obviously violate religion 
and justice. 

St. Thomas also says grave sins are contrary to our ultimate 
end, heaven, while venial sins only interfere with means to that 
end. That could be so. But sins of the kind he considers mortal 
also interfere with means; while even small matters like stealing a 
newspaper are contrary to integral human fulfillment-consistent 
love of all the human goods-and so, it would seem, inconsistent 
with wholehearted love of the divine goodness, in which particu­
lar human goods are participations. 

Popularizations of Thomas's account sometimes put it this way: 
"We are on a journey to heaven . Mortal sin means abandoning 
the journey, venial sin is dawdling on the way." Unfortunately, 
this attractive metaphor explains nothing. Dawdling can be as in­
consistent with making a journey as abandoning it (dawdle 
enough, and you may well die before you get where you are go­
ing). Besides, people often commit mortal sins and promptly re­
pent. They, too, might be said to be dawdling rather than quitting 
the journey. 

St. Thomas's account is helpful in calling attention to the fact 
that mortal sins violate the commands to love God and neighbor 
while venial sins do not. But it leaves our problem unresolved . 
How can deliberate venial sins be compatible with love of God? 

B: Fundamental Option Solves the Problem of 
Grave and Light Matter 

We saw in chapter eight that people who reach moral maturity 
make a basic commitment which, supposing they wish to do the 
right thing, implies submission to moral truth as they understand 
it. We also discussed commitments in chapter nine, and saw that 
they are large choices which organize people's lives and relate 
them to other persons. Vocational choices are typical large com­
mitments. They take in large sections of a person's life .  
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People gradually grasp the idea of morality as they grow up. 
Over a period of time, good commitments generally come to 
shape and direct the lives of those who want to live uprightly. If 
they marry, they want to have good marriages and raise their chil­
dren as decent people-and that organizes much of their lives. If 
they have jobs, they want to do honest work at an honest trade or 
profession-and that also serves to organize their lives. Their 
lives as a whole are attempts at moral uprightness as they under­
stand it . 

People like this may eventually reach the point where, much of 
the time, they have very few choices of much moral significance 
to make. Good mothers or conscientious religious, for example, 
may find that what needs doing is perfectly clear for days or even 
weeks on end, for the routine of their lives reflects and expresses 
their basic commitments. Such people may even have few impor­
tant temptations. Character does form; people trying to live up­
right lives which carry out good commitments can and do succeed 
with the help of God's grace. 

There is a great difference between people who on the whole 
are trying to live morally upright lives and people who on the 
whole are not. The former want to know what is morally true and 
will generally try to follow it . But the latter see morality as sim­
ply somebody else's set of rules, one more limitation, alongside 
others, placed on their freedom to do as they please and get what 
they want. They have no real interest in living morally good lives; 
one might say they have not even opted into the moral game. 

The foregoing is true of the living out of commitments in gen­
eral . But what is the most basic commitment for Christians pre­
cisely as Christians? It is the act of faith. Of course, Christians can 
and do make other commitments besides this one. But faith is the 
commitment by which, precisely, a person able to make a choice 
about it becomes and remains a Christian. 

Considered as a commitment, the act of faith is a choice to ac­
cept God's revelation in Jesus. In making that choice, one also 
commits oneself to moral uprightness, in recognition of the fact 
that leading a good life is God's will.  As the baptismal liturgy 
expresses it, one renounces Satan and all his works. Thus, it is 
part of the commitment of faith and its living out to recognize 
that, because God wants us to be good, we ought to seek moral 
truth and try to live by it. 
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Christian faith, moreover, is not simply a general orientation 
toward God or moral goodness, but the act, crucial to justifica­
tion, of turning away from sin and seeking the righteousness of 
God in Christ. It is a commitment to Jesus which means trying to 
live according to his model : to follow him and be like him. 

The act of faith is  a specific commitment , which brings those 
who make it into a relationship with certain other persons . One 
commits oneself first to Jesus and then to others as brothers and 
sisters in him . One makes a commitment to the community of 
faith, the Church, and to certain definite goods : the truth of the 
gospel and the religious bond constituted by Jesus' redemptive act 
and expressed and nourished by the worship of the Christian com­
munity, the liturgy, and especially the Eucharist . 

Obviously, people can and do make the act of faith while also 
committing themselves--or not committing themselves--to other 
humanly good things which are perfectly compatible with the act 
of faith itself. For example, a person can be a good Christian 
while marrying or not marrying, while pursuing or not pursuing 
one or another particular career. But what of things which are not 
perfectly compatible with faith? Here we get to the heart of our 
answer about the question of grave matter: It is every sort of act 
that is at odds with the specific responsibilities of making, main­
taining, and carrying out the commitment of faith, including the 
responsibility of spreading the faith. Light matter is everything 
else which, though morally wrong, is not in one way or another at 
odds with faith or some responsibility consequent upon it. 

We are not saying that only "sins against faith" -doubting a 
religious truth, for example-involve grave matter. They do . But 
so do sins of any kind which are incompatible with living as an 
active, effective member of the faith community, the Church . 

Acts of some kinds are incompatible with being a faithful mem­
ber of any community whatsoever. Murder and adultery, for ex­
ample. The community of faith cannot tolerate such acts either. 
Thus, not only do things like idolatry and denial of religious truth 
violate the life of faith ; so do al l those kinds of acts which no 
decent human community can accept on the part of its members . 
These also are grave matters. 

At the same time, the Church is not just any decent human 
community. It is a specific community, concerned with the truth 
of the gospel ,  the bond with God in Jesus, and the spreading of 
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faith. Some acts which another community could tolerate in its 
members cannot be tolerated by the community of faith . A polit­
ical society, for instance, cannot legislate against every kind of 
scandal, every way in which some people lead others into sin, but 
to lead others into any kind of grave sin is disruptive of what the 

Church is and is meant to do. The United States, as a pluralistic 
democracy, cannot adopt laws against misleading people about the 
truth of the gospel, but from the point of view of the community 
of faith, misleading people about the truth of the gospel is a very 
grave matter. 

To anticipate a possible misunderstanding: No, we are not say­
ing, contrary to what we said earlier, that only members of the 
Church can commit grave sins, nor are we saying that all those 
who are not members of the Church are ipso facto grave sinners . 
Recall that we are discussing the matter of grave sin. Other condi­
tions-freedom and sufficient reflection-must also be met for 
particular choices to be gravely sinful. On the one hand , then , 
many people who are not and never will visibly and self­
consciously be members of the community of faith-for example, 
the proverbial "good pagans" -are not guilty of grave sin by rea­
son of that estrangement, on the assumption that choosing mem­
bership was never a realistic possibility for them. But on the other 
hand, people who "in good faith" are outside the community of 
faith can and do commit grave sins if they deliberately choose acts 
which they realize are of a kind incompatible with membership in 
any decent community. 

Christians do many things which have no direct relationship 
with faith and the life of faith. Ideally, nevertheless, they will 
eventually be related to faith. 

Suppose Margaret chooses a career as a singer. Suppose , too, 
that she deliberately chooses to perform music of poor quality 
rather than music of good quality, in the belief that she will make 
more money that way. This might be an artistic "sin ," but it is 
not a mortal sin, since her commitment to music is not-yet­
integrally related to the commitment of faith. 

Ideally, though, it should be. Perhaps over a period of time 
Margaret comes to see her singing career in just these terms-as 
part of her following of Jesus and her service to his kingdom. She 
comes, in short, to see singing as a vocational commitment . Once 
she does, her performance of music she judges to be of poor qual-
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ity could constitute a serious violation of that commitment , and so 
might be grave matter. 

Still, Christians can do many things which are inconsistent 
with complete openness to integral human fulfillment-things 
like taking newspapers from vending machines without paying­
and which are therefore immoral, but which are not at odds with 
faith. Such acts are inconsistent with perfect love of God and are 
at war with the self-integration of those who do them , yet they are 
light matter. They are wrong, but they are not excluded by the 
commitment of faith or by any of its specific requirements. These 
things are venial sins. 

By contrast, mortal sin does violate the commitment of faith in 
some way-either the requirements of faith itself, or the specific 
requirements of membership in the community of faith, or the 
requirements of membership in any decent human community, of 
which the community of faith is one . A person who commits a 
mortal sin may accept all the truths of faith, believe everything 
the Church teaches; yet he or she is willing to violate the duties of 
the life of faith. In effect, the mortal sinner says , "I know this is 
incompatible with living out my commitment of faith, but I want 
it and therefore I am going to do it ." That is mortal sin. 

The Church does not arbitrarily declare some kinds of acts 
grave matter. Either by experience or by revelation, the Church 
knows such acts cannot be tolerated in Christian life: they under­
mine the individual's faith, disrupt the Christian community, or 
subvert the community's effectiveness in witnessing to Christ and 
spreading the gospel. Light matters , by contrast, are those which 
the Church knows do not subvert faith. Such acts are wrong; 
someone who loved God perfectly would not do them; yet doing 
them is compatible with keeping and spreading the faith. 

Even so, not everyone may find it obvious why some grave 
matters are subversive of faith. That is certainly the case today 
with certain kinds of sexual sins . "What's so wrong with doing 
that?" many people ask. "No one is harmed by it . Even when I 
do such things, I stil l  love Jesus in my heart ." 

Since the Church's teaching that something is grave matter:-at 
odds with faith-is based either on experience or revelation , that 
is a sufficient response to someone who objects "I don 't see it ." 
But it is also true that when a member of the Church deliberately 
chooses to do what the Church teaches is grave matter, he or she 
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is being seriously unfaithful. Even when one does not understand 
why something is gravely wrong, willingness to do it despite the 
Church's teaching is willingness to set aside the Church and what 
it teaches. That is incompatible with being a faithful member of 
the Church. 

Granted, confusion and the effects of bad advice and bad exam­
ple play a significant role in the behavior of many people who 
take this attitude. Yet willing disregard of the Church's teaching 
that something is grave matter is itself grave matter-incompati­
ble with faithfulness to the community of faith-whether or not a 
particular individual grasps that fact. 

The analogy with acts inconsistent with the commitment of 
marriage-"infidelity" in a broad sense-sheds light on mortal sin. 

The Bible often speaks of the relationship to God as being 
something like a marriage. Many acts inconsistent with the ideal 
of married love are nevertheless not radically disruptive of the re­
lationship: little deeds of selfishness and bad humor like deliber­
ately staying in the shower an extra couple of minutes when your 
wife wants to use the bathroom or knowingly playing the televi­
sion louder than necessary when your husband is trying to take 
a nap. People who loved each other perfectly would not act 
like that. 

Still, these petty deeds are not at odds with the marriage rela­
tionship as are a wife's adultery with an old flame or a husband's 
beating his wife to settle an argument about money. There are 
wrongs which the relationship can stand and wrongs it cannot 
stand. Indeed, this is true of any relationship. Some wrongs fall 
short of what the relationship ideally ought to be without tending 
to destroy it; others are destructive of the relationship and must 
be excluded by anyone serious about the commitment. The same 
is true of the commitment of faith and membership in the com­
munity of faith, the Church. Herein lies the distinction between 
grave and light matter. 

C: Another Theory of Fundamental Option Widespread Today 

The principal alternative to this understanding of fundamental 
option is an approach which proceeds along the following lines: 
Somehow or other, everyone simply and directly opts for or 
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against God; either we choose God or we choose ourselves ; and 
this option decides our moral orientation and moral character. But 
who is conscious of making such a choice? No one . And since no 
one is aware of it, evidently the option in question is not a choice . 
Rather, it must be an exercise of a sort of freedom more funda­
mental than free choice, a basic freedom. This freedom operates 
outside consciousness, which is why we are not aware of our fun­
damental option when we make it . But even though no one knows 
when or how, everybody does make this crucial option. 

The basis of this theory is found in Kant's metaphysics . He 
believed that the world of experience is totally ruled by determin­
ism; that world, which includes human psychic activity, is some­
thing like a huge machine. Being a decent individual, however, 
Kant wished to find a place in his system for morality and moral 
responsibility. If the world of experience is altogether determined, 
morality and responsibility cannot reside there, since they require 
freedom. So Kant situated freedom and moral responsibility out­
side experience . 

With all due respect to Kant, this is an incoherent theory, 
which even philosophers who take Kant seriously and agree with 
him about many things do not try to defend. Today, nevertheless, 
the theory has great appeal in moral theology. Offering an alter­
native to legalism and its concentration on isolated acts , it focuses 
instead on one's overall relationship with God, a matter of unde­
niable importance for any religious believer. 

Moreover, one must agree with this theory insofar as it does at 
least introduce the notion of an overarching self-commitment into 
the consideration of morality. Classical moral theology undoubt­
edly did place too much stress on isolated actions ,  on a list of 
mortal sins to be avoided, and in doing so gave the impression 
that this, and nothing more,  was what morality was all about . But 
the life of faith should clearly be a unified and continuous whole ;  
al l that a person of faith does should have its place in  his or  her 
life of faith .  Classical moral theology is of little help in explaining 
how this can be so, or even why it ought to be so . The idea that 
everyone makes a fundamental option for or against God appears 
to provide the required explanation . 

The account given by classical moral theology also raises a 
problem about charity (of which we shall have more to say in 
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chapter twenty-five) . What is charity? It seems implausible that 
loving God with Christian love is a particular choice. It appears to 
make more sense to identify it with a fundamental opting for 
God. As a matter of fact, we shall argue that Christian love of 
God is neither a choice nor any other sort of opting. But if it were 
some kind of opting, it would be hard to accept the idea that it 
was a particular choice. Attributing it to a fundamental option 
appears more reasonable. 

Many respectable people sincerely believe in fundamental free­
dom and the idea of an unconscious option for or against God. We 
do not mean to belittle them in pointing out that this approach is 
appealing partly because it allows one to hold that particular im­
moral choices are not morally determinative of the one who makes 
them. Thus, someone who commits serious sins can say: "Yes, 
these could be signs of a bad fundamental option. However, I'm 
pretty sure my fundamental option is for God, and so I'm also 
confident that these sins of mine don't really count. Admittedly, I 
sometimes do bad things, but I'm not a bad person." 

Of course, someone who became an overtly vicious person by 
sinning would probably have to be put down as having changed 
his or her fundamental option, or perhaps as having made a bad 
option in the first place. But most people who sin-even sin mor­
tally-do not turn into visible monsters of iniquity. Thus, some­
one who believes in fundamental freedom and the fundamental 
option arising from it will be inclined to tell a run-of-the-mill 
sinner: "You probably are not changing your fundamental option 
when you do those things, so don't worry." This encourages the 
sinner to go on doing the same things without regarding them as 
mortal sins, without repenting of them, and without making any 
effort to stop committing them. 

D: What Is Mistaken in This Theory 

Even if what we have just said is true, however, it does not 
show that this theory of fundamental option is wrong. So-what 
is wrong with it? 

To begin with, there is no evidence of a fundamental freedom 
and fundamental option outside consciousness, no evidence of an 
unconscious, basic choice for or against God . Kant's metaphysics, 
being incoherent, supplies no grounds for regarding these as real­
ities. 
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Some Catholic exponents of fundamental option argue that the 
Council of Trent taught that we cannot know with certitude that 
we are in the state of grace; since we cannot know that, neither 
can we know with certitude whether we are not in the state of 
grace; thus, there must be a fundamental option outside con­
sciousness . Karl Rahner proposed this argument in 1955.9 It does 
not work. 

For one thing, the basic premise is mistaken. Trent taught that 
we cannot know with the certitude of faith that we are in the state 
of grace; it did not teach that we cannot know this with certitude. 
(Some theologians at the time of Trent held that we can, and the 
Council did not repudiate their idea. )  There is a vast difference 
between knowing something with certitude and knowing it with 
the certitude of faith. One knows all sorts of things-for instance, 
that one is now reading a book-with certitude, but not with the 
certitude of faith. Whether or not we can really know with certi­
tude that we are in the state of grace, one can take the position 
that it is possible without denying the teaching of Trent. 

But even if we cannot know for certain when we are in the state 
of grace, we do know when we commit mortal sins, and until such 
time as we repent, we also know that we are not in the state of 
grace. In other words, people may be unable to tell for sure when 
they are in the state of grace, but they can tell for sure when they 
are not. There is no contradiction in this. Being in the state of 
grace is analogous to being healthy: We cannot know with certi­
tude that we are healthy, for a person can feel fine, have a com­
plete physical examination, get a clean bill of health, and drop 
dead on the way home from the doctor's. Usually, though, we can 
know with certitude when we are sick; people dying of cancer 
ordinarily know it beyond the shadow of a doubt. So, not only 
does Rahner's argument have a false basic premise, but its inter­
mediate conclusion (we cannot know with certitude that we are 
not in the state of grace) does not even follow from that basic 
prermse. 

Recall, too, that the problem with which we began was how 
there can be such a thing as light matter. If, however, our funda­
mental option is simply love of God-a choice to be "for" God­
all matter of sin would be grave, since any immorality is at odds 
with God's goodness and with perfect love for him. Love is not 
specific; perfect love is wholehearted, unqualified. So, if love 
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were the fundamental option, there could be no light matter. 
Faith, by contrast, is specific; it is a commitment to Jesus Christ 
and to certain specific things. But even much of a believer's life is 
unrelated to faith or related to it only indirectly and remotely. 
Thus, faith as the fundamental option leaves room for light matter 
while love does not. But since faith , not love, is the fundamental 
option, there is light matter. 

Moreover, proponents of the fundamental option theory which 
we are criticizing give no real account of the relationship between 
fundamental option and particular choices. "There are," they say, 
"some things which are likely to change a good fundamental op­
tion for the worse." But why and how? Why does stealing a news­
paper from a vending machine not change one's fundamental 
option, while doing something else may? To try to explain it, fun­
damental option literature uses words like "expressing" and "dis­
posing," "central" and "peripheral," "core" and "superficial";  
but these are metaphors, pictures in words, not explanations . In­
deed, exponents of this theory cannot explain the connection be­
tween a religious convert's choice-of faith and baptism-and 
that person's fundamental option for God. They cannot do so be­
cause a convert's choices, including the commitment of faith it­
self, are particular choices, and by their account fundamental 
option is not a particular choice. 

Proponents of this theory never say that any specific kind of act 
will  inevitably destroy a good fundamental option, and so they do 
not explain how that happens either. If consistent, they believe it 
impossible to know one is in a state of sin. Apparently, then , we 
can examine our consciences forever, yet never know when we 
need to repent. But the conclusion which fundamental option the­
orists prefer to draw is rather different: "Surely, people wil ling to 
go to the trouble of examining their consciences can assume that 
their fundamental option is in good order." In that case , however, 
willingness to examine one's conscience wil l  suffice; no one need 
actually do so, and indeed the exercise will  not-cannot-pro­
duce any useful information. 

As a practical matter, this theory is likely to lead to presump­
tion . For, whatever its proponents' intentions, people are likely to 
understand them as if they were saying: "Don't worry about these 
things you do which have traditional ly been regarded as mortal 
sins �  God loves you and he is very merciful . Just be careful that 
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your whole life-your fundamental option-isn't sinful. You want 
to be safe? Along with these problematical things which you keep 
doing, do some other things which are clearly good. Be charita­
ble; don't be judgmental toward others. That way you can be sure 
your fundamental option hasn't changed for the worse." 

This is pharisaism, a bookkeeping morality. "Keep the right 
balance in your life. Make sure that what is good outweighs the 
faults, imperfections, mistakes-sins, if you will. Your funda­
mental option remains in place." 

Thus, the radical distinction between mortal sin and venial sin 
vanishes.  Yet that radical distinction is an essential element of the 
Church's teaching. On this theory, one never knows whether 
things the Church has taught are mortal sins really are such. For 
instance, the Council of Trent solemnly teaches that God's king­
dom excludes "not only those without faith, but also those with 
faith who are fornicators, adulterers, effeminate, sodomites, 
thieves, covetous, drunkards, evil-tongued, greedy (cf. 1 Cor 
6:9)" (DS 1544/808) .  But on the assumption that there is enough 
goodness in one's life to indicate the presence of a sound funda­
mental option, one need not avoid such deeds or repent of them 
or be absolved when one does them. Why then receive the sacra­
ment of penance, except perhaps, once in a great while, for reas­
surance and emotional support? 

Much rationalization has gone into elaborating and bolstering 
up this theory of fundamental option, but it has no better support 
than discredited Kantian metaphysics and a fallacious argument 
based on a misunderstanding of the teaching of the Council of 
Trent. Anyone who holds this position is in deep trouble theoret­
ically, and, one fears, those who rely on it may be in deep trouble 
practically. 



17 . Sufficient Reflection; 
Sins of Weakness 

When we explained what mortal sin is (in chapter IS :B),  we 
briefly stated its three conditions: grave matter, sufficient reflec­
tion, and full consent. Having dealt in chapter sixteen with con­
temporary problems about grave matter, we now turn to sufficient 
reflection and full consent. With regard to the former, the ques­
tion is whether an individual's immaturity or the general confu­
sion about the Church's moral teaching can render sufficient 
reflection impossible. With regard to the latter, while everyone 
knows that weakness limits responsibility, the question is whether 
it can do so to such an extent that what would otherwise be mor­
tal sins are venial. And what is this "weakness" we refer to in 
speaking of sins of weakness? 

We take up five specific topics : exactly what is necessary for 
sufficient reflection; what weakness of wil l  is ; various kinds of 
sins of weakness; quasi-compulsive sins of weakness; and whether 
people who commit sins of this latter sort can stop committing 
them. 

A: Exactly What Is Necessary for Sufficient Reflection? 

Sufficient reflection is one of the conditions for mortal sin. Not 
having made a judgment of conscience that something is or may 
be gravely wrong, one cannot act against such a judgment, and so 
one cannot commit a mortal sin. But since a judgment of con­
science is knowledge of moral truth, and since not everyone 
knows moral truth equally wel l ,  how fully must one understand 
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the grave immorality of an act for one's conscience to have met the 
condition of sufficient reflection? 

Nobody doubts that the condition is met in those who really 
know, in the light of faith, why an act is sinful-who grasp the 
inherent value of being morally good, understand why they 
should follow conscience both in general and in the particular 
case, see the goods at stake here and their relevance to divine 
goodness, and perceive the connection between human fulfill­
ment in general and fulfillment in Christ. 

While this may sound like a lot, many people who are not phi­
losophers or theologians do have this kind of knowledge about 
many kinds of acts. Most Christians, for example , have no trouble 
seeing not only that it is wrong to kill in cold blood but why: 
This is not loving one's neighbor, and if we do not love our neigh­
bor, how can we claim to love God whom we do not see? 

Someone who does not grasp even this much about a sinful act 
nevertheless can have adequate sufficient reflection . This is the 
case, for instance, with people who do not have faith yet grasp the 
moral truth that it would be seriously wrong to make a certain 
choice. It is also the case with people of faith who do not see why 
an action is gravely wrong, but who know that this is what the 
Church teaches and who believe that, because the Church teaches 
in Jesus' name, they ought to heed its teaching and try to live by 
it. Sufficient reflection is present even if such a person supposes, 
legalistically, that the Church's teaching is simply a rule and 
wishes the Church would change it ("I wish the Church would lift 
its ban on birth control") . If this individual believes the Church's 
"rules" truly ought to be obeyed (because these "rules" are 
ba�ked up by Jesus himself, who, being God, really deserves our 
obedience) ,  he or she has adequate sufficient reflection despite 
the legalistic framework. 

But suppose someone grasps neither the seriousness of the mat­
ter in itself nor any real moral obligation to accept and follow the 
Church's moral teaching? Then he or she lacks sufficient reflec­
tion. This very likely is the case with some Catholics today on 
some of the Church's moral teachings, especially in the area of 
sexual morality. Living in a society in which the vast majority of 
people seem to have accepted a " new morality," they do not see 
why acts which are wrong in themselves are wrong , and, on top of 
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that, they have been misled into thinking that the Church's teach­
ing on such matters need not be followed. There are also imma­
ture Catholics, raised in the faith but not well instructed, who 
tend to think of membership in the Church more or less as they 
think of membership in a social club. They belong for the advan­
tages they perceive in belonging, but they do not consider that 
membership entails accepting a body of moral truth and trying to 
live by it . They, too, may lack sufficient reflection with regard to 
certain kinds of acts . 

It does not follow, however, that confused or immature Catho­
lics lack sufficient reflection with regard to every kind of act. 
Someone confused about sexual morality to the point of lacking 
sufficient reflection in that area may nevertheless see why . it is 
intrinsically wrong to do serious injustice to others. It is quite 
possible, for instance, that an individual who thinks there is noth­
ing wrong with fornication (provided nobody gets hurt) does 
grasp that abortion is killing, and killing is seriously wrong. 

Thus, our conclusion is not that confusion about the Church's 
moral teaching and religious immaturity excuse all the confused 
and immature people from all moral responsibility. The point is 
merely that in certain areas, and notably in the area of sexual mo­
rality, some Catholics today seem to lack sufficient reflection. Yet 
even they may feel ashamed of their immoral acts because of 
superego or may experience a certain uneasiness, on the level of 
conventional morality, concerning the fact that they are breaking 
the Church's "rules" by doing things which the Church calls 
mortal sins. Hence, if such Catholics lack sufficient reflection 
about certain matters, their guilt feelings are not an accurate 
gauge of their actual moral state. 

B: What Weakness of Will Is 

What is weakness of will? We have seen that the will, as a spir­
itual power, does not grow weak as muscles do, through neglect or 
abuse. So, how can a spiritual power be said to be weak or, for 
that matter, strong? 

Someone might reply that emotion can get the better of will. 
But how? Emotion and will do not directly interact. The will de­
termines itself on the basis of intellectual judgment: it is not di­
rectly affected by emotion, nor does it affect emotion directly. 
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Emotions do not compel choices, for we can, and sometimes do, 
choose contrary to strong emotion. Similarly, willing cannot 
change how we feel. An angry individual who wants not to be 
angry is angry just the same. 

The will, however, can act indirectly on emotion by affecting 
attention and action. We imply as much in telling someone with 
troublesome feelings, "Don't keep stewing over it." If Jack is an­
gry at Fred, he may be able to conquer his anger by deliberately 
dwelling on Fred's good points instead of whatever it is about 
Fred that annoys him. He can also choose-contrary to feelings­
to do Fred a good turn, literally or metaphorically extending 
the hand of friendship, and in this way also get the better of his 
anger. 

Emotions, for their part, similarly affect the will indirectly, by 
focusing attention and influencing our perception of the good. 
This is how ordinary and not particularly strong emotion leads to 
action even without willing, provided there is no conflicting incli­
nation. For example: you begin to feel tired; it occurs to you that 
a brisk walk would perk you up; emotional desire to take the walk 
arises; you see no reason against it; and so you put aside what you 
are doing and take the walk. This is intelligently guided action: 
one knowingly does something emotionally attractive, but does it 
without choosing because there is no inclination not to do it (and 
therefore no need to make a choice). 

Emotion also indirectly affects the will when we choose, by 
bringing various options to our attention. We only need to make 
choices because conflicting emotional drives and impulses make 
us aware of different attractive possibilities. Thus, before choice, 
emotion stirs up reflection and leads to the consideration of cer­
tain possibilities, which are then understood as embodiments of 
intelligible goods. Without emotion, we would never have any 
conflicting possibilities to consider, evaluate, and make choices 
about. 

Even after a choice has been made, strong emotion can con­
tinue to have an effect by recalling rejected possibilities to mind. 
Jack is angry at Kate and feels like doing something nasty to her. 
"I shouldn't do that," Jack tells himself, and puts it out of his 
mind-for a while . But anger causes the idea to come back, so 
that Jack finds himself deliberating again about something he re­
jected earlier. 
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This can happen over and over. It is like a deliberative assembly 
where a stubborn minority which has lost a vote keeps bringing 
up the same proposal again and again. Eventually the assembly's 
other members may be tempted to give in just to end the harass­
ment. Similarly, Jack may be tempted to give in and do his bit of 
nastiness to Kate just-as he supposes-to put his mind at rest. 
This insistent proposing of possibilities is one way in which 
strong emotion influences deliberation. 

Another is by drawing attention to certain possibilities' attrac­
tive features while distracting it from their unattractive ones. This 
trick that strong emotion has-of highlighting certain aspects of 
alternatives about which one is deliberating while concealing oth­
ers-can change the character of a choice. Once more, anger can 
be used to illustrate the point. 

We all know we should not lash out in anger. Among other 
reasons, people who act out anger may themselves get hurt. But 
emotion can blind those who ordinarily know better to such 
simple facts. Sybil is cut off at an intersection by another driver. 
Furious, she sets out after the offender at high speed, leaning on 
her horn. In different circumstances, she would realize that, mo­
rality aside, this is stupid because she is risking an accident. En­
raged as she is, however, she thinks of nothing but the anticipated 
pleasure of doing to the other driver as the other driver did to her, 
while overlooking the fact that she may kill herself in the process. 

Thus, we see how sins of weakness come about. While emotion 
does not "weaken" the will directly, it works indirectly, bringing 
possibilities to our attention, oftentimes repeatedly, and urging us 
to see their positive aspects while overlooking their negative ones. 

C: Various Kinds of Sins of Weakness 

For the rest of this chapter, what we say about sins of weakness 
assumes that grave matter is involved. Of course there are sins of 
weakness in light matter, too, but if one understands what is said 
here about sins of weakness involving grave matter, it will not 
be difficult to apply it as required to those which involve light 
matter. 

Before considering various kinds of sins of weakness, we first 
set aside two kinds of behavior which are not sins of weakness but 
can be confused with them. 
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In the first case, circumstances mitigate guilt . Zack, whose 
family is in desperate straits, steals from another poor man. That 
is morally wrong, and it could be a serious sin of theft . But it is 
not as wrong as it would be if Zack were well-to-do. His poverty 
is a circumstance which mitigates his guilt . It does not make it 
right for him to steal from another poor man, but it makes his 
theft less wrong than it would otherwise be. 

In the second case, behavior which would be morally wrong if 
it were chosen is done without choice . This is not a sin of weak­
ness because, being involuntary, it is not a sin at all. Think of 
Lucy, tortured or terrified to the point of no longer being able to 
choose but only to react . What she may do is not a sin-and, 
specifically, not a sin of weakness-because it is not even her own 
act in any morally relevant sense . 

What, then, are real sins of weakness? To begin with, there are 
three kinds which pose no special problems. 

First, emotion sometimes keeps a person from making a choice 
which should be made: there is a voluntary but choiceless omis;. 
sion in grave matter. Philip knows he ought to urge his eighteen­
year-old daughter not to date a divorced man of thirty, but he 
dreads having a scene with the girl, and so he never gets around 
to choosing either to do it or not to do it . This is a sin of weak­
ness; anxiety keeps Philip from making a choice to do his duty; 
but as long as he does not choose to neglect it, he does not commit 
a mortal sin. 

(Lest this sound like an easy loophole for avoiding duty in a 
serious matter without doing anything seriously wrong, we should 
add that people sometimes engage purposely in a form of mental 
gymnastics which might be called choosing not to choose: they 
deliberately avoid confronting something painful which they know 
they ought to confront . The choice not to choose may be as wrong 
as a direct choice not to do one's duty.) 

Second, someone recognizes that something is gravely evil and 
chooses to do it, but emotion distracts the person from the gravity 
of the evil at the time of the choice . Earlier, he or she was fully 
aware: "That would be a mortal sin if I did it ." But when the 
time actually comes to make a choice, emotion blots out aware­
ness of the sinful character of the act while highlighting other, 
appealing aspects. Factors like il lness, intoxication, and fatigue 
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often play a role . Emotion makes reflection which had been suf­
ficient no longer sufficient. There is a sin of weakness, but not a 
mortal sin. 

In the third case, strong emotion is a factor in an isolated sinful 
act in which all the conditions for mortal sin are met. The act is 
one the individual usually would not do, but, under the influence 
of the emotion, he or she does it on this particular occasion. 
Linda, who is customarily honest and responsible about doing her 
work, panics at the prospect of failing an important course and, 
though considering it seriously wrong, cheats to get a good grade 
on the final exam. People who behave as Linda does commit mor­
tal sins of weakness . 

Such sins can occur in matters of all sorts and under the influ­
ence of every sort of emotion. King David's sin of adultery, along 
with his associated sin in causing the death of Uriah, is an in­
stance from the Old Testament. Although sins of this sort are in­
deed sins "of weakness," that does not make them venial sins; 
there is no reason to suppose them anything but mortal sins when 
the three conditions for mortal sin are met. 

D: Quasi-compulsive Sins of Weakness 

As we have said, these three kinds of sins of weakness pose no 
special problems. But what we here call "quasi-compulsive" sins 
of weakness do. (Note the qualifier "quasi." Behavior which is 
genuinely compulsive is not sinful-indeed, is not morally rele­
vant in itself.) 

Sins of this kind can concern matters of various sorts-sex, 
drinking, and drugs, of course, but also, not uncommonly, mat­
ters relating to hostility. Some people sin repetitively through 
weakness in matters having to do with anger and hatred. What­
ever the particular subject matter, this kind of sin meets the usual 
conditions for mortal sin, yet it is part of a pattern: temptation, 
struggle, sin, repentance-and then, after an interval, the fresh 
onset of temptation and a renewal of the cycle. 

Three factors define this kind of sin. First, the individual al­
ways recognizes its gravity and most of the time wants to avoid it . 
Second, when temptation arises, there is a real struggle, because 
there is a real will to avoid sin. Third, although emotion does not 
distract the person from the gravity of the act, it does impoverish 
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his or her awareness of alternatives, to such a point that the indi­
vidual may say in effect, "I can either keep struggling with this 
temptation forever, or else I can give in, perform the act, regain 
my normal state of mind, and then repent ." And, so reasoning, 
he or she commits the sin, aware that it is seriously wrong but 
imagining that the alternative to giving in is to be forever robbed 
by temptation of peace of mind . 

It might well be helpful to explore the psychological factors un­
derlying this sort of situation, but that is not our concern here . 
The question, rather, is this: Are these quasi-compulsive sins of 
weakness really mortal sins? 

This question has real practical relevance. For much of this 
century, and even before the theological dissent which began in 
the 1960s, pastoral practice has taken an increasingly mild view of 
such sins . Even some bishops who uphold received Catholic moral 
teaching have given pastoral directives (for example, with regard 
to couples who practice contraception) which make sense only if 
quasi-compulsive sins of weakness are not mortal sins . The advice 
amounts to saying: "You should try to get the better of this , to 
stop doing what you're doing, but as long as you are struggling , 
don't regard it as mortal sin ." 

There are, however, two theological reasons for thinking that 
quasi-compulsive sins of weakness which meet the usual three 
conditions for mortal sin really are mortal sins . 

One is that this view was clearly part of the Church's teaching 
and pastoral practice for centuries about which we have solid in­
formation-that is, for the centuries, up to this one, since the 
Council of Trent. (It may very well also have been the Church's 
teaching and practice in the centuries before Trent . But the histor­
ical record-seminary education, textbooks, questions submitted 
to the Holy Office and its replies, and so on-is crystal clear from 
the sixteen hundreds on. )  Catholics throughout the world were 
consistently told: "These are grave sins . To choose to do them, 
knowing that, is mortally sinful ." Pastoral practice followed logi­
cally on this view: "If you sin in this way, you must go to confes­
sion before you receive Communion." 

Why is this a theological reason for believing that quasi­
compulsive sins of weakness are mortal sins? In chapter thirty­
five we shal l see that, when the whole Church teaches something 
as binding on consciences, even in the absence of a solemn 
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definition, it is as binding as if it were defined. This does not 
mean that everything the Church does and says is absolutely un­
changeable. But, as we shall argue later, when the Church teaches 
in this way, it cannot be mistaken . And-relevant to the question 
here at issue-this seems clearly to have been how, during the 
centuries after the Council of Trent, the Church taught that quasi­
compulsive sins of weakness are mortal sins . 

The second theological reason is that the Church's teaching on 
this point has been reaffirmed precisely in the context of the 
theological dissent since the Second Vatican Council. In 1975 the 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith published a Declara­
tion on Certain Questions Concerning Sexual Ethics stating, among 
other things, that when an act appears to meet the usual condi­
tions for mortal sin-grave matter, sufficient reflection , con­
sent-it must be presumed in general that mortal sin is 
committed. 10 (This, naturally, was not well received by dissenting 
theologians, but that is another problem, to be considered in 
chapter thirty-six. )  

Earlier, Pope Pius XII had made the same point , in a discourse 
on forming the consciences of the young which Vatican II cited 
(see DH 14) and thus incorporated as part of its own teaching: 
"We reject . . . as erroneous the claim of those who consider in­
evitable the failings of the age of puberty, considered by them of 
no great import and almost as if they were not a grave fault, be­
cause, they add, passion cancels the liberty which is required to 
make a person morally responsible for an act." 1 1  

We do not suggest that guilt cannot be mitigated. The Congre­
gation for the Doctrine of the Faith in its Declaration specifically 
makes the point that it can, by factors like immaturity, psycholog­
ical imbalance, and habit . We have already seen how this can hap­
pen in the case of immaturity, which, along with a legalistic 
mentality, can prevent a person from seeing that Christian moral 
norms-say, concerning sex-are truths rather than rules. Psy­
chological imbalance and habit can distract a person from the 
gravity of what he or she is doing; sometimes it can even lead to 
behavior which does not real ly arise from a free choice . But even 
so, our central point-and the Congregation's-remains: If in the 
case of what seems to be a quasi-compulsive sin of weakness the 
three conditions for mortal sin are really met, then it is really a 
mortal sin . 
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This argument, based on the Church's authority, is confirmed 
when one considers what mortal sin and free choice are. A mortal 
sin is a self-determining choice-free and knowing-not to live 
up to the requirements set by faith. The state of mind of a Chris­
tian confronting, with sufficient reflection, a choice which con­
cerns grave matter is: "If I do this, I am not living up to the 
requirements of Christian life." If, nevertheless, this person, out 
of weakness, makes the wrongful choice, it is as if he or she were 
taking a break from living in union with Christ: "Of course I'll 
repent and return, but right now. . . . " 

Choices, however, really are effective; we are really morally re­
sponsible for what we choose. If one supposes otherwise, one is in 
the position of saying, "I chose that, but I didn't really choose 
it-I chose something else." But what? Perhaps thinking this way 
makes some people feel better; but it undermines the reality of 
free choice and moral responsibility, while not altering the fact 
that what people choose is really what they choose and are re­
sponsible for. 

The only alternative is to posit something like the mysterious 
fundamental option, by which some sort of unconscious act, not 
the choices one knowingly makes, is what determines one's moral 
self. But we already have seen why such a theory is unacceptable. 
Thus, quasi-compulsive sinners should be presumed to be sinning 
mortally. 

"But in some cases," someone might object, "I just don't be­
lieve they are . I mean cases when people struggle heroically 
against their temptation and are truly anguished when they fall." 
Even here, of course, it is fair to ask how anyone can know that 
such people do not commit mortal sins . But we also concede that 
what appears, to an observer, to be a pattern of quasi-compulsive 
sins of weakness may actually be something else. It may be behav­
ior which is genuinely compulsive or otherwise psychologically 
pathological . Or it may be that an individual lacks sufficient re­
flection. An adolescent boy may have heard that masturbation is a 
mortal sin, yet not grasp the truth of that moral norm, while lack­
ing insight at the level of moral truth concerning his responsibil­
ity to try to live the Christian life, at least in this particular 
matter. (Bad religious instruction and conscience formation may 
contribute to such confusion.)  In short, some people who seem to 
be sinning mortally by committing quasi-compulsive sins of 



208 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

weakness may not really be doing so, either because they are not 
making choices or because they do not have sufficient reflection. 

But if people see that they ought to accept what the Church 
teaches (even though they do not see the intrinsic reasons), that 
they ought to try to live up to it, and that this is what the Church 
teaches about this particular matter, they have sufficient reflec­
tion. And if they freely choose to perform the action in question 
despite what they know, they commit mortal sins. By all means, 
let us make all possible allowance for confused adolescents and 
persons with disabling psychological conditions: .  the rest of us, 
however, do not have these excuses. 

E: Can People Who Commit Sins of This Sort 
Stop Committing Them? 

Since we must suppose that quasi-compulsive sins of weakness 
are mortal sins, they should be confessed. But in confessing mor­
tal sin, real contrition is required, and real contrition requires a 
real purpose of amendment. This raises an obvious question: Can 
people who commit quasi-compulsive sins of weakness-with all 
their patterned, repetitive character-simply stop sinning? 

The answer must be yes. Someone who commits a mortal sin is 
morally responsible for it; and that is to say he or she freely 
chooses to commit it. But someone who makes a free choice to 
commit sin also can pray for God's grace and with its help make a 
free choice not to sin. 

As for someone who does seek God's help but really cannot 
stop committing what look like quasi-compulsive sins of weak­
ness: if he or she cannot choose to stop sinning, neither is he or 
she sinning by choice, so what seem to be quasi-compulsive sins 
of weakness are not. (Even so, someone who acts in the throes of 
genuine compulsion may be able to do something to conquer the 
compulsive behavior in the intervals when the compulsion is not 
acute. A kleptomaniac can seek psychotherapy; a compulsive 
drinker can turn to Alcoholics Anonymous.  People with problems 
like these have a real obligation to take such steps when they can. 
If they fail to do so, they are wrongfully failing to do their duty.) 

It may also be that someone committing what appear to be 
quasi-compulsive sins of weakness does not see, in the way re­
quired for sufficient reflection, that the act in question is seri­
ously wrong; and, not seeing that it is wrong, he or she may 
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continue to choose to do it, and be unable to choose not to do it, 
because it is very appealing. (This also is how venial sin has a 
certain inevitability for all of us who are not well advanced in 
virtue. Practically speaking, we are unable always to choose the 
right thing when faced with sinful-but "only" venially sinful­
alternatives. There is no absolute necessity that we commit venial 
sin, but there is a practical inevitability, given the appeal of the 
sinful alternative, the seeming unimportance of venial sin, and 
our human capacity for rationalizing.) 

But if people really do have sufficient reflection, and real ly do 
freely choose to do what they know is wrong , then with God's 
help they could also choose not to do it. Otherwise one is in the 
position of saying that such people are free (to choose to do what 
is wrong) and at the same time not free (to choose not to do it) , 
which makes no sense. 

That people who commit quasi-compulsive sins of weakness 
can stop committing them does not mean that they can stop with­
out God's help. Grace is necessary, and its availability and suffi­
ciency are taught very clearly and firmly by the Church. Paul 
quotes his Lord and ours: "My grace is sufficient for you" (2 Cor 
12:9) .  The Fathers of the Church insist that God gives sufficient 
grace. "A man, helped by God, can, if he will , be without sin ," 
declares St. Augustine. 12 And the Council of Trent teaches defin­
itively that God gives sufficient grace so that mortal sin can be 
entirely avoided (see DS 1536/804, 1568/828). 

Humanly speaking, however, a person must not only ask God 
for his help but, in order to do so, believe that he or she can stop 
sinning. Someone with the attitude "I can't stop , no matter what 
I do" almost certainly wil l  not stop . Trust in God's goodness and 
in the avai lability of his grace is essential . On this basis , anyone 
who regularly commits quasi-compulsive sins of weakness can 
stop committing them. 

This solution to the problem of quasi-compulsive sins of weak­
ness is rendered a practical impossibility by pastoral counseling 
which tel ls people,  "Nobody expects you just to stop . Al l that's 
required is that you work at it. As long as you're trying, you can 
be sure that what you're doing is a venial sin at most ." 

As a formal position, this latter approach is sometimes cal led 

"gradualism." The idea is that the moral requirements of Chris­
tian life are ideals which many people cannot live up to al l at once 
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but only little by little; although violations of the ideals are not 
desirable,  still for people generally striving in the right direction 
they are not mortal sins . 

Some participants in the 1980 Synod of Bishops suggested this 
view. It was rejected by Pope John Paul II at the end of the Synod 
and later in the apostolic exhortation Familiaris Consortio. 13 It is 
not acceptable, he said, to speak of gradualism as if different 
people had different obligations, as they would if there were a 
gradualism of the moral requirement itself. Everyone is obliged to 
accept the whole moral truth which a Christian life requires and 
try to live up to it now, not eventually and little by little. It is true 
that Christian life is a gradual growth in, or toward, holiness, and 
that sin and repentance are part of the process . But mortal sins do 
not have to be part of it, and, where they are, they do not become 
venial for that reason. 



18 . The Way of Sin to Death 

To complete our discussion of sin, we need to consider the 
stages of a sinful life, beginning with imperfection, which is not 
sin, and ending with hell. 

There is in this progression a certain dynamic, with a kind of 
inner logic, but no necessity. The steps are not taken automati­
cally. The entire process depends on free choice . Moreover, a sin­
ner can bypass particular stages in the downward path or, with the 
help of grace, can reverse direction and speed heavenward. 

We consider five topics: how imperfection opens the way to 
temptation; how venial sins lead to mortal sins ; how persistence 
in mortal sin leads to final impenitence; why impenitent sinners 
end in hell ;  and whether God can be said to "send" sinners to 
hell .  

A: How Imperfection Opens the Way to Temptation 

Imperfection is the lack of holiness in a person insofar as his or 
her life is not integrated with living faith. Even good and mature 
Christians are less than perfectly integrated. They have faith and , 
probably, they generally try to live as faith would have them do; 
yet some aspects of their lives are not related to-they stand out­
side and apart from-the commitment of faith . 

There are two kinds of imperfection. The first, which is inev­
itable, is the imperfection of immaturity. Human beings must de­
velop to a certain point before they can exercise their freedom of 
self-determination, and only by doing so can they set themselves 
toward moral goodness . As chi ldren, even Jesus and Mary were 
subject to the imperfection of moral immaturity ; they grew mor­
al ly, from the indeterminacy of chi ldhood innocence to the 

2 1 1  



2 12 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

maturity of total self-commitment. Obviously, there is nothing 
sinful about this unavoidable kind of imperfection. 

The second kind of imperfection is the imperfection of disin­
tegrity. Except for Jesus and Mary, it too is universal in fallen 
humankind. Its elements are similarly not sinful , but they can be 
obstacles to integration. Suppose a child likes physical comfort . 
All children-all human beings-do, and there is nothing wrong 
with that. But love of comfort, associated with the more or less 
disordered human emotional makeup arising from original sin, 
makes it difficult for the child, and later for the adult, to practice 
the self-discipline and restraint necessary for self-mastery and 
growth in holiness. It complicates the task of putting creature 
comforts and the desire for them in their place-that is, at the 
service of faith. It inclines one to self-indulgence and cowardice, 
which give rise to temptations that lead to sin . 

The desire for admiration provides another example . Everyone 
wants to be admired, and there is nothing sinful in that .  This 
desire can be a motive for people to do good and important 
things. Yet this craving is susceptible to corruption by a sinful 
culture which places exaggerated emphasis on competition and 
status . Against this cultural background it is difficult for people 
to integrate the desire for admiration with faith . 

Because of imperfection of both sorts , our emotions are in dif­
ferent ways and degrees not integrated with faith . Emotions call 
our attention to possibilities inconsistent with the commitment of 
faith, and often enough these possibilities are appealing . This is 
temptation . Here, then, we have many inevitable temptations to 
venial sin. 

Emotional urges to choose things which should not be chosen 
come from various sources. Some arise from self-centered desires . 
Others come from desires generated by relationships with other 
people . These may take the form of sympathy (the desire to ap­
prove what our friends are doing and to go along with them) or 
fear (the desire not to suffer injury at the hands of others , which 
leads us to give in to social pressure). Our self-centered desires 
and our sympathy with others or fear of them incline us to choose 
and do unreasonable things, things not consistent with the com­
mitment of faith. Not everyone is strongly inclined toward mortal 
sin , but these urges are universal and make it virtually impossible 
to avoid venial sin. 
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Once we have sinned, even venially, we are tempted to inte­
grate our whole self with the sinful self. If we do not repent of our 
venial sins, we want at least to be comfortable with them . But 
that requires rationalization. "There's nothing wrong with telling 
white lies." "Taking something that small isn't stealing." "I've 
got to have a little fun once in a while." 

We may also begin to rationalize for the sake of maintaining 
good relationships with others . Social pressure then becomes a 
kind of moral principle to which we give undeserved status . "My 
buddies would think I was buttering up the boss if I never goofed 
off on company time." "Everybody at the party will have a new 
outfit; I can't wear any of these old rags !"  Thus , we begin to 
make our own an outlook, a way of evaluating situations and be­
havior, embodying a view of reality and of moral values which is 
an alternative to the one proposed by faith. 

Venial sin also leads people to modify their relationship with 
God, distorting it in ways which are not authentically religious . 
This can take different forms. Some turn to legalistic minimalism: 
"Since these sins are only venial, I can commit them and not go 
to hell." Others take up self-righteousness and fanaticism-the 
crusade against more serious evil in other people . In either case , 
the image of God will be distorted according to the sinfulness of 
the sinner. 

B: How Venial Sins Lead to Mortal Sin 

How does venial sin lead to mortal sin? Certainly not by accu­
mulation-commit enough venial sins, and eventually they add 
up to a mortal sin .  Nor is it true, in any simplistic sense , that the 
more venial sins one commits, the greater the chances become 
that sooner or later one will commit mortal sin. Venial sin does 
not lead to mortal sin by anything like a process of wear and tear. 
There is no law of nature about it . 

Yet there is a dynamic relationship between the two things . If 
we regularly commit deliberate venial sins, sin seems less horrible 
and intimacy with God less desirable.  Moreover, by committing 
venial sins, we come to have different options than if the sins had 
not been committed-bad options which very likely would not 
have existed without the sins. At the same time, the appeal of the 
bad options we had before can be enhanced . Insofar as venial sin 
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sets up a new option for committing mortal sin or a stronger rea­
son for doing so, it leads to mortal sin . This can happen in several 
ways. 

Sometimes venial sins bring people into occasions for commit­
ting mortal sins. An adolescent, Jim, commits a sin of disobedi­
ence by going to a forbidden place where there are opportunities 
to experiment with drugs and sex. He is tempted. If he had 
obeyed and not gone there, the temptation would not have arisen. 
Or: Jim's dad acquires excess wealth by committing venial sins, 
and thereby acquires the means of committing various grave sins 
which would otherwise have been beyond his reach. 

Venial sins can also put a person in a bind from which it is 
tempting to escape by committing mortal sin . Backing her car out 
of a space in a shopping mall parking lot while trying to tune the 
radio (a venial sin of carelessness), Gladys backs it into a parked 
car. She can see at a glance that she has dented the other car to 
the tune of several hundred dollars worth of body work . Now 
Gladys faces a choice-and a temptation to serious sin : either 
identify herself as the guilty party (and pay up) or drive off (and 
commit mortal sin). The temptation would not have arisen if she 
had not been sinfully careless . 

Venial sins also generate objectives which one is tempted to 
pursue by committing mortal sins . Not uncommonly, people 
make career choices without integrating them with faith but just 
for the sake of status seeking (venial sin) ; then they are tempted 
to pursue their careers, and the status they crave-by gravely im­
moral means. Helen has some acting talent and she likes the lime­
light, so she decides to go on the stage . After a while she finds 
out that other actresses get better parts by sleeping with produc­
ers, and she is tempted. Nothing against the theater : something 
similar crops up in virtually every line of work-a temptation, 
gross or subtle as the case may be, to get ahead by doing what is 
seriously wrong . If we sin venially by failing to integrate our 
choices with faith, the venial sinning will create a situation in 
which we have objectives which, to be satisfied, will require com­
mitting mortal sin . Then we must either sin mortally or give up 
the objectives. And by now, of course ,  we are very attached to 
them. 

These are ways in which venial sins lead to mortal sin .  We re-
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peat: there is no necessity about it . But venial sins place us in a 
position where we have different options and greater incentives to 
sin mortally than if we had not committed them. 

C: How Persistence in Mortal Sin Leads to Final Impenitence 

There is a traditional list, drawn from the works of St. Augus­
tine, of sins against the Holy Spirit :  impenitence, obduracy, pre­
sumption, despair, rejection of the known truth, and envy of the 
grace others enjoy. "Impenitence" can be understood in different 
ways, and we distinguish between initial impenitence and final 
impenitence. Taken together, the other sins on the list constitute a 
certain progression whose natural ,  though not inevitable, outcome 
is final impenitence . 

The Church teaches very firmly that nothing is absolutely un­
forgivable except final impenitence, which means dying in sin . In 
passing through these several stages ,  however, the sinner becomes 
increasingly less likely to escape because increasingly less likely to 
repent. The options change as one proceeds through the stages of 

a sinful l ife. 
After mortal sins of weakness , which one means soon to repent, 

the next step is to commit a mortal sin in which one means to 
remain .  This is initial impenitence . Mike and Betty establish an 
immoral relationship on a more or less permanent basis. Paul, a 
used car salesman, defrauds his customers with no intention of 
making restitution . Whi le not having it in  mind to remain guilty 
forever, such people are wi l l ing to remain gui lty for an indefinite 
period . 

Next comes obduracy, that hardening of heart of which Scrip­
ture often speaks . A l though these sinners entered i nto  sin with no 
plan to repent, it sometimes occurs to them that they ought to do 
so . But they thrust the idea aside, a lmost as if it were a tempta­
tion . 

Presumption follows . Deliberate refusal to repent creates an 

obvio us problem : How can that be squared with faith? So i t  be­
comes necessary to dwell on the mercy of God and simi lar com­
forting thoughts. "God wouldn 't send me to hel l . I'm sure he 'll 

give me time to repent at the end. And maybe there real ly isn 't 
any hel l . I'm not a bad person-I'm sure my fundamental option 
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is okay. I needn't repent, because I'm going to be saved anyway." 
Presumption means supposing that one will be saved without co­
operating with the grace of repentance. And now repentance is 
harder than before, because it does not seem necessary. 

Next, despair. The false confidence of presumption seeps away. 
Perhaps the sinner experiments a bit with insincere repentance, 
and finds that it does nothing for him or her psychologically: the 
sense of guilt is the same as ever. So the previously presumptuous 
sinner now reasons, "I'm no longer able to repent. God has cut 
me off from grace. There's no hope for me." 

If the sinner still has faith, he or she now confronts a horrify­
ing prospect. "I believe in God but I despair of being reconciled 
with him. I'm facing hell." That insupportable tension is relieved 
by rejection of the known truth-by ceasing to believe. "This 
heaven and hell business isn't for real. It's just the carrot and the 
stick the Church uses to manipulate people." (Indeed, the under­
mining of faith began much earlier. There is tension between faith 
and sin all along the way we are tracing out. But at the point of 
despair, it becomes virtually impossible to hold on to faith.)  

Even so, a kind of residue of faith and Christian life remains, a 
painful memory of what the sinner once enjoyed, and it makes 
him or her ill at ease with unbelief. The tendency, therefore, is to 
resent people who still have faith and seek to live by it. This is 
what is meant by envy of the grace others enjoy. At this stage, a 
sinner may even become militantly antireligious and strive to lead 
others into sin by writing books which attack the Church's teach­
ing or campaigning for an immoral cause like legal abortion. 
(This partly explains why our secularized culture, reflected in the 
mass media, is far from neutral toward Christian faith and Chris­
tian moral principles : people who have abandoned faith often turn 
to trying to destroy the faith of others and corrupt them.) 

And so the sinner comes to final impenitence. When "desire 
has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and that sin, when it is fully 
grown, gives birth to death" (Jas 1 : 15). The way of sin ends in 
hell .  

D: Why Impenitent Sinners End in Hell 

Or does it? Not everyone cares to accept the conclusion that 
impenitent sinners go to hell. There are several ways of arguing 
the contrary. 
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One is to say that at the moment of death everyone has a final 
option, an opportunity like that of the angels to submit to God or 
reject him for all eternity. If so, everyone has a last chance to 
repent, and it can be assumed that even those furthest gone in 
sin, facing the immediate prospect of hell,  are likely to exercise 
their option and repent. This idea has been advocated especially 
by Ladislaus Boros, S .J. 14 

But on what grounds? In the nature of things, there is and can 
be no direct evidence of a final option at death. Of course people 
can commend themselves to God before they die, but this theory 
assumes that in the moment of death itself people face something 
like a clear, straightforward choice between heaven and hell .  
Given that choice, who would choose hell? 

Unlike angels, however, human beings make choices through­
out a lifetime, and this way of thinking belittles the self­
determining character of all these free choices. According to it, 
living a life has no ultimate seriousness, for, whatever one does 
here and now, one can count on opting successfully for heaven at 
the end. There is nothing in Scripture to support this view and a 
great deal against it. "See, now is the acceptable time; see, now is 
the day of salvation!" (2 Cor 6:2;  emphasis added) . 

A second way of setting aside the idea that impenitent sinners 
go to hell is to posit an empty hell .  Proponents of this view do not 
unequivocally deny hell's existence; they merely describe it as a 
real possibility which might never be realized. Hell is permanent 
alienation from God, and perhaps no one will ever be perma­
nently alienated. However, this also seems inconsistent with 
Scripture and the teaching of the Church. The Church has taught 
solemnly-in a statement of the Fourth Lateran Council-that 
someone is in hell :  the devil .  One can of course deny the reality of 
angels and devils, but then one is abandoning Catholic faith. One 
can also dismiss what the New Testament says about hell by call­
ing it "threat discourse,'' but then one is making God out to be 
bluffing, using the inspired words of Scripture to manipulate us 
with scare-talk. 

Some few, finally, will suggest that everyone gets a chance to 
repent after death. But there is no evidence of this in experience 
or in revelation, and the Church has always taught that after death 
it is too late for repentance. Even Boros recognizes this, which is 
why he speaks of opting in the moment of death, not after. 
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What, then , does happen to impenitent sinners? Does God 
make them go to heaven in spite of themselves ? If so, freedom is 
pointless. God offers human beings the choice of joining in heav­
enly communion with him and one another, but he offers that 
choice by offering them the chance to enter into the communion 
of the new covenant and live its law of love here and now . And if 
they choose not to , he does not overwhelm their freedom by 
somehow herding them after death into a communion they previ­
ously rejected. Does God then annihilate such people? It seems 
impossible to reconcile annihilation with the Church's teaching 
that hell is eternal. Moreover, we believe that God creates things 
good, and they cannot completely corrupt themselves. Whatever 
exists is good at least insofar as it exists ; thus, if God annihilates 
sinners, he is annihilating creatures still in large part good, which 
hardly seems consistent with his role as creator. 

As a practical matter, final option , empty hell, and the rest are 
part of a contemporary trend which encourages presumption . 

This trend places an unbalanced emphasis on God 's mercy, whi le 
also misconstruing it . Certainly God is merciful . He does al l he 

can to encourage us to repent. He sent his only Son to redeem us. 
But that only makes clear how peri lous our human condition re­
al ly is . If everyone has a final option or if hel l actual ly is empty, 
Jesus need hardly have gone through what he did . We said earlier 

that these theories trivialize our lives; they also trivialize the life 

and death of Jesus.  

What is hel l ? Essentia lly, i t  is existing apart from communion 
with God and those who are his friends . I n  other words, i t  i s  

nothing else than unrepented mortal sin .  Free choices last; in 

making sinf u l choices , we determine ourselves as sinners. Gui l t  is  

not somethi ng added on; it is  being the sinner one i s until one 
repents . And as mortal sin involves wi l l ing acceptance of alien­
ation from God , so hel l is the irreversibility of that state of af­
fairs .  A person who dies in mortal sin stays in mortal sin, and 

that is hel l .  

The Church also teaches that hel l is a painful experience. That 

only makes sense, for human beings are unified wholes, and for 
such beings their situation , whatever it may be, necessari ly has an 

impact on thei r experience. Scripture and Church teaching speak 

of the "fire" of hel l . This is a symbol for the painful experience 

of eternal a l ienation from God , a sort of suffering we cannot 
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imagine. We must believe that the fire of hell is real, in the sense 
that hell is a painful experience, but we need not take the scrip­
tural images literally or identify the suffering of hell with poets' 
and artists' imaginative renderings. Sinners rising in their own 
bodies in a state of eternal separation from God will suffer that 
state as it truly is: a thoroughly wretched experience in body and 
soul. Whatever exactly the experience wil l  consist in, that is the 
fire of hell. 

Within this framework, we are free to add our own imaginative 
renderings of the experience of hellfire. Perhaps it is the unde­
sired perception by the damned of the splendid new heavens and 
new earth, overflowing with the triumph of God's love, from 
which they have cut themselves off irrevocably. Perhaps it is the 
experience of committing one's favorite sin and doing nothing 
else-doing that and only that, over and over again, eternally. 
Perhaps it is like the self-inflicted anguish of a child who spite­
fully refuses to come to a birthday party, then has to listen to the 
other children playing in the yard next door without ever being 
able to give in and join them. 

E: Whether God Sends Sinners to Hell 

In speaking of punishment it is necessary to make a distinc­
tion. 

One kind of punishment is educative or medicinal. God pun­
ishes people in this sense inasmuch as he lets them experience the 
reality of bad situations they are in so that they can take remedial 
action. For example, he allows people to die, and the fact of death 
tells us that there is something radically wrong with the human 
situation. But hell is not this kind of punishment, for there is no 
remedy for the situation of the damned. 

Punishment of another kind is imposed by one person (or per­
sons) on another (or others) in response to an offense. Albert is 
caught breaking and entering and is sent to jail; little Becky is 
discovered with her hand in the cookie jar and gets sent to her 
room. That is how we tend to think of punishment. Is hell like 
this? 

Not at all .  In thinking of punishment this way, u;e assume that 
the offender could be spared. Albert could get a suspended sen­
tence. Becky's parents might laugh off her "crime." Punishment 
would be fair, but it does not have to be imposed. 
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If, however, the essence of hell is self-imposed alienation from 
communion with God and God's family, this punishment is not 
imposed by God at all .  God does not alienate sinners from him­
self. God creates human persons to live in friendship with him, 
and he empowers them freely to accept his offer of friendship. If 
we then alienate ourselves from God, our punishment is to be 
alienated from him; but we, not God, do the alienating. This pun­
ishment is unavoidable. It is not something added on after the 
crime. It is the crime itself. 

Hell is a man who betrays his friend .  Judas and Jesus . No one 
did anything to Judas after he betrayed Jesus . His punishment 
was being what he had made himself-a betrayer. Being an unre­
pentant sinner alienated from God is the punishment for being an 
unrepentant sinner alienated from God . That is hell . 

Thus, God does not send anyone to hel l .  He creates people and 
gives them freedom, so that they can choose freely to be his 
friends and to live in  neighborly solidarity with one another. 
(There is no way of being a friend and neighbor except freely.) 
God knows that some of those he creates wil l not make good 
choices , yet, because they are free, he cannot force them to choose 
rightly. And if, ultimately, someone chooses to say no to God, 
God can only accept that answer. We must grasp the fact that God 
genuinely respects the dignity- the freedom-of his creatures. 
He does not annihi late those who reject him; he preserves thei r  
existence and even the state of rejection they have chosen . 

Those who make threats have a choice about whether to carry 
them out ,  but hel l is not a threat on God's part, not some evil 
which he adds to the harm which sinners have done to them­

selves. It is the condition of sinners who have made themselves 
what they are. For God simply to wipe that out would be for him 

to undo the self -determined reality of the damned . So, God has 

no option of saving the damned . 

Much of the difficulty people have accepting the idea that un­
repentant mortal sinners go to hel l arises from a legalistic mental­
ity. They imagine God saying , " Here are the rules. Do as I say if 

you want to stay out  of hel l . " But God's creation i s  not legalistic; 

moral norms are moral truth ; and, except that this is how he has 
created us, moral truth is not a matter of choice for God. He does 
not make arbitrary demands and run us through obedience tests. 

He invites us to take advantage of a wonderful opportunity, avai l-
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able by reason of our being created in his image and redeemed 
through Jesus. To take advantage, however, we must freely do our 
part. And if we freely choose not to do that, not even God can do 
anything about it. 



19 . Fulfillment in Jesus and 
Human Fulfillment 

So far we have concentrated mainly on common principles of 
morality-free choice, conscience, natural law, and so on. Now 
we turn to the principles proper to Christian morality. We begin 
by considering human fulfillment in the light of faith. 

God may be thought of as a family, a community of three di­
vine persons. His aim in creating us is to enlarge his natural fam­
ily by bringing into being new persons able to choose freely to 
share in the life of the Trinity. Freedom is our great dignity. God 
does not compel us to become members of his household. He in­
vites us and enables us to answer his invitation, but he leaves the 
decision to us. 

To be free means we can choose wrongly. If so, we shall suffer 
the consequences . Self-determination is not a game. Everything is 
at stake in the use we make of freedom. 

Since the time of St. Thomas Aquinas, it has been customary 
to ask: What is the ultimate end of man? The question implies a 
sharp contrast between the ultimate end (heaven) and the means 
to it (life in this world). We take a different question for our start­
ing point : What is God's purpose in creating, and how do we fit 
into it? As a practical matter, how are human goods to be pursued 
and human acts performed, so that we play the role God intends 
for us? 

This approach removes the sharp contrast between life in this 
world and heaven. Thus, it avoids a debilitating either/or-either 
life in this world is important for itself or heaven alone is impor-

222 
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tant. Instead of having to cope with that false dichotomy, we un­
derstand ourselves as agents in a divine plan which gives real 
importance to this life without assigning it absolute , ultimate sig­
nificance. 

In this chapter we take up three main questions : what God's 
plan is; how we are united with Jesus now and how, supposing we 
persevere, we shall be united with him later; and how our acts in 
this life contribute to the realization of God's plan. 

Throughout this and subsequent chapters we are concerned 
with the moral implications of Christian faith for those who ex­
plicitly and consciously accept it . But, as Vatican II teaches , not 
only Christians but other men and women of good will are called 
to fulfillment in Christ. For grace is at work in the hearts of all 
people of good will, and the Holy Spirit, in ways only God 
knows, offers everyone the opportunity to be saved (GS 22) . 
Hence, our effort to help Christians make the most of what they 
have received should not be misunderstood as belittling the bless­
ings which God offers to others . 

A: God's Plan: ne Fulfillment of Everything in Jesus 

In its document on the Catholic Faith, the First Vatican Coun­
cil teaches definitively that God creates the world , including our­
selves, for his glory. This does not mean he creates us in order to 
have admirers and adorers. Vatican I also definitively rejects the 
idea that God creates us to acquire something for himself. He is 
complete, perfect, in himself; he does not need created things , 
and he does not benefit from being adored. 

But then what does it  mean to say God creates for his glory? It 
means he creates simply to express his goodness and, in the case 
of created persons, to enlarge his initial family, the Trinity, by 
adopting them into it. His purpose is his own goodness or glory, 
not in the sense that his goodness is not yet fully realized , but 
rather insofar as it can be communicated: he creates so as to com­
municate his goodness to others, and that communication is his 
glory. 

The communication of God's goodness finds its perfection not 
in this creature or that one but in the sum total of creation, the 
whole created order. Human fulfil lment is only part of that 
whole, and therefore is not ultimate; it would be wrong to say 
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God creates everything for the sake of human happiness . But hu­
man fulfillment is an important part of the self-expression in­
tended by God in creating. Our pursuit of our true happiness 
does not conflict with God's glory but contributes to it . 

In sum, to say we should act for the glory of God means we 
should recognize that our happiness is not the be-all and end-all 
of everything but part of a greater reality, the whole created order 
in community with God . Yet human persons and human lives are 
not mere means to an extrinsic end. Whatever contributes to the 
well being of each of us and all of us is an important part of God's 
plan. Human fulfillment and the glory of God are inseparably 
linked. 

Subpersonal creatures are for persons-all other material 
things are somehow for our sake. But God creates persons for 
their own sake. Yet not as isolated individuals. We are meant to 
be united with one another in a community of friendship. 

In the beginning it was like that . Human beings formed a kind 
of extended family which was also the family of God . Original 
sin disrupted this state of affairs. And now? Christ offers another 
way of bringing all human persons into community with one an­
other and with God: by being united to him as sharers in his hu­
man life . 

Jesus had-and has-a human purpose . As man, he is trying 
to do something. If we accept his purpose, make it our own, and 
cooperate in what he is trying to do, we become members of one 
society, and that society becomes a unifying principle of creation, 
according to God's plan "to gather up all things in [Christ] ,  
things i n  heaven and things on earth" (Eph 1 : 10) . 

Jesus, as God and man, is the center of God's whole plan . As 
God, he is a member of the original divine family. As man, he is 
part of creation, other created persons are linked to him, and non­
personal creatures are linked to them. In and through Jesus al l 
creation comes into a unity. He gathers it al l together and unites 
it with the Trinity. 

Jesus communicates to us his divine life as God. He does this , 
however, in a way which respects our distinctness and our dignity. 
We are grafted onto Jesus, become his members, yet we remain 
always our individual selves. The relationship he offers us is one 
to which we must freely commit ourselves-and go on commit­
ting ourselves throughout our lives . It is for us to accept or reject 
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Jesus' communication of divine life to us . Communication with 
Jesus is altogether personal, a matter of choice requiring free co­
operation in his acts . 

Scripture speaks constantly of community. The idea of the 
"kingdom" runs throughout the Bible, and in a kingdom, dis­
tinction of persons is always maintained. Similarly, the Bible 
often uses the analogy of marriage to describe the human relation­
ship with God; in the New Testament, the Church is the bride of 
Christ. But a conjugal relationship is interpersonal and free; there 
is a real union, yet undiminished distinctness of persons. 

Our relationship with Jesus also has another aspect, in which 
the emphasis on our responsibility is particularly strong. Al­
though Christ is "the firstborn of all creation" in whom "all 
things in heaven and on earth were created" (Col 1 :  15- 16), he is 
not himself all creation, but only one creature among many. His 
humanity is a single created reality, the first but not everything. 
What is first but not all, the principle but not the whole, must be 
completed by the rest. Jesus as man is completed and perfected 
by the rest of creation. To be sure, the human life of Jesus, as an 
individual, is already fulfilled: God has raised him from the dead. 
But other creatures are necessary to his fullness as leader and 
head. What is a leader without followers, a head without a body? 
In the case of human persons, completing and perfecting Jesus 
are likewise a matter of individual choice by those who freely en­
ter into the relationship with him which he offers them. 

Despite the testimony of Ephesians, Colossians, and other 
books of the New Testament, some Scripture scholars manifest 
considerable resistance to this way of speaking-great reluctance 
to say that anything at all can in any way complete Christ. The 
reasoning seems to be as follows: Jesus is God; nothing completes 
God; therefore, nothing can complete Christ. This is true inas­
much as Jesus is God. But Jesus is also man; no man is complete 
in himself; thus, the cooperation of other human beings is re­
quired for the completion of Jesus. It is a matter of taking the 
Incarnation seriously. The uncreated Word became flesh-a crea­
ture, an individual man. But individual creatures do not exist 
alone; they exist with and are completed by others . In Jesus' case, 
it is the Church, the community of his friends and followers, 
"which is his body, the fullness of him who fills all in all" (Eph 
1 :23). 
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This point is essential to appreciating the significance of Chris­
tian life. In a true sense-though certainly not in an exaggerated 
or sentimental sense-Jesus needs us, and because this is so, 
Christians fall short of what is expected of them by living in any­
thing less than the best way they can. The working out of God's 
plan requires our living out of the Christian life .  Our fulfillment 
is in being united with Jesus-we are his members. As such, we 
have a subordinate but real part in the fulfillment, the comple­
tion, of Jesus as man which is central to God's whole plan. "In 
my flesh," says St. Paul, "I am completing what is lacking in 
Christ's afflictions" (Col 1 :24). And not only our suffering but all 
we do should carry on his work and complete him . 

B: How We Are United with Jesus Now and Hope to Be 
United with Him Later 

Intimately united with Jesus, we are intimately united with 
God. But we are fulfilled, not absorbed, in that union. God wants 
us as friends, not puppets, and in the Incarnation he makes him­
self humanly accessible to us. God is transcendent, but he is also 
man, one of us, and we are able to relate to him as such. For 
Christians, religion is primarily a human relationship to and in­
teraction with Jesus, the unique way to God, who says of himself: 
"I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except through me" (Jn 14:6) .  

Many people find it difficult to appreciate the significance of 
our human relationship with Jesus because they take for granted 
the assumptions of mind-body dualism. They suppose that the 
real self of a human person is consciousness, with a soul hidden 
somewhere behind it; and if this is true generally, it is also true of 
Jesus-hidden within his body are a human mind and soul. Hav­
ing taken this false step, they then take another and suppose that 
hidden somewhere within Jesus' soul is the Word, his divinity, 
which is the real Jesus. So, any real relationship with God is nec­
essarily operative only on the spiritual, the ghostly, level, while 
the flesh-and-blood Jesus seems an obstacle rather than the very 
way to the Father. 

The testimony of the New Testament is more realistic-more 
incarnational-than that. It is testimony concerning "what was 
from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with 
our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands . . . 
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the word of life" ( 1  Jn 1 : 1) .  God is made flesh, so that Jesus can 
say, "Whoever has seen me has seen the Father" (Jn 14 :9) . 

So we are intimately united with God in Jesus . But how are we 
united with Jesus? In three ways . 

Jesus is God and man, and we are united with him in both 
aspects of his reality, both his natures; we share in his divine life, 
and we also share in his humanity. As to sharing in his humanity, 
this happens in two ways: bodily unity and existential unity (unity 
in human acts). So the three ways in which we are united with 
Jesus are in divine life, in bodily life, and in human acts . Let us 
consider each. 

First, unity in divine life . We become children of God , sharers 
in his nature, through "God's love [which] has been poured into 
our hearts through the Holy Spirit" (Rom 5 : 5) .  This union will 
be perfected in heaven, when, face to face with God, we "will see 
him as he is" ( 1  Jn 3 :2). 

Influenced by neo-Platonism, the classical theological tradition 
tended to reduce the beatific vision to an intellectual act by which 
we shall understand God better than we understand him now or 
to an aesthetic act like seeing a beautiful sunset . And no doubt 
our intellects and our aesthetic sensibilities will  be satisfied by 
the vision of God in heaven. But that "vision" should not be un­
derstood only in this way. We know, after all, what acts of under­
standing and aesthetic acts are, but for us to "see" God in heaven 
will be for us to participate in his inner life, and we do not now 
understand what that is . 

The neo-Platonic idea of gazing on God does not do justice to 
Scripture's account of seeing God. In the Old Testament God is 
the king, the people are his subjects , and seeing God is something 
like being granted an audience by a benevolent monarch . One can 
talk with him, dine with him, enjoy the benefits of a real relation­
ship. This same realism is found in the New Testament. "See, the 
home of God is among mortals. He wil l  dwell with them as their 
God; they will be his peoples, and God himself will be with 
them" (Rv 21 : 3) .  There is an emphasis on the mutuality and in­
timacy of an interpersonal relationship: "Now we see in a mirror, 
dimly, but then we wi l l  see face to face . Now I know only in part ; 
then I wi l l  know fully, even as I have been fully known" ( 1  Cor 
13:  12) . To see God is to share maturely in his life: "We are God's 
chi ldren now; what we wil l  be has not yet been revealed. What 
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we do know is this: when he is revealed, we will be like him, for 
we will see him as he is" ( 1  Jn 3 :2). 

Second, bodily unity. We are one with Jesus now. "Do you not 
know that your bodies are members of Christ?" ( 1  Cor 6 :  15). This 
union is sacramental and profoundly mysterious, but no less real 
on that account; our sacramental unity with Jesus is bodily unity. 

Here, too, conventional thinking creates problems. We suppose 
that organisms are atomistic, isolated, each complete in itself, and 
cannot have a common life. But this is contradicted in many ways 
even in our own experience. Consider marriage. Scripture uses it 
in speaking of the relationship of human persons with Christ. But 
although husband and wife are distinct for most purposes, for the 
purpose of begetting children they make up one complex organ­
ism which can procreate. This is also the case at the genetic level. 
Before coming together, the sex cells have only half the genetic 
material; when they unite, the genetic package is complete. 

Jesus' statements in the New Testament leave little doubt con­
cerning the reality of our bodily unity with him. "Just as the 
branch cannot bear fruit by itself, unless it abides in the vine, 
neither can you unless you abide in me. I am the vine, you are the 
branches" (Jn 15 :4-5). Is this merely figurative language? "Those 
who eat my flesh and drink my blood abide in me, and I in 
them" (Jn 6 : 56) . Metaphor? Jesus did not protest that he had 
been misunderstood when, taking these words literally, even 
"many of his disciples turned back and no longer went about with 
him" (Jn 6:66). 

Our bodily unity with Jesus, sacramental now, will be per­
fected by sharing in his resurrection life.  "The one who raised the 
Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you 
into his presence" (2 Cor 4: 14). This risen life, though different 
from and better than our present life, will also be bodily. "But 
someone will ask, 'How are the dead raised? With what kind of 
body do they come?' . . .  If there is a physical body, there is also 
a spiritual body . . . .  For this perishable body must put on imper­
ishability, and this mortal body must put on immortality" ( 1 Cor 
15 :35 ,  44, 53). 

Third, unity in human acts. We cooperate with Jesus as man. 
He wishes to build up a fellowship, a community, of human per­
sons. To this end he not only did certain things during his earthly 



Fulfillment in Jesus and Human Fulfillment 229 

life but still continues to act to build up that community. Now, 
however, we cooperate with him . By faith we accept what he is 
doing and make it our own, first only as beneficiaries but then 
also as his collaborators. 

Like other choices, those we make in living out the commit­
ment of faith and our personal vocations will last, and so our 
unity with Jesus in human acts will last. Living the Christian life 
means being existentially united with Christ and with other Chris­
tians in an inherently lasting way; this is how the community 
which is to last forever, the eternal kingdom, is brought into be­
ing. 

Moreover, each and every one of those lasting choices bears 
upon one or more human goods. Thus, heaven is a community of 
eternal fulfillment in shared human goods. Jesus spoke of it as a 
wedding feast (see Mt 22 : 1-14) . The Second Vatican Council 
says: 

For after we have obeyed the Lord, and in his Spirit nurtured on 

earth the values of human dignity, brotherhood and freedom , and in­

deed all the good fruits of our nature and enterprise , we will find 
them again, but freed of stain, burnished and transfigured . . . . On 

this earth that kingdom is already present in mystery. When the Lord 

returns, it will be brought into full flower. (GS 39) 
This will be, as Revelation expresses it , "a new heaven and a new 
earth" (Rv 2 1 : 1 ) .  

C: How Our Acts in  This Life Contribute to the 
Fulfillment of God's Plan 

Many people hesitate to believe that human activity does con­
tribute in any meaningful way to realizing God's plan . Surely God 
does not need our help? He gives us everything; all that remains 
for us to do is ask for what we need and be grateful for what we 
receive. 

We do owe everything we have to God. But if this is a relation­
ship in which God only gives and we only receive, it is scarcely a 
friendship, which requires a certain mutuality, some kind of ex­
change. Lacking this , we are God's dependents but not his 
friends. It is essential not only to our dignity but to the relation­
ship itself that we give something to God . This points to the cor­
rect answer to the question , "Why must we live the Christian 
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life?" Not simply because otherwise we shall suffer bad conse­
quences, but rather because, as God's friends, we must not only 
acknowledge his gifts but make a real return to him for them . 

But how? We cannot give God anything not already his, but 
only what he has first given us. 

That, however, is precisely what takes place in sacrifice , with­
out which there is no religion. Sacrifice is essentially giving gifts 
to God, in love and gratitude returning to him some of what he 
has given us. The destruction of the gift in sacrifice does not sig­
nify that it is good to destroy things ; it is a gesture signifying the 
totality and exclusivity of the gift to God, for that which is de­
stroyed in sacrifice is no longer at the disposal of the one who 
gives it up to him. 

Although the Old Testament prescribes an elaborate ritual of 
sacrifice, the prophets criticize the mistaken notion that external 
ritual is its essence. It is the gift of self that matters; contrite and 
obedient hearts please God. 

For you have no delight in sacrifice; 

if I were to give a burnt offering, you would not be pleased . 
The sacrifice acceptable to God is a broken spirit; 

a broken and contrite heart, 0 God, you will not despise. 
(Ps 5 1 : 16- 17) 

There is a vast difference between a gift meant to manipulate the 
recipient and coax favors out of him or her and a wholehearted 
gift given because one cares for the one who receives it. In the 
latter kind of giving, one gives something of oneself-specifically, 
a willingness and readiness to do what the recipient wants within 
reasonable bounds. Thus, sincere gift giving expresses a will to 
community. 

This is also the case with sacrifice . Preeminently it is true of 
the sacrifice of Jesus, who "gave himself up for us, a fragrant 
offering and sacrifice to God" (Eph 5 : 2) ,  but it is also true of the 
sacrifice of Christians. First of all ,  when we participate in the 
Mass, we participate in the sacrifice of Christ, "offering the Im­
maculate Victim," as Vatican II says , "not only through the hands 
of the priest, but also with him" (SC 48) .  But beyond that , we 
also enter into community with Jesus through the sacrifice we of­
fer by living our lives as Christians . St. Paul calls on his fellow 
Christians "to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
acceptable to God , which is your spiritual worship. Do not be 
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conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your minds" (Rom 12 : 1-2) . What are we to bring to the Eucha­
rist and join with the sacrifice of Christ? The fulfillment of our 
vocational responsibilities, by which we do our share to cooperate 
with Jesus in spreading the gospel and building up the commu­
nity of faith. Otherwise we have nothing worth offering. 

God has his plan. The selves and the community which we 
bring into being by our acts are part of this plan and contribute to 
carrying it out. But if we do not live as we ought, God's plan goes 
unrealized to the extent that it lies with each of us to realize it in 
his or her life. As the passage from Vatican II quoted above points 
out, human lives and fulfillment in human goods-"all the good 
fruits of our nature and enterprise"-are not mere extrinsic 
means to heaven but its building materials. Moreover, as mem­
bers of a body whose head is Christ, we continue Jesus ' work 
down through history and in this way complete him. 

But how can our human actions be so important? Everything 
really depends on God's grace :  "By grace you have been saved 
through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 
God-not the result of works , so that no one may boast" (Eph 
2:8-9). Yet grace does not replace our actions; rather, it takes 
shape in our works . The same passage goes on : "For we are what 
he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which 
God prepared beforehand to be our way of l ife" (Eph 2: 10). 

By doing the good works God gives us to do, we also cooperate 
with the Holy Spirit , who carries Jesus' work through to comple­

tion by sanctifying. As Vatican II expresses it: "The promised 

restoration whi ch we are awaiting has already begun in Christ, is 
carried forward in the mission of the Holy Spi rit, and through 

him continues in  the Church" (W 48) . How do we cooperate in 

sanctification ? By leading good lives and offering others encour­
agement and help to do the same . 

There is a real communication of our human goods to the di­

vine persons . Somehow, God is pleased by our gifts; they matter 

personal ly to him . This seems clear in many places in Scripture, 
though lww it is so is mysterious , something we do not, and can­
not now, understand . God is not benefited in any way. Yet o u r  
relationship with him is  a personal  one, and when partners in  

a persona l  relationship do  what they should, the relationship is  

perfected. 
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In one sense, redemption is purely God's act : God, and only 
God, redeems the world in and through Jesus Christ .  Protestant 
theologians, especially Lutherans, emphasize this truth, and they 
are right to do so . Redemption is already in principle accom­
plished by the Incarnation, by which God's unity with creation is 
unbreakable . And the Incarnation is perfected in the resurrec­
tion. Evil in principle is overcome; the kingdom is established in 
the risen Christ. 

Yet Christ's humanity is only one creature, and the rest of cre­
ation, including our lives , must be completed by being integrated 
into Jesus. In this way "the creation itself will be set free from its 
bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the glory of the 

children of God" (Rom 8 : 2 1 ) .  Human persons must be formed 
into a community, and its members , together with the rest of cre­
ation through them, must be brought into unity with the redemp­
tive reality of Christ . 

Moreover, Christians must continue Jesus ' work of spreading 

the gospel. Redemption has been completed in principle, but the 
resurrected Christ is not the whole redeemed community. The di­
vine truth and life in Jesus must be extended from him to al l 
people in al l places and times . He specifical ly commissions his 

fol lowers to do this: "Go therefore and make disciples of al l na­
tions, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spirit , and teaching them to obey everything that 

I have commanded you" (Mt 2 8 : 19- 20) .  People must make the 
commitment of faith and live the Christian life .  The Christian 

community must be formed , and l ike any commu nity, it is formed 

by personal  relationships .  
The process of sanctification must also continue and be com­

pleted in  the life of each of us individual ly. By no means does this 

happen automatical ly. "Man is split with in  himself. As a result, 
al l of human life, whether individual or collective, shows itself to 

be a dramatic struggle between good and evi l "  (GS 1 3). Sanctifi­
cation begins with accepting Christ i n  faith as Savior and turning 

away from sin :  "One believes with the heart and so is justified " 

(Rom 10: 1 0). But more than bel ieving i n  the heart is required : 

"One confesses with the mouth and so is saved " (Rom 1 0: 1 0). 

This  is not just l ip service- saying , "Jesus is L ord " ;  we must live 
integral lives consistent with the profession of faith. Only then are 
we sanctified . 
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This is the essence of Christian life in its progress from bap­
tism to sanctity. One joins the community of faith and lives as a 
member, including communicating the gospel to others in word 
and deed. To do that, one must integrate one's whole life and self 
with faith, so that no part remains as it would be without faith. 
The work of a Christian is to become and to be entirely Christian. 



20 . The Relationship between 
God and Sinful Humankind 

God's revelation initiates the intimate friendship between him 
and us upon which Christian life is centered. God creates in order 
to share his goodness, and from the start he communicated with 
our first parents, who thus enjoyed flawless intimacy with him 
until' they sinned (see DV 3).  In the first instance, then, revela­
tion and faith had nothing to do with sin.  As matters stand, how­
ever, this relationship is conditioned by our fallen state and our 
need for redemption. Revelation is therefore a call to repentance, 
and the response of faith is conversion from sin. 

This way of looking at revelation, faith, and redemption avoids 
two extremes: on the one hand, the subordination of revelation 
and faith to redemption found in classical theology and in the 
popular piety of bygone times; on the other, the present de­
emphasis of sin and the need for redemption. We shall develop 
this view by examining three topics: revelation itself; faith and its 
various aspects; and revelation and faith in the context of sin. The 
chapter provides a basis for the examination of Jesus Christ and 
his life in the two chapters immediately following, while in chap­
ter twenty-three we shall begin to consider Christian life, which is 
essentially the following of Jesus. 

A: Revelation Itself 

Revelation is God's personal communication to humankind. To 
be sure, God also manifests himself simply by creating the uni­
verse, but this is not "revelation" properly so called. In its very 
important Dogmatic Constitution on the Catholic Faith, Dei 

234 
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Filius, the First Vatican Council teaches that, besides making 
some knowledge of himself accessible to our natural reason by cre­
ating, God has also chosen " to  reveal himself and the eternal de­
crees of his will to the human race in another and supernatural 
way, as the Apostle says :  'God, who at sundry times and in di­
verse manners spoke in times past to the fathers by the prophets, 
last of all in these days has spoken to us by his Son ' (Heb l : lf.)" 
(DS 3004/1785). We have an absolute need for such revelation in­
asmuch as "God, out of his infinite goodness, destined man to a 

supernatural end , that is , to a participation in the good things of 
God, which altogether exceed the human mental grasp" (DS 
3005/1786). He addresses us personally because he wishes us to 
enjoy intimate, supernatural communion with him . 

In a way, this is not difficult to understand . Many personal re­
lationships begin when one party introduces himself or herself 
and addresses the other. We are not in a position to initiate a 

friendship with God , yet he wil ls that we be in  friendship with 
him. His revelation is therefore necessary in order to begin the 
relationship . Furthermore, although revelation does include prop­
ositional truths-information-and, as we shal l see at greater 
length below, is not simply some kind of ineffable experience, 
nevertheless it is essentially personal communication, God's reve­
lation of himself. 

Even so, revelation is not God .  Whi le  God 's act of revealing is 

not real ly  other than he , the act must be distinguished from rev­
elation itself. That is something we receive from God, namely, a 
communication through a set of created entities- words and 

deeds.  But how can we separate out these particular created enti­
ties from other created things in  our experience? How can we rec­

ognize revelation when we encounter i t ?  The answer is that  

revelation is accompanied by signs and wonders, miracles and the 

fulfil lment of prophecies .  The only explanation which accounts 

for these phenomena is that we have here a communication from 
something, or someone , outside  the created order of things. 

Consider an analogy. Astronomers begin to pick up a new, 
complex, and repeated pattern with thei r radio telescopes . At  
first, several explanations seem possible- it comes from some­
where on earth , it is produced by some unfami liar emanation of 
energy from the sun,  and so on . But these explanations are grad­
ual ly eliminated for one reason or another. Meanwhi le, after 
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further study, some scientists begin to think the strange new signal 
is a message . "And," they say, "if we have it right, ies going to be 
repeated next Tuesday, precisely at noon . "  Tuesday noon comes­
and the signal is repeated! Conclusion : Earth is receiving a mes­
sage from an intelligent being outside the solar system. 

Revelation is something like that . Things happen in the created 
order for which the created order provides no explanation; but 
they can be accounted for as a signal from the creator. It is rea­
sonable to take such words and deeds as revelation. They are cre­
ated entities , but creation itself cannot account for them . Taken as 
a communication from God, however, they can be seen to form an 

intelligible , unified whole . Vatican II says: 
This plan of revelation is realized by deeds and words having an inner 

unity: the deeds wrought by God in the history of salvation manifest 
and confirm the teaching and realities signified by the words, while 

the words proclaim the deeds and clarify the mystery contained in 

them. (DV 2) 

Revelation is thus not a mysterious intuition or experience which 

cannot be put into words. It is a set of utterances, occurrences, 
and states of affairs-Jesus' debates with scribes, his mul tiplication 
of loaves and fishes, the empty tomb-which can be observed and 
then communicated by human beings . It is events which hap­
pened and words which were spoken- both of which, taken 

together, make sense only on the supposition that God is commu­
nicating in this way. It is God's personal self-communication by 

means of created things sufficient to present us with what we 
ought reasonably to accept as his personal self- communication . 

B: Faith and Its Various Aspects 

What does it mean to have faith i n  God ? To answer that, we 
must first consider what it means to have faith in another human 
being.  

In principle , we could investigate most propositions wh ich we 
accept "on faith"- the mean distance of the sun from the earth is 
92 ,900,000 mi les ,  Wi l l iam Shakespeare was born in 1 564 and 
died in 1 6 16- and show them to be either true or not true . But 
that is not the case with the faith which underlies a personal rela­
tionship. Faith in  someone else concerns that person; it i s  i rre­
placeable;  experience and information cannot substitute for it. 
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Still, faith in someone else does involve propositions-what the 
other person says, explicitly or implicitly, about himself or herself 
and his or her intentions. Certain propositions are necessary to 
initiate a relationship. Whether or not one believes them is crucial 
to whether or not one believes in the person making them. For 
example: "I want to be your friend." Accept that proposition as 
true, and one has entered upon a relationship with the person 
making it which points toward deeper intimacy in the future. A 
couple planning to marry provide a striking example of this. Each 
one's faith in the other sets up expectations that he or she will 
carry out his or her part in the relationship. Mutual trust is lead­
ing them to a common life in which each will depend upon the 
other to keep his or her commitment. Faith always promises and 
expects performance, and so it leads to hope. It likewise leads to 
love: one commits oneself to communion and to what is required 
to bring it about. 

Faith in God is likewise the principle of an interpersonal rela­
tionship. God obviously is not another human person, yet he deals 
with us very much as if he were. Even in revealing himself to 
begin the relationship, he does not present himself in a way al­
together strange and outside our experience. Although there are 
elements of strangeness in God's self-revelation, so that human 
beings know they are not dealing simply with another human be­
ing, God nevertheless uses the modality of human interpersonal 
relationship and meets its requirements. 

Faith in God is the acceptance of his personal self­
communication. But suppose one does not accept it? That would 
be like reacting with disbelief to the statement "I want to be your 
friend" and refusing the relationship the speaker was offering. 
One must accept God's self-communication if one is to enter into a 
personal relationship with him. To hear God's word in the preach­
ing of the gospel, to assent to the truth proposed, and to welcome 
what God is doing: that is faith. 

Thus, even though there is more to faith than assenting to re­
vealed truth, assenting to revealed truth is essential to faith. It is 
not an either/or situation: either faith as personal communion with 
God or faith as assent to doctrines. That is a false dichotomy. 
God's self-communication includes certain truths; and unless one 
trusts his self-communication, no intimate relationship with him 
is possible. Precisely because God's revelation is personal commu-



238 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

nication in a human mode leading toward intimacy, propositional 
content to which we must assent in order to have faith in God is 
part of it . 

What are the revealed truths to which assent is necessary? Vat -
ican I sums it up this way: 

By divine and Catholic faith everything must be believed that is con­
tained in the written word of God or in tradition, and that is pro­
posed by the Church as a divinely revealed object of belief either in a 
solemn decree or in her ordinary, universal teaching. (DS 3011/1792) 

No doubt some revealed truths are more important, more central, 
than others, but no truth of revelation taught by the Church can 
be set aside by a person of faith. 

The faith involved in  an interpersonal relationship also requires 
that one agree to do what is appropriate in the relationship. As we 
saw earlier, Christian faith is the fundamental option of Christian 
life. A person of faith must live it out . 

Vatican II gives this succinct summary : 
Therefore the apostles, handing on what they themselves had re­
ceived, warn the faithful to hold fast to the traditions which they have 
learned either by word of mouth or by letter (cf. 2 Thes 2 : 1 5), and to 

fight in defense of the faith handed on once and for al l (cf. Jude 3). 

Now what was handed on by the apostles includes everything which 

contributes to the holiness of life, and the increase in faith of the 

People of God ; and so the Church, in her teaching, life, and worship, 

perpetuates and hands on to al l generations al l  that she herself is, all 

that she believes. (DV 8) 

Catholic faith means adhering to God in the Church by doing 
three thi ngs: assenting to the revealed truths of faith taught by 

the Church ; worshipping according to th is belief by participating 

in the Eucharist and other acts of worship proper to the Church; 
and trying to live one's whole life according to this  belief and 

worship . 

Truths of faith are not self- evident, and there is an alternative 

to bel ieving: not believing . Thus , faith requi res a choice, and this 
choice is a commitment which shapes and organizes one 's life. As 
with any other commitment, one does not and cannot know in 
advance al l that l iving it out wi l l  requ i re. But the commitment i s  

by no means unreasonable. It i s  made for the sake of sharing in 
the human goods of truth and religion. Truths of faith are bu-
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manly important and otherwise inaccessible. Moreover, because 
we owe everything to God and are utterly dependent on him, we 
should worship him and accept his friendship. That is the essence 
of religion, and it is of inestimable worth to human beings. No 
one can be compelled to make the commitment of faith, any more 
than anyone can be compelled to commit himself or herself to any 
other relationship. But in rejecting friendship with God, even 
more .than in rejecting human friendship, one condemns oneself 
to a humanly mutilated life. 

Since believing is reasonable, it is unreasonable to refuse to be­
lieve once divine revelation is communicated adequately. But to 
choose to do what is unreasonable is morally evil. If, then, the 
good news is adequately communicated, refusal to believe is a 
sin-a sin, moreover, which originates in a preexisting state of 
sin. Someone open to what is true and good will be predisposed 
to accept a true and good message when it is presented credibly; 
but the reaction of someone not open to integral human fulfill­
ment, someone whose attitude is immoral, is likely to be, "I don't 
want to accept that, I don't want to change, and so I won't be­
lieve." As St. John observes, "the light has come into the world, 
and people loved darkness rather than light because their deeds 
were evil" (Jn 3 :  19) . 

In saying this, we are not judging individuals. Presumably, 
many people are nonbelievers because the gospel has not been 
presented to them effectively. Effective or adequate preaching of 
the good news means presenting it in such a way that people re­
ally can see the reasonableness of accepting it as divine revelation. 
This requires that evangelizers live in such a manner that those 
they seek to evangelize can say of them, first, that they really be­
lieve what they are saying and, second, that they could not live as 
they do unless their message were true. 

Like refusal to believe in the face of adequate preaching of the 
good news, loss of faith also is a consequence of sin. People do not 
"lose" faith as they misplace objects-inadvertently, uncon­
sciously, without noticing what they are doing. Vatican I teaches 
that God "strengthens with his grace those whom he has brought 
out of darkness into his marvelous light (see 1 Pt 2:9), so that 
they may remain in this light"; thus, they "can never have any 
just reason for changing that faith or calling it into question" (DS 
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3014/1794) . However: "By rejecting conscience, certain persons 
have suffered shipwreck in the faith" ( 1  Tm 1 : 19) . The process 
begins in moral fault; there is no true loss of faith without sin . 

Here, too, we are not passing judgment on individuals. In par­
ticular cases, who besides God really knows what is going on? 
Perhaps some people who "lose" faith never had it in the first 
place. Perhaps some who say they have lost their faith are only 
expressing negative feelings or confused thinking, while their re­
lationship with God remains more or less intact without their un­
derstanding it reflectively. 

Still,  someone who really had faith and really loses it must 
have committed mortal sin-or, more likely, many mortal sins . 
For loss of faith is the breaking off of one's personal relationship 
with God; and that must be either one's own fault or God's . But it 
cannot be God's, since even "if we are faithless; he remains faith­
ful" (2 Tm 2 : 13).  So, as we saw in chapter eighteen, loss of faith 
is a stage in a downward process that moves from remaining in sin 
by choice through presumption to despair. 

Although we believe by our own free choice, faith is also God's 
gift to us . It is a human act and a divine gift. The two things are 
not mutually exclusive. 

Certainly, anything and everything salvific comes from God; 
and anything of a salvific character which we do is no less a grace 
from God. Jesus says: "No one can come to me unless drawn by 
the Father who sent me" (Jn 6:44). Vatican I teaches that by liv­
ing faith "with the inspiration and help of God's grace , we believe 
that what he has revealed is true" (DS 3008/1789) . Vatican II 
teaches that "the grace of God and the interior help of the Holy 
Spirit must precede and assist" faith , and the Spirit "constantly 
brings faith to completion by his gifts" (DV 5) .  Yet, as we have 
seen, we also have a choice to make: to accept grace or reject it , to 
believe or not to believe. We cannot believe without grace; but 
neither can we believe without making a free choice to do so­
which also is a grace God gives us. 

The absolute certitude of faith is likewise a grace ; the factors 
which make belief possible as a free human act cannot account for 
it . This certitude is a clear but ordinary sign , visible in every 
believer, of God's work. Of course, there are rational grounds 
which , humanly speaking, make it reasonable to believe . But a 
believer's certitude about the content of faith goes beyond these 
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merely rational grounds.  There is no need here for special 
charisms and signs; the certitude itself is a clear sign of the Spir­
it's work. 

For example, no evidence for Jesus' real presence in the Eucha­
rist can adequately account for a believer's certitude about the 
truth of the real presence; the certitude is itself the evidence that 
this belief comes from God. Similarly, a Christian's confidence 
that living the Christian life is both possible and worthwhile, even 
though it can be very difficult and sometimes even leads to hu­
man failure and defeat, is a sign that he or she is moved by the 
Holy Spirit . And this certitude, produced by the action of God, is 
part of the experience of every believing Christian, a sign we over­
look because it is so familiar. 

The very fact that it was not always familiar to them explains 
why converts who were formerly without faith feel a sense of won­
der, usually lacking in lifelong Catholics, about what they have 
been given. Having always known both certitude about the truths 
of faith and the meaningfulness of living a Christian life, the life­
long Catholic tends to take these wonderful gifts for granted. But 
people who once suffered profound uncertainty, experienced life 
as meaningless, and have seen how incapable fallen humankind is 
of doing good, receive faith as a wonderful gift. 

In the Church's teaching, living faith-faith informed by God's 
gift of charity-is contrasted with dead faith. Faith is "dead" in 
one who loses charity through mortal sin but does not lose faith. 
As Trent teaches, this is true faith, but not living. People in this 
state have a human relationship with God but not that more-than­
human relationship which comes about when the love of God is 
poured forth in the hearts of human persons and they share in 
divine life .  

C: Revelation and Faith in  the Context of Sin 

As a result of sin, human persons have a special-indeed, a 
desperate-need for God's help. Humankind is mutilated. Sin 
and its effects are privations, the absence of something which 
ought to be present. Human nature is truly wounded by sin, and 
this wounding can only be overcome by a restorative act which 
humankind is absolutely incapable of performing for itself. 

People universally recognize the unacceptable misery of the hu­
man condition. We live in the shadow of death, we suffer, we die. 
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In the absence of faith, the effort to live a decent life is frustrating 
and eventually impossible. The human condition is not as it 
should be. Even nonbelievers are aware of this . A radical inter­
vention is needed to set things right. 

In this situation, revelation comes to humankind in a different 
form than it would without sin: as an offer of reconciliation, lib­
eration, justification, salvation. It is God's assurance that our con­
dition is not hopeless . It is his offer of reconciliation: even though 
we are alienated from him, he is willing and able to bridge the 
gulf. It is his promise of life: he is ready "to give light to those 
who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death" (Lk 1 :79). The 
acceptance of this revelation, faith, is conversion; friendship with 
God begins in justification, in God's setting right what is wrong 
in the sinner's fallen condition. 

Because sin is a privation, it cannot be overcome by an act of 
destruction, nor by ignoring it or wishing it away. It can only be 
overcome by God's act of re-creation. God must bring something 
new into being-new hearts in those who were sinners and resur­
rected bodies raised from death. This is not work we can do. Yet 
God makes us cooperators in the work by allowing us to help pre­
pare the ground for it and follow up on it. 

In the fallen human condition, faith is a matter of accepting 
God's offer of liberation and reconciliation. But it is also some­
thing more. A person of faith says to God: "I accept your offer. 
Now what must I do?" He or she is like a drowning boy cooper­
ating with a lifeguard by grasping her hand. 

Faith is thus a commitment to cooperate with God in redeem­
ing us. God is not like a foolishly indulgent father who spoils his 
children by constantly intervening to shield them from the natu­
ral consequences of their wrongdoing; respecting our dignity, he 
lets us bear the consequences of our sins . But because he loves us, 
he offers us redemption, while also offering us the chance to co­
operate with him in bringing it about and requiring that we do 
so. This requirement is not an imposition by God; it, too, is for 
the sake of our dignity as free and intelligent beings. "For we are 
what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life" (Eph 2 :  10). 

Here, too, an analogy helps. Suppose the United States or some 
other wealthy, industrialized nation decided to make an all-out ef-
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fort to bring prosperity to a poverty-stricken third world country. 
How would we go about it? Perhaps economists and social plan­
ners would conceptualize a huge program-a five-year plan, an 
"alliance for progress." Teams of public health workers , engi­
neers, and technicians of all kinds would be sent in to build roads 
and bridges, set up clinics, teach the people how to practice con­
traception and abortion. Factories would be established for the 
manufacture of television sets and transistor radios . If all went 
well, the lucky country would soon have fast food franchises and 
an epidemic of stress-related disease . 

No doubt the country would also be wealthier than before. But 
would its people be better off in terms of human dignity? That is 
debatable. Economic development is a good thing, and the United 
States and other wealthy nations have a grave moral obligation to 
help nations which are poor. But development assistance which 
respects human dignity would refrain from imposing a social and 
economic structure and a life-style on the people of another coun­
try. The strategy instead would be for helpers from outside to 
work in solidarity with the people of the impoverished land, shar­
ing their life and language, encouraging them to make better use 
of their resources, to overcome their problems by means suitable 
to them, and to do so through their own work and ingenuity. If 
the strategy succeeded, the people would have contributed signif­
icantly to improving their own lot . They would have acquired 
something more than higher incomes and more material posses­
sions. They would have enhanced their dignity as free persons . 

It is not our purpose to offer prescriptions for foreign aid and 
third world development. Our point is that God's approach to 
dealing with human beings is something like the second strategy 
sketched above. He redeems us in a way that invites and requires 
our maximum cooperation, involving us as much as possible in 
our own salvation . 

Jesus really is a human individual-one of us . His human acts 
are a part of human life, human history, the world in which hu­
man beings live. These free human acts of Jesus make a tremen­
dous contribution to the work of renewal which prepares the 
ground for God's re-creation . The fidelity and obedience to 
the Father's will with which Jesus lived his human life ennoble 
al l humankind. What can a human individual contribute to 
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redemption? Consider the human life of Jesus . Consider, too, the 
lives of those who seek to live in union with Jesus and to model 
their lives on his. 

God does not impose redemption on us, for that would deprive 
us of our dignity. Nor does he simply blot out sin or overlook it. 
He takes human freedom and dignity seriously, enlisting our co­
operation in our own redemption. Revelation is his offer of re­
demption, and faith is the human acceptance of that offer-an 
acceptance which must include willingness to cooperate with him . 

Christian life is therefore a struggle against sin and its effects . 
That was the meaning of Jesus' life, and it is the meaning of the 
lives of those who seek to follow his way. "Not everyone who says 
to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only 
the one who does the wil l  of my Father in heaven" (Mt 7 : 2 1 ) .  
Only when we have done all we can as best we can, not on our 
own but with the help of God's grace, does God respond by doing 
his part: re-creation-a new heaven and a new earth, resurrection 
from the dead, new life, and new hearts which will remain holy 
forever. 



2 1 . God's Redemptive Work: 
Covenant and Incarnation 

Having examined revelation, faith, and redemption, we now 
turn to salvation history as it takes shape in the life of God's 
people and in the lives of individual Christians. In this chapter we 
consider three topics : what is preparatory and general in God's 
redemptive activity; how the new covenant perfects the old; and 
Jesus' complex human-divine makeup and the human-divine 
makeup of his life. 

This last topic is especially important for moral theology. Jesus 
and his life provide the model for the Christian and Christian life . 
Thus, by the end of the chapter we shall have begun laying out 
the plan for the following of Jesus which is Christian life. Chapter 
twenty-two will examine more closely Jesus' life, including his 
virtues, to which we shall return in chapter twenty-six. 

A: What Is Preparatory and General in God's Redemptive Activity 

God urgently desires our good. No sooner was sin first com­
mitted in the world than God set about repairing the damage in a 
way that respects human dignity. "From that time on he cease­
lessly kept the human race in his care, in order to give eternal 
life to those who perseveringly do good in search of salvation" 
(DV 3). 

God's redemptive activity has several constant characteristics 
which are present from the start as well as in the culmination of 
redemption in Jesus. 

God always takes the initiative. Humankind, having violated 
its original relationship with God, is alienated from him. He 
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therefore acts to reconstitute the relationship. He does this first of 
all by establishing a genuine personal relationship-for example, 
with Abraham (cf. DV 3)-which in turn leads to the formation 
of a covenant community in friendship with him. 

Always, too, the leader of the covenant community, as God's 
special friend, acts as an intercessor for others . We find Abraham 
interceding for Sodom and Gomorrah, and bargaining with God 
to save his kinsman Lot (cf. Gn 18: 16-32). 

God's redemption does not involve anyone paying a price to 
anyone. "Redemption" is a good word, used in Scripture, but it 
can be understood in a misleading sense, based too closely on ran­
soming captives or something similar. Drawing out the implica­
tions of such a model can be confusing. For God's redemption 
means liberating people from sin and restoring them to friendship 
with him. But how can friendship be bought? Nobody pays God 
anything for his friendship, nor does he pay anybody anything to 
be his friend. God's redemption is gratuitous. Many false prob­
lems are avoided by excluding the commercial aspects of analo­
gies, such as ransoming slaves, in thinking about it. 

There is a better model in the reconciliation of a married cou­
ple who have been estranged. God loves his people as a faithful 
husband continues to love his unfaithful wife and seeks to restore 
their relationship. There is no totting up of injuries and paying of 
damages; rather, there is simple forgiveness and renewal of inti­
macy. 

God's covenant likewise has a model in a human relationship 
which existed before he took it up for his purposes: the treaty 
relationship between a strong ruler and a tribe or other group 
which he offers to take under his protection. Such a covenant is 
an offer of permanent friendship on the ruler's part, in return for 
which the group pledges to be obedient and loyal-to be his 
people. Precisely this personal character leads the sovereign to 
stipulate what the respective parties must do to fulfill the terms 
of the relationship. Similarly, under God's covenant, their past 
performance is not a condition for his people to enter into the 
relationship which he offers them; rather, the duties they must 
fulfill follow necessarily from their free acceptance of the rela­
tionship. To be covenant partners with God, they must follow his 
ways. 
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Within a human covenant relationship of this sort, it is in the 
interests of the stronger party that his people live decently and 
treat one another well , for then he can protect them effectively 
and call upon them for the services they have pledged . God ,s cov­
enant is like that . He wants his people to live orderly lives in their 
relationships with one another-not to kill, commit adultery, 
steal, and so on-so that they will be a fitting covenant partner. 
Thus, the Ten Commandments, besides stipulating exclusive loy­
alty to God, also indicate how the people should deal with one 
another. No more than the covenant itself is this law a burden­
some imposition. It simply prescribes what is intrinsical ly re­
quired for life within the covenant relationship. 

It is clear in the Old Testament that life in the covenant has 
many important consequences for morality. 

First, religion becomes a primary end and good which orga­
nizes al l of human life .  

Even outside the covenant ,  of course, religion is universally 
recognized as a human good .  Its practices offer a way of placating 

the gods, dealing with the problem of evil, supplying social cohe­
sion, and so forth. Religion is important . But it need not be-and 
often is not-the most important thing in people 's lives. 

Under the Old Testament covenant, by contrast, religion be­
comes primary in  moral terms .  The whole of human life is ori­
ented toward the relationship with God . Al l  other human goods 
wi l l  be served if this relationship is given primacy. Israel's faith­
fulness to the covenant comes fi rst . If this requirement is ob­

served , nothing ultimately wi l l  turn out wrong, no matter what 
may happen ; if it i s  not observed, nothing el se wi l l  be as it should 
be . 

Second ,  as i n  a human treaty relationship, in which the weaker 
party is expected to manifest the vi rtues of the stronger (for ex­
ample, bravery in battle) , there is a principle of imitation at work 
in the covenant relationship with God . 

Throughout the Old Testament, and on into the New, God's 
principal characteristics are shown to be mercy and faithfulness­
or love and truth : God's "loving kindness" is wi llingness to care 

for the weak and needy, to forgive si nners and receive them back 

as h is  friends, whi le "truth" refers primarily to his  faithfulness, 
to the fact that he performs what he promises. For thei r part, 
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God's people are to imitate him: "You shall be holy; for I the 
Lord your God am holy" (Lv 19:2) .  

A gradual development-a purification and uplifting-of 
moral standards takes place because God's people are to imitate 
him . This sheds light on the scriptural stress on mercy. Even 
though Old Testament morality may strike people today as harsh , 
it is gentle and humane by comparison with other standards of 
behavior at the time: one must be lenient with debtors, one may 
not treat aliens unfairly, and so on . It also illuminates the emerg­
ing emphasis in Scripture on faithfulness-for instance, the rejec­
tion of adultery and the requirement of fidelity (in the New 
Testament, absolute indissolubility) in marriage.  

Third, within the covenant human goods are clarified. As time 
goes by, the importance of life and the significance of death as a 
great evil become ever clearer in the Old Testament. So, too, for 
other goods like truth. And this unfolding of human possibilities 
proceeds even further in the New Testament. 

Fourth, the covenant provides a perspective for criticizing con­
ventional morality and making progress in the direction of moral 
truth. Not even the moral rules of Israel are true and good in all 
respects. But as insight into moral truth grows through the Old 
Testament, many deficiencies are uncovered and corrected. (This 
development is particularly noteworthy in the work of the proph­
ets.) Finally, the process of clarification and purific;ition is 
brought to completion in the New Testament. 

B: How the New Covenant Perfects the Old 

There is both discontinuity and continuity between the old cov­
enant and the new. On the one hand, the new plainly replaces the 
old. Scripture leaves no doubt about that. For example, the letter 
to the Hebrews tel ls us that Jesus 

has now obtained a more excellent ministry, and to that degree he is 

the mediator of a better covenant, which has been enacted through 

better promises. For if that first covenant had been faultless , there 

would have been no need to look for a second one. (Heb 8 : 6-7) 

The old covenant was a beginning. As such , it was necessarily 
imperfect . It provides the stock on which the people of the new 
covenant are grafted (cf. Rom 1 1 : 17-24), but, as a stock, it was 
not and could not be already the fami ly of God in ful l flower. 
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Yet the old covenant did prepare the way for the new. It 
brought about the necessary human context for the Incarnation 
and for Jesus' life . The Word did not become some sort of generic 
human; he became a man of that flesh and blood, of that lan­
guage, and of those customs, which God had prepared from the 
time of his ancestor, Abraham. Jesus , Mary, Joseph, the Apostles, 
and the first Christians-all were Jews , formed to play their es­
sential roles by the old covenant relationship and by the human 
culture and social structure it shaped .  The Incarnation was an 

event in human history for which an appropriate setting had to be 
prepared. That preparatory work was accomplished by the old 

covenant. 
The replacement of the old covenant by the new does not mean 

the old was discarded as if it were something bad . God's redemp­
tive work had already begun under the old covenant . It did not 
have to begin over again . The new covenant replaces the old, but 
this "replacement" is more in the nature of fulfil lment than sub­
stitution. Yet the old covenant was also imperfect and temporary. 
Once the new was in place, the imperfect and impermanent ele­

ments of the old had to be stripped away in order to bring to 
perfection the relationship with the whole of humankind which 

God has in  view. 
But what is the ful lness of God's redemptive plan ?  The Incar­

nation is the key. 

As we saw in chapter nineteen, God intends a perfect, everlast­
ing community of d ivine and human persons sharing thei r goods 
with one another. Jesus Christ , d ivine and human, is at the center 

of thi s  communion . He relates perfectly and homogeneously to 
both sides of the relationship . A s  the Word ,  the second person of 
the Trinity, he is the equal of the Father and the Spi rit; as a mem­

ber of the human fami ly, he is our elder brother, our head, our  

leader. He i s  the unifying principle of divine- human communion : 
"For in  him a l l the ful lness of God was pleased to dwell, and 

through him God was pleased to reconci le to himself a l l things, 

whether on earth or i n  heaven , by making peace through the 

blood of h is  cross" (Col 1 : 1 9- 20) . 

With the Incarnation , then , a far more profound and perma­
nent communion was establ ished between God and humankind 
than was possible under the old covenant. A l though the commu­

nity of the old covenant  had a l l the featu res of a real religious 
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community, it was not adequate to overcome sin and all its conse­
quences. The Incarnation was required for that. With this prin­
ciple of communion once permanently in place, the Spirit is given 
to the members of the new covenant community, so that they can 
share consciously in divine life . Now "all who are led by the 
Spirit of God are children of God" (Rom 8 : 14) . 

We have said that the old covenant had certain inevitable limi­
tations. What were these? 

To begin with , hope was focused on this-worldly fulfillment. 
Jesus had to grapple constantly with this mentality, striving to 
open his hearers' minds to the idea that his kingdom transcends 
politics and its members' happiness lies elsewhere than in worldly 
riches and temporal contentment . Even after the resurrection the 
Apostles ask, "Lord, is this the time when you will restore the 
kingdom to Israel?" (Acts 1 : 6) .  This mindset has deep roots in 
the old covenant .  It is one reason why Jesus' message often fell on 
deaf ears . 

The community of the old covenant was inclined to be exclu­
sivistic. Since there was only one chosen people, its members 
tended to think of themselves as superior to those not singled out 
as they had been . Criticism of this attitude emerges in the proph­
ets; there is a dawning awareness that God's people have been 

chosen precisely to be a vehicle for the salvation of the nations. 
But this understanding is far from universal even in Jesus ' time. 

Under the old covenant one also finds the false notion that it is 
necessary to sacrifice some human goods in order to cultivate the 

relationship with God . The mentality of the old covenant tended 

to locate evi l somewhere, in something ,  so that it could be segre­
gated and destroyed . Here, too , one finds criticism of this way of 
thinking, especial ly in the prophets , but the mindset nevertheless 
persisted . It is visible i n  the resistance which St . Pau l encoun­
tered , and by no means entirely overcame, i n attempting to con­
vince his fellow Jews that nothing i n the created world i s unclean 
in itself. 

The new covenant overcomes these l imitations. Hope is focused 
elsewhere than on the th is- worldly. Jesus' kingdom is not of this 

world , and the fulfil lment of those who identify with him l ies in 

that kingdom , not here. God's l iberation is seen as universal in  its 

outreach : "Go into al l the world and proclaim the good news to 

the whole creation " ( M k  1 6 : 1 5 ). A nd the very fact that Jesus is  
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both God and man shows that there is no conflict between reli­
gion and other human goods. Human fulfillment takes nothing 
away from God or from the relationship with God. 

Under the old covenant, there were many detailed prescriptions 
for purifications, rituals, sacrifices . By contrast, the new covenant 
does not primarily consist in rules to be observed or rituals to be 
performed. Of course, it presupposes the norms of morality, and 
it is outwardly expressed in the few, simple rituals of the sacra­
ments. But it consists chiefly in the interior gifts of the Holy 
Spirit and the way of life to which they give rise . "I desire mercy 
and not sacrifice," Jesus quotes with approval (Mt 12 :7) .  It is the 
gift of the Spirit which, effecting an inner transformation, makes 
us God's adopted children and unites us to Jesus as sharers in his 
divine nature. 

The new covenant therefore consists essentially in an intrinsic 
inner bonding rather than an extrinsic treaty-like arrangement . At 
the beginning of his ministry Jesus announces the fulfillment of 
the prophetic hope expressed in Jeremiah and Isaiah-the hope 
for re-creation by God. Its definitive fulfillment begins with 
Jesus' resurrection and with the Spirit's coming at Pentecost. 

In communion with God through Jesus, human beings now can 
live and die in Christ and rise in him to everlasting life. The cov­
enant is carried through to its perfection by that process . This 
does not mean human life is now easy and painless . Faith does not 
overcome sin by disclosing it to be unreal, but by accepting the 
new covenant, with its offer of reconciliation . This reconciliation 
lies in union with Christ, and those united with Christ must die to 
sin and rise to a holy life. There is nothing easy about that . 

Now, however, the Spirit makes it truly possible for men and 
women, still suffering the consequences of sin, to live holy lives 
in this world-a world which itself remains permeated with sin 
and its consequences, including death . We can live in this world 
as we should. Yet life cannot now be as it would have been had 
there been no sin . Jesus' life was hard. So wil l  be the lives of 
those who strive to follow his way. 

An easy life ,  lived in the pretense that sin is not real , is not a 
good life .  It falsifies reality; it assumes a make-believe world .  A 
life which tries to overcome sin by destroying evi l is also out of 
touch with reality, for evi l is a privation and, as such, it can only 
be overcome by healing and re-creation . A good life is a life like 
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Jesus' , and the new covenant makes such a life possible: possible 
but never easy, and often , from the world's perspective, unreward­
ing and painful. 

Is such a life joyful? It is . Joyful with Jesus' joy on the cross 
and with the joy of the martyrs facing death , confident that 
through it they would gain eternal life. Joyful with the joy that 
comes from the Holy Spirit. "I am overjoyed ," Paul says, "in all 
our affliction" (2 Cor 7:4) .  There is no irony in that , nor is the 
joy of Christians founded on a delusion. The delusion lies else­
where: in the superficial ease of a life forgetful of heaven and 
founded on the belief that sin is unreal . 

C: Jesus' Human-Divine Makeup and the Makeup of His Life 

Jesus is truly divine and human-divine as the Son of God, 
human as the son of Mary. This is what it means to say he has 
two natures: he is the same in kind with God and also the same in 
kind with Mary and other human persons . 

In Jesus these two natures are inseparably united yet also dis­
tinct and not commingled. He is in these two natures ,  as the 
Council of Chalcedon puts it, "without any commingling or 
change or division or separation." And the Council declares "that 
the distinction between the natures is in no way removed by their 
union but rather that the specific character of each nature is pre­
served and they are united in one person and one hypostasis" (DS 
302/148). Divinity and humanity are not somehow blended even 
though they are united in this one individual, Jesus . Each main­
tains its reality and integrity. The divine remains divine, the hu­
man remains human . 

In reflecting on the makeup of Jesus , we must remember that 
we do not know what the divine nature is in itself. Any attempt to 
explain how one individual can be both divine and human mistak­
enly assumes otherwise. But "nature" used to refer to the divinity 
of Jesus simply does not mean precisely what it means when used 
to refer to his humanity. Created natures exclude one another; no 
individual can be two kinds of thing at once. The Incarnation is 
evidence that the divine nature is not exclusive-it can coexist in 
one individual with human nature. The rest is mystery. We know 
that Jesus is God and man, but how this can be so is a question we 
have no way of answering. 
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It is also a teaching of faith that Jesus is one person-a divine 
person, the Word .  But to say Jesus is not a human person takes 
nothing away from the integrity and completeness of his human­
ity. The point is to deny that his primary reality is his human, 
creaturely aspect and to insist that his primary reality is divine. 

Otherwise there would be no Incarnation, for in that case who or 
what became "incarnate" ? But even though Jesus is not a human 
person, he has the same capacities and engages in the same kinds 
of acts , except for sin, that human persons have and engage in. 

Jesus, then , is fully and perfectly divine and also fully and per­
fectly human. It follows that there is no conflict in him between 
divine and human goods . Otherwise, he would have had to choose 
between the human and the divine; and since, as a divine person, 
he cannot be alienated from the divine, he would have had to re­
ject the human. But then , what kind of man would he have been ? 

Good, however, is simply the fullness of a reality's being; for 
something to be good is for it to be altogether realized, to be fully 
what it is . But Jesus was ful ly divine and ful ly human . The In­

carnation thus makes it clear that divine and human goods are not 
alternatives-there is not and cannot be any choice between being 
holy-that is ,  sharing in the perfection proper to God-and be­
ing humanly fulfil led . Vatican II , stressing the link between Jesus 
and us,  says: 

Christ, the final Adam, by the revelation of the mystery of the Father 
and his love, ful ly reveals man to man himself and makes his supreme 
cal l ing clear. . . . 

He who is "the image of the invisible God" (Col 1 : 1 5), is himself 
the perfect man . . . . Since human nature as he assumed it was not 
annul led ,  by that very fact it has been raised up to a divine dignity in 

our respect too . For by his incarnation the Son of God has united 
himself in some fashion with every man . He worked with human 
hands, he thought with a human mind, acted by human choice, and 

loved with a human heart . Born of the Virgin Mary, he has truly been 
made one of u s ,  l ike us in al l things except sin .  (GS 22) 
The complexity and unity of Jesus'  twofold nature and unique 

person are present a lso in  his actions. He does many things- for 
example, works m i racles- which cannot be attributed to him only 

as God or only as man . His actions are both divine and human, 

without mixing the two . At the same time, however, there is  ab­

solute unity in his person and in  what he brings about when he 
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acts. Consider the raising of Lazarus from the dead. Jesus weeps 
as a man weeps, chooses as a man chooses , calls out to Lazarus as 
a man calls out; but he also acts as God , knowing as God knows, 
willing as God wills , giving life to a dead man as only God can . 
Throughout, moreover, he is one person performing an action­
the Word, Jesus, raising Lazarus from the dead-while one thing 
happens: Lazarus is raised. 

Jesus' whole life is like this. All of it is divine, and all of it is 
also human. The two aspects are not confused, commingled . 
They are united in the life of one person and in bringing about 
whatever he causes. 

But how are the divine and the human both related and distinct 
in the life of Jesus? 

Insofar as he is God , Jesus reveals the Father in the medium of 
his human life. It is revelatory; it communicates divine truth and 
love. The Gospel of John makes this very clear: for example, 
"Whoever has seen me has seen the Father" (Jn 14:9). Jesus is 
the Word made flesh , and his human life is the life of the Word; 
it always reveals and communicates the truth and love of the 
Father. 

At the same time , insofar as he is man, Jesus is primari ly re­
sponding to the Father. He deals with God as a man in this fallen 
world should do, accepting God's absolute supremacy and being 

faithful to his wi l l ,  recognizing and repudiating evil, looking to 
God for redemption from evil, and so on . He lives the life of a 
true Israelite, fulfi l ling the old covenant by perfectly observing it . 

The two aspects of Jesus' life are present simultaneously in ev­
erything he says and 4oes . It i s  not as if part of his life were re­
velatory and part a human response to God . At one and the same 

time his whole life is both revelatory- the life of the Word lived 
to communicate God's truth and love- and a human response to 

God's mercy, a human sacrifice of obedience . 
The two aspects ,  moreover, are mutua l ly inclusive . Part of what 

the Word incarnate reveals in  his human life is how human bei ngs 
should respond to God ; at the same time, his  human life is a 
man 's conscious cooperation with God revealing himself  and sav­
ing humankind . In other words, Jesus' life, considered as revela­
tory d ivine action , reveals among other things how every man or 
woman shou ld l ive, whi l e  part of his  human project is l iving a 
human l ife of religious devotion by which he cooperates with God 
in  revealing and redeeming. 
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This analysis is not of merely theoretical interest. Jesus' life 
provides the model of how Christian life should be organized. 
Christian life is cooperation with Christ.  The makeup of a Chris­
tian must be like the makeup of Jesus, and the life of a Christian 
must be structured like his, with the same virtues one finds in his 
life, passion, and death. We shall begin to see what that means in 
the next chapter, which examines the life of Jesus more closely. 



22 . God's Redemptive Work in 
Jesus' Human Life 

Christians are to share in Jesus' life by cooperating with him as 
well as imitating his virtues; but it is impossible fully to cooper­
ate with someone without grasping what he or she is doing. In 
this chapter we reflect on Jesus' life in order to understand what 
it is Christians are to cooperate with. 

Our source is the New Testament. We assume its historicity, 
while rejecting both a naive reading and skepticism. Our view is 
that of Vatican II :  

The sacred authors wrote the four gospels, selecting some things from 

the many which had been handed on by word of mouth or in writing, 

reducing some of them to a synthesis, explicating some things in view 

of the situation of their churches, and preserving the form of procla­

mation but always in such fashion that they told us the honest truth 

about Jesus. (DV 19) 

A: The Large Choices That Shape Jesus' Life 

One might suppose that Jesus, being God, had no important 
choices to make. As we saw in chapter sixteen, the fundamental 
option of Christian life is the act of faith, by which one turns away 
from sin and toward God, and renews the relationship with God 
which sin disrupted. Jesus obviously need not accept friendship 
with God. He is always in full communion with the Father, and 
there is no question of his accepting a relationship which he 
enjoys by reason of who he is . Furthermore, while we can sin 
by refusing to make the fundamental commitments we should 
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make, Jesus not only does not but cannot sin. On that score, 
too, it seems that there was no place for a fundamental option 
in his life. 

It does not follow, however, that Jesus faced no large choices.  
In arguing from his divinity, one must be very careful about ex­
cluding anything really human from his life.  Certainly that is true 
of choice. Jesus "acted by human choice" (GS 22) . He had 
choices to make, including some large choices. 

Jesus is always in communion with the Father, but it is one 
thing for him always to be in that communion and another for 
him to act accordingly. His human life must be lived, and that 
does not happen automatically. 

First of all ,  he must make a commitment to carry out the 
Father's will as he discerns it . For Jesus, as for us, that basic 
commitment is his fundamental option, his most inclusive com­
mitment, the choice which organizes the rest of his life. And for 
him, as for us, no sooner is that fundamental option made than it 
raises the question: What is God's will for me? What is my per­
sonal vocation? Jesus surely asked himself that question, found 
the answer, and committed himself to carry out his heavenly Fa­
ther's unique will  for him. 

Had Jesus not chosen to seek and fulfill his vocation, he would 
not have lived a fully human life and been a perfect man. Human , 
yes, but mutilated and incomplete in his humanity. Since he is 
really like us in everything but sin, however, we should not deny 
him something of central importance to a good human life:  the 
discernment and fulfillment of a personal vocation, which em­
bodies the Father's will for him. 

The question of Jesus' human knowledge in general and his 
knowledge of his vocation in particular is interesting mainly for 
speculative theology. It is enough for our purposes to say that 
Jesus knew what he needed to know in order to carry out his mis­
sion, without supposing he constantly knew as man everything he 
knew as God. The latter would mean that, as man, he knew liter­
ally everything. But if he knew the future, he could not have 
made human choices, since one can only choose if one does not 
know in advance which alternative will be chosen and which will 
not. Simply from this perspective, it is clear that, as a man living 
a real human life, Jesus could not have known everything at the 
outset; his human knowledge was limited. 
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This makes some people uneasy. Anxious to protect Jesus' di­
vinity, they say: "We must not deny to Jesus what belongs to 
God ." Of course that is true. But the next step is not true: 
"Therefore, we must not deny to Jesus as man what belongs to 
God." That is commingling, and it leads to a false understanding 
of Jesus and his life. If this view were correct, Jesus would have 
had no human life to live; he would have been God pretending to 
be a man and merely going through the motions of living a human 
life-acting the part of Jesus of Nazareth but not really living it. 

That would have consequences not only for him but, especially, 
for us. For then Jesus would not be a human leader with whom 
we could cooperate and share a common life. We could not really 
imitate him, except in superficial things, and we would be right 
to reason: "Jesus was God, and he did everything perfectly. But 
Pm not God, so Jesus is fundamentally irrelevant to the way I 
live." Either his human life was, in its essentials, the kind of life 
any other human being can live with the help of grace-a life, 
that is, within human power and capacity-or it was not really a 
human life. And were that the case, it would be irrelevant as a 
model for our imitation and cooperation. Commingling, which 
undercuts the reality of Jesus' humanity and his human life, is not 
only a theoretical mistake; practically speaking, it destroys the 
principle of our Christian lives . 

The accounts of Jesus' temptations by the devil point to aspects 
of his basic commitment (cf. Mt 4: 1- 1 1 ;  Mk 1 : 12- 13 ; Lk 4: 1- 13) .  
We find three elements: to do the Father's will ("One does not 
live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth 
of God" [Mt 4:4]) ;  to rely completely on the Father's power, with­
out demanding evidence of it beyond that provided in his provi­
dential plan ("Do not put the Lord your God to the test" [Mt 
4:7]) ;  and to refuse to compromise with evil even for the sake of 
accomplishing some good end ("Worship the Lord your God , and 
serve only him" [Mt 4: 10]) . 

This,  however, applies to al l of us . What precisely was Jesus' 

unique personal vocation? 
It was to be the savior, to establish the new and everlasting 

covenant, to be the leader of the new people of God .  "I came not 
to judge the world, but to save the world" (Jn 1 2 : 47) . "I came 
that they may have life ,  and have it abundantly" (Jn 10:  10) .  "I 
have come as light into the world ,  so that everyone who believes 
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in me should not remain in the darkness" (Jn 12:46) . "For this I 
was born, and for this I came into the world, to testify to the 
truth" (Jn 18 : 37) . Jesus himself is the mediator of the covenant 
which he gives us. "I am the way, and the truth, and the life.  No 
one comes to the Father except through me. If you know me, you 
will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and 
have seen him" (Jn 14:6-7) . 

In order to choose this vocation, Jesus had first to work it out 
clearly in his mind. He found material in several sketches of the 
redeemer in the Old Testament. Three stand out: the Messiah, 
"anointed" by God to be Israel's liberator; the Son of Man, in 
Daniel 7 an otherworldly figure to whom the Father has given 
kingship and the judgment of the world; and, in Isaiah, the Suf­
fering Servant, God's prophet and representative to Israel, who 
will save not alone the Jews but all humankind. 

Jesus carries out these roles, but not according to preconceived 
notions. The anticipations of the Old Testament were helpful but 
not fully adequate; his vocation, as he came to understand it, 
transcended them all .  Thus, he disappointed the expectations of 
many people. They looked for a redeemer according to a certain 
model; he did not correspond to the model they had in mind. He 
fulfilled the anticipations of the Old Testament in a way which 
went beyond any and all of them. 

B: How Jesus Lived out Those Choices 

Begin with the obvious: he prayed. Large choices must be im­
plemented by smaller ones. In order to be guided in making his 
implementing choices, Jesus must constantly bring to bear his 
grasp of God's plan on the facts of his immediate situation. He 
does so in prayer-for that is what personal prayer essentially 
does . It translates God's general word to humankind into his par­
ticular word here and now for oneself; it is the individual appro­
priation of revelation, communication with God as personal 
communication. So, as the gospels, especially Luke's Gospel, of­
ten tell us, Jesus prayed. That is how he learned precisely what 
he should do. 

He also preached and taught; he announced the kingdom. 
"Now after John was arrested, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching 
the gospel of God, and saying, 'The time is fulfilled, and the 
kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good 
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news' " (Mk 1: 14) . Moreover, unlike the typical rabbi, he taught 
with authority (cf. Mt 7:28-29; Lk 4 :32), not simply repeating 
what had been revealed earlier or transmitting a tradition , but 
bringing revelation to fulfillment and perfection: 

Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by 

the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by a Son, 

whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created 
the worlds. (Heb 1 : 1-2) 

His life is revelatory in an original and unique way, and this is the 
source of the authority with which he speaks; he really communi­
cates divine truth. 

He directly attacks sin and its consequences . He forgives sin­
ners, casts out demons, heals the sick and the crippled, raises the 
dead, thereby both eliciting faith and confirming it. He also be­
gins to form the nucleus of the new covenant community. In one 
sense, there is continuity between God's people of the old and 
new covenants: we are Abraham's children, and our faith fulfills 
his. But in another sense there is a new foundation, in that Jesus 
transforms God's people of the old covenant into a new people . 
He starts with the apostles and disciples, who are to continue and 
build up his new covenant community. 

In doing all these things, Jesus stirred up conflict . It was 
bound to happen.  Many people of his day, members of the estab­
lishment, not only took for granted the limitations of the old cov­
enant, but considered them necessary. They neither looked for 
nor wanted something different. But Jesus' authentic fulfillment 
of the old covenant challenged cherished assumptions . Conflict 
was inevitable; although certainly it is true, as Vatican II ob­
serves, that "what happened in his passion cannot be blamed 
upon all the Jews then living , without distinction, nor upon the 
Jews of today" (NA 4). 

What was the root of the problem? It seems to have turned 
upon conflicting conceptions of evil and what to do about it . 

The Pharisees , typically, externalized evil ; they viewed it as 
something localized and objective-out there-from which those 
who wished to be pure must keep themselves apart . Their legal­
ism promised security in exchange for behavioral exactness . One 
who minutely observes the code embodied in the law-rituals and 
purifications and the rest-is safe. 
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Jesus constitutes a challenge to this mentality. He does not 
regard evil as something which can be segregated and shunned, 
but as a privation which cuts across reality and is harbored 
in the human heart (see Mt 15 : 1-20; Mk 7: 1-23). Evil cannot 
simply be evaded or avoided. It must be overcome by healing 
love. Some of the Pharisees were shocked and scandalized by 
this attitude. The conflict came to a head over the cures which 
Jesus worked on the sabbath. Jesus, in the Pharisees' view, was 
breaking the rules for dealing with evil. Wasn't he even seen reg­
ularly mixing with sinners? Indeed, he was . "Those who are 
well," he explained, "have no need of a physician, but those who 
are sick. Go and learn what this means, 'I desire mercy, not 
sacrifice.' For I have come to call not the righteous but sinners" 
(Mt 9: 12- 13). 

Jesus' attitude and way of behaving are hardly less unsettling to 
another group, the zealots. They also tended to externalize evil, 
placing the emphasis on the political context . The Roman domi­
nation of Israel was profoundly offensive to them. Their preferred 
response was violence: Wipe out the enemy! 

Jesus rejects this solution also. Violence destroys good along 
with evil. "Put your sword back into its place; for all who take 
the sword will perish by the sword" (Mt 26: 52). Swords and vio­
lence only do more damage to the mutilated human situation . 
The answer to evil is healing love. It is not an answer acceptable 
to zealotry. 

Jesus also comes into conflict with the leaders of the priestly 
caste. Having compromised with the Romans, they do not have 
clean hands and clean hearts. They are defenders of the status 
quo, anxious to maintain their position. This troublesome layman 
from Gali lee threatens the stability which suits them . He must be 
gotten rid of. 

In sum, Jesus is a chal lenge and a threat to those with power. 
Their response is typical of powerful people who feel threatened . 
They set out to ki l l  him . It is important, too , that he die in a way 
which thoroughly discredits him: not merely the death of a social 
outcast, but a death which makes it clear that God has abandoned 
him . Crucifixion fi l ls this prescription (as Gal 3 :  13 observes , 
"Cursed is everyone who hangs on a tree"); and for that , he must 
be turned over to the Roman oppressors themselves . 
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C: How Living out His Vocation Led to Jesus' Death and 
How His Death Was Redemptive 

Jesus' death is a direct result of how he lives; it grows out of his 
seeing his vocation and carrying it out . Death does not cut short 
his life prematurely, before he can accomplish what he set out to 
do; rather, his death in some sense is itself the culmination of his 
life, the carrying out of his basic commitment, the fulfillment of 
his vocation. This is quite explicit in John's Gospel . 

After this, when Jesus knew that all was now finished, he said (in 

order to fulfill the scripture), "I am thirsty." A jar full of sour wine 
was standing there. So they put a sponge full of the wine on a branch 
of hyssop and held it to his mouth. When Jesus had received the 
wine, he said, "It is finished." Then he bowed his head and gave up 

his spirit. (Jn 19:28-30) 

Somehow in this act of giving up his life he accomplishes that to 
which he had committed his life. How? 

At the start of his public career, things went well . He and his 
message were received almost everywhere with enthusiasm and 
high expectations. Very soon, however, one begins to glimpse bad 
reactions here and there, even in his own home town, where "his 
friends" dismiss him with the caustic comment, "He has gone out 
of his mind" (Mk 3 :21) .  Even where he is well received, people 
overlook or misunderstand what he is really saying, for they are 
expecting something quite different. 

Of course, his preaching does not go entirely unheeded , and 
his miracles evoke feverish excitement. But the excitement of one 
miracle wears off quickly, and then people demand another. The 
crowds do not welcome redemption as Jesus proposes it , do not 
see that evil must be overcome as it really is. They want dazzling 
religious experiences . They want their needs met as they conceive 
of them. They do not recognize that their needs are shaped by sin 
and supported by rationalization . Jesus grasps the situation all too 
well. "Then he began to reproach the cities in which most of 
his deeds of power had been done, because they did not repent" 
(Mt 1 1 : 20). 

On the whole ,  Jesus' career must have been frustrating for 
him. Sti l l , he remains faithful to his vocation . There is no com­
promise, no watering down his message to make it popular. He is 
endlessly inventive and innovative; he teaches through bri l liant 
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parables; he works signs which dramatically underline his teach­
ing. But he offers his fickle listeners, his opponents, and his fol­
lowers no concessions which distort the message. 

When even "many of his disciples" pronounce his teaching re­
garding the bread of life a hard saying, he responds without com­
promise: "The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and 
life" (Jn 6:63). When Peter remonstrates with Jesus over his pre­
diction of his death, he replies: "Get behind me, Satan! You are a 
stumbling block to me; for you are setting your mind not on di­
vine things but on human things" (Mt 16:23). He rejects the 
thought of not carrying out his vocation to the end, of backing 
off, making things easier for himself. For then he would have 
been silenced, neutralized. 

Perhaps he could have survived by working miracles. Even 
when the crowd came to take him captive in the garden, he might 
have worked a miracle and slipped away. But what if he had? If 
Jesus had saved himself by miracles, even though this might have 
made it possible for him to continue his ministry-what kind of 
human life would that have been for us to imitate and cooperate 
in? He would have solved the problem of living in a fallen world 
by a use of divine power which ordinarily is inaccessible to us. In 
doing that, he would have rendered absurd the very idea of a re­
demptive Incarnation. 

Instead, he continues to live out his vocation as a man-fulfill­
ing the covenant but doing so in a way which goes beyond his 
hearers' expectations .  For this he will be killed. 

The specific choice which leads to his death is his choice to go 
up to Jerusalem to preach in the temple and celebrate the Pass­
over. Aware that his enemies are seeking his life, he nevertheless 
persists. For his vocation requires that he call even his enemies, 
the leaders among the Pharisees and the priests, to repent. Most 
likely few if any of them will, but that does not mean he can 
neglect them. So he sets out to confront the religious and social 
establishment in Jerusalem, intending to present the truth to 
them in a way which could cause them to rally to him, yet know­
ing what instead will happen: "The Son of man is going to be 
betrayed into human hands, and they will kill him, and on the 
third day he will  be raised" (Mt 17: 22-23). 

Jesus does not choose to be killed; he chooses to be faithful 
to his vocation. True, he anticipates and freely accepts death, 
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consequent upon that choice; his death is therefore voluntary. But 
this is a case of something we have seen before: the free accep­
tance of a particular result as a side effect, rather than the willing 
of it as a means to an end. Jesus does not choose to kill himself; 
he is not a suicide. Rather, out of fidelity to the vocation he has 
received from his Father, he freely chooses a course of action 
which he knows will carry suffering and death along with it . 

By itself, merely dying has no particular value . But accepting 
death out of fidelity is of value. In laying down his life as he does, 
Jesus, like martyrs generally, offers a gift, a sacrifice, to the 
Father. 

Consequently, one of the inspired writers portrays Christ as 
saying at the moment of his coming into the world: 

"Sacrifices and offerings you have not desired, 

but a body you have prepared for me; 

in burnt offerings and sin offerings you have taken no pleasure. 

Then I said, 'See, God, I have come to do your will, 0 God,' 

(in the scroll of the book it is written of me) ." 

When he said above, "You have neither desired nor taken pleasure in 

sacrifices and offerings and burnt offerings and sin offerings" (these 

are offered according to the law), then he added, "See, I have come to 
do your will ." He abolishes the first in order to establish the second. 
And i t  i s  by God's will that we have been sanctified through the of­

fering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all .  (Heb 10:5-10) 

As that makes clear ("we have been sanctified"), Jesus does not 
make his gift to the Father simply for his own sake. He under­
stands himself as a leader, the man raised up by God to inaugu­
rate the new covenant. As the New Testament's accounts of Jesus' 
institution of the Eucharist make clear, his free acceptance of 
death is a sacrifice which he offers in priestly fashion on behalf of 
his followers-both his fol lowers then and his followers for al l 
time to come. It is the human act which, on the human side , 
establishes the new covenant relationship: "This is my body 
which is given for you. . . . This cup that is poured out for you is 
the new covenant in my blood" (Lk 22 :  19-20). 

God on his side accepts the gift and performs the substance of 
redemption, actual ly overcoming sin and its consequences . This is 
clearly marked out in Jesus' resurrection, which is the sign of 
God's acceptance of the gift.  The resurrection is the divine act 
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which, along with Jesus' human act of laying down his life, con­
stitutes a permanent bond of human-divine cooperation. This is 
the new covenant. As the old covenant was sealed in blood (see Ex 
24), for blood is life, so Jesus' blood seals the new and living bond 
between God and his people-his new people united with Jesus . 

Divine acceptance of Jesus' gift also constitutes a community 
inasmuch as the Spirit is sent. Since Jesus is God, the new cove­
nant really contains divine life; he communicates that life to the 
members of the covenant community by sending the Spirit at Pen­
tecost and subsequently. Divine life is really available to Jesus' 
followers. The new covenant, unlike the old, is a relationship 
within which divine life is actually communicated. The anticipa­
tions of the prophets are fulfilled , who looked forward to a time 
when "a spirit from on high is poured out on us, and the wilder­
ness becomes a fruitful field" (Is 32 : 15).  

All this-Jesus' human act of offering his life, the Father's ac­
ceptance, the resurrection, the enlivening of the new covenant 
community by the sending of the Spirit-is sometimes called 
"objective redemption." There is no difficulty with that, provided 
it is clear what "objective" means here. Redemption is not a me­
chanical process or a tangible entity. It is a relational reality based 
on two acts: Jesus' human act of laying down his life and God's 
act of accepting that gift. Through the bond thus established, di­
vine life is communicated to members' of the covenant commu­
nity. Thus ,  "objective" redemption signifies what God does with 
Jesus' human cooperation. This, as we shall see later, is important 
to understanding the sacraments , which are cooperative acts that 
make the covenant relationship present for us to participate in . 

By our unity with Jesus, we are included in his covenant com­
munity and enjoy the benefit of his redemptive act; this benefit to 
us is what is called "subjective" redemption. But how, in fact , do 
we become involved in Jesus' act? 

First, Jesus' death gives us a motive for loving God which we 
would not otherwise have: "God proves his love for us in that 
while we sti l l  were sinners Christ died for us" (Rom 5 : 8) .  One 
who accepts and understands this with faith is moved to recon­
sider his or her sinful life and ask a fundamental question: Will I 
join Christ or reject him? It is with us as it was with the two 
thieves crucified with Jesus; we can side with his enemies and 
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join them in rejecting, mocking, and killing him; or we can side 
with Jesus and receive the fruit of that choice: "Today you will be 
with me in Paradise" (Lk 23:43). 

Second, we can join in and cooperate with his action . The next 
chapter will treat this point at length, but we can summarize it 
here. Jesus does not live and die simply as an isolated individual . 
He is a leader with a mission: the establishment and extension of 
the new covenant community. But this work of his must be con­
tinued through history by those who come after him as his follow­
ers . By believing the gospel, seeking baptism, and participating 
in the Eucharist, we join in Jesus' sacrifice: in doing in his mem­
ory what he told us to do, we are united with his redemptive act . 
Moreover, to be a follower of Jesus means being his collaborator, 
carrying on his work of redemption in one's own particular way. 
The call to conversion is thus a call to apostleship; the two things 
are inseparable. In this way, too, we are involved in his act . 

Finally, Jesus' example provides us with grounds for hope, and 
hope enables us to undertake living the Christian life and to per­
severe in it. In Jesus one finds the answer to the question: What 
will happen to me if I really try to live this way? It is that , even if 
such a life is frustrating and a failure by worldly standards, it is 
ultimately meaningful and worthwhile. The resurrection is God's 
pledge of that. The suffering which comes with trying to live a 
good life in a fallen world, building up the relationships with God 
and human beings that one should , and the crushing defeat of 
death which faces every human being-these things are bad but 
not final . The resurrection of Jesus grounds our hope that God's 
promise of re-creation will be realized in his followers, too: "For 
if we have been united with him in a death like his, we will cer­
tainly be united with him in a resurrection like his" (Rom 6:5 ) .  



23 . God's Redemptive Work in 
the Lives of Christians 

In this chapter we reach the heart of our treatment of Christian 
moral principles. What is central to Christian life? Jesus, whom 
we follow, and his work, with which we cooperate . 

Jesus established the new covenant, the everlasting and un­
breakable communion between the divine persons and human 
persons. But how do we enter into that community and share in 
it? Here we offer an overview of the answer; particular aspects 
will be examined in the chapters which follow, up through chap­
ter thirty-three. 

We cover four topics here: our unity with Jesus' redemptive 
act; what following Jesus involves; personal vocation; and why 
following Jesus requires conforming one's conscience to the teach­
ing of the Church .  

A: Our Unity with Jesus' Redemptive Act 

God offers sinful humankind a new option in Jesus . Human 
beings, having sinned, are alienated from God, and although a 
covenant community exists in the Old Testament, the old cove­
nant is not perfect and unbreakable . Jesus changes that . Unlike 
even the greatest figures of the Old Testament, he is not and can­
not be unfaithful . In him, God brings about a perfect covenant, a 
permanent covenant community, and a new option for us . 

This new option is communion with God in Jesus, which the 
gospel offers and the Holy Spirit gives in baptism. One accepts 
the gift ,  as we saw in chapter twenty, through the act of Christian 
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faith. In being baptized and making that act of faith , one receives 
a share in Jesus' divine life by the gift of his Spirit and under­
takes, by the Spirit's power, to do the Father's will as Jesus did . 

In undertaking to do the Father's will, one also enters into co­
operation with Jesus' redemptive act . He does a great deal more 
than give us a good example: he performs a social act-forms a 
community meant to last. Its chief work is to communicate divine 
truth and love and to confront evil and deal with it as it should be 
dealt with in a sinful, fallen world. 

In sum, by the act of Christian faith a person accepts God's 
offer of friendship extended in Jesus, receives the gift of divine 
life, and undertakes to cooperate with Jesus' redemptive act . 

But how do we cooperate? One could answer in several ways­
for example, by focusing on incorporation in Christ, brought 
about preeminently by the Eucharist, and on the spiritual dy­
namic whereby Jesus' "members" become God's dwelling place in 
the world. The following answer, however, is developed in terms 
of human acts, the subject matter of moral theology. 

We begin with a point made many times before: choices are not 
passing events but spiritual realities which last . When Jesus com­
mits himself to do the Father's will, when he accepts his personal 
vocation, and when ultimately he freely lays down his life, these 
three choices make him who he is , and they remain . His human 
reality still exists, and, because he has not retracted or changed 
them, so do his self-determining choices . 

We saw in the last chapter that Jesus' redemptive act is essen­
tially his choice to go to Jerusalem and eat the Passover there with 
the apostles. Although he knows he will  be killed , he freely ac­
cepts that side effect and persists in his plan out of faithfulness to 
his vocation.  Thus, the Last Supper and the sacrifice of the cross 
are intrinsically linked, for the same inward human act of Jesus 
ties together the two outwardly distinct events. 

At the Last Supper, Jesus told the apostles: "Do this in re­
membrance of me" ( 1  Cor 1 1 :24) . Even though they were not en­
tirely clear about the significance of what he was doing and what 
they were to do, simply by sharing in that Passover they were 
cooperating with him in carrying out what was ,  in fact, his re­
demptive act, and so they were sharers in that act . Plainly, how­
ever, his directive-"Do this in remembrance of me" -was 
intended not just for them but extended to al l who would come 
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after them. So, Jesus' commandment to repeat his Eucharistic 
action establishes a real relationship between, on the one hand, 
his choice to go to Jerusalem and his free acceptance of death 
there, and, on the other, the act of every priest who consecrates 
in the Mass. Thus, the Mass continues to carry out Jesus' 
choice to celebrate the Last Supper and so it continues-and is­
his redemptive act. As the Second Vatican Council expresses it : 
"At the Last Supper . . .  our Savior instituted the Euchar­
istic Sacrifice of his Body and Blood. He did this in order to 
perpetuate the sacrifice of the Cross" (SC 47) . Calvary and the 
Mass "are one and the same, differing only in the manner of 
offering." 15 

For the people of the Old Testament, renewing their part in 
the covenant meant recalling its terms and re-committing them­
selves to it. But to do in the Mass what Jesus does, "in remem­
brance of'' him, is vastly more. It is to maintain the reality of 
what he does, keep it alive, and cooperate in it by an outward 
performance which expresses his lasting commitment. "Do this in 
remembrance of me" means: Carry out this performance and join 
in the commitment it expresses. 

The apostles at the Last Supper and we at Mass today are not 
just imitating Jesus' act but taking part in it. Though interrupted 
in its performance, the first Eucharist never ends; the sacrifice of 
the cross and the repeated celebrations of the Mass are different 
outward aspects of one long, continuing human act: Jesus' 
community-forming, redemptive commitment, in which we join 
by doing what he told us to do. Individual celebrations of the 
Mass are of course many acts inasmuch as they are many different 
performances, but they are also outward expressions of one and 
the same act-Jesus' redemptive act-which he did as a social act 
in order to form the new covenant community. 

If Christian life is cooperation with Jesus, this makes it clear 
why the Eucharist is a principle of Christian life .  As we shall see 
in greater detail in chapter thirty-three, everything a follower of 
Jesus does ought properly to lead up to or follow from the Eucha­
rist . Vatican II says: 

Through his very flesh, made vital and vitalizing by the Holy Spirit, 

he offers life to men. They are thereby invited and led to offer them­

selves, their labors, and all created things together with him. . . . So 

priests must instruct [the faithful] to offer to God the Father the 
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divine Victim in the sacrifice of the Mass, and to join to it the offer­
ing of their own lives. (PO 5) 

Everything a Christian does (except sin, put aside at the begin­
ning of Mass) leads up to the Eucharist by constituting the living 
self which the Christian offers with Jesus. From that offering , 
which is participation in Jesus' commitment, flows a life which 
has redemptive value insofar as it is lived not only in imitation of 
Jesus' life but in unity with it. Having committed oneself to share 
in his redemptive act and having performed that act outwardly in 
the Eucharist, one turns to doing essentially what he did: com­
municating divine truth and love, confronting evil and dealing 
with it in a healing way. At the end of Mass we are told to go 
forth to love and serve the Lord, and this is loving and serving the 
Lord. 

B: What Following Jesus Means 

People sometimes say, and may more often think, something 
along the following lines: "It's all very well to speak of following 
Jesus, but how practical is it? He lived two thousand years ago, in 
a time and place and culture very different from ours . And he was 
God. How can I be expected to 'imitate' him?" 

Imitating Jesus does not mean adopting the externals of his be­
havior and manner of life .  Scripture envisages something quite 
different. 

First of all ,  one must imitate the Father, the source of all holi-
ness . 

Like obedient children, do not be conformed to the desires that you 
formerly had in ignorance. Instead, as he who called you is holy, be 
holy yourselves in all your conduct; for it is written, "You shal l be 
holy, for I am holy." ( 1  Pt 1 : 14-16) 

It follows that one must love one's neighbor, love enemies, be 
compassionate and forgiving. In sum: "Be perfect, therefore , as 
your heavenly Father is perfect" (Mt 5 :48) . 

To say the least-a rather large order for a human being. Are 
we really to take it seriously? In fact, we are . If someone is in the 
state of grace-that is, united with Jesus in such a way that he or 
she is in communion with the divine persons and shares in their 
life-the prescription to live a life like Jesus' is not impractical or 
beyond reasonable expectation. "Those who abide in me and I in 
them bear much fruit" (Jn 1 5 : 5) .  Someone who is real ly a chi ld 
of God can live accordingly. 



God's Redemptive Work in the Lives of Christians 27 1 

We are therefore called to keep Jesus' commandments . "Those 
who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, 
and we will come to them and make our home with them. Who­
ever does not love me does not keep my words" (Jn 14:23-24) . 
Following Jesus means living out faith. 

Scripture makes it overwhelmingly clear that loving others is 
central to following Jesus and keeping his commandments. "This 
is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved 
you" (Jn 15 : 12). Love in this context is more than good feelings, 
politeness, and externally friendly behavior, for these can coexist 
with profound selfishness . Love means voluntarily performing 
real services. To love someone requires doing good to him or her. 

There is nothing wrong with affectionate feelings toward oth­
ers, but one can have such feelings without the reality of love. 
Suppose a man truly feels fond of his wife and children yet 
grossly neglects them-and then feels even fonder because he also 
feels guilty: Is this love? Love is first of all good will and faithful 
performance. There is no real love otherwise. 

Christians, moreover, are to love others as Jesus loves them. 
This means helping him redeem them. Here is the vocation com­
mon to Christians precisely as Jesus' followers, "Whoever wishes 
to be first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man 
came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom 
for many" (Mt 20:27-28). Redemptive service is not simply giv­
ing others what they want; it is trying to help them confront evil 
and overcome it in reality. 

That may not be too difficult with people who are well dis­
posed and basically good, but it will be very difficult in the case 
of those deep in sin, for they have a perverse sense of what is 
good for them. Yet someone who really loves them cannot simply 
leave them as they are, since that means leaving them in sin. God 
does not simply accept sinners as they are; he accepts them in 
order to transform them. Only someone who does not take sin 
seriously can take a complacent view of sinners. But redemptive 
love does take sin seriously, and it seeks to transform sinners by 
offering them the opportunity of a new life of holiness.  

Obviously, one should not be obnoxious about this, adopt a su­
perior attitude, engage in badgering and browbeating. But, while 
proceeding prudently and as gently as one can, one must be hon­
est with people about the reality of their situation. Some will be 
led to conversion, faith, and growth in holiness . Others will react 
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with resentment and hostility. Having been shown, even if only by 
example, the way of Jesus-a way they do not want to follow-they 
will find things to condemn in it and in those who do try to live 
like this . Trying to fulfill Jesus' commandment to love others re­
demptively unavoidably leads to trouble for one who makes the at­
tempt. Such a person must say no, in deeds and perhaps in words, 
to things others say yes to; as a result, he or she will encounter 
criticism, persecution. Christian life means taking up the cross . 

"If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves 
and take up their cross and follow me" (Mt 16 :24) . We should 
suppose that Jesus means what he says .  The cross takes different 
forms in the lives of different people, but it is always present in a 
redemptive life-an authentically "countercultural" life lived 
against the grain of worldly standards. People who try to live this 
way will pay a price . They will be not only provocative but vul­
nerable, unwilling to protect themselves or retaliate by using the 
immoral means used against them . 

By carrying the cross in this manner, one prepares a sacrifice to 
bring to the Mass and offer with Jesus' sacrifice. A merely pleas­
ant and easy life does not provide a great deal to offer. Not that 
one should seek a life which is hard and unpleasant ; yet in some 
way and to some degree, discipleship will be unpleasant and hard, 
because others will make it so. Christian life,  as a costly disciple­
ship, thus becomes the Christian's own precious contribution to 
the Eucharist. 

This is what active participation in the Eucharist means .  It is 
good for people to sing at Mass,  do the readings, perform other 
roles and functions. Doing these things may even help them and 
others to participate in a deeper sense. But this deeper active par­
ticipation is what matters: that in coming to the Eucharist , one 
really offers one's life-a life lived in a way that makes it worth 
offering-with Jesus , while joining him in his offering of himself. 
Without that, no other kind of "active participation " counts for 
much. 

C: The Idea of Personal Vocation 

Personal vocation is central to following Jesus . His basic com­
mitment was to do his Father's wi l l ,  but along with this he also 
had a personal vocation - a  unique role ,  embodying his grasp on 
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the Father's will for him in particular. He was to be the redeemer 
and savior, the leader who formed, on the human side, the ever­
lasting community of divine persons and human persons . 

Although we are to follow Jesus, we are obviously not meant to 
do exactly what he did . His task was his ,  not ours; we cannot do 
it, and we need not, since in fact he did form this community, it 
still exists , and he still continues to form it by the unceasing 
work of the Holy Spirit . There is only one sacrifice in the new 
covenant; Jesus "offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins" 
(Heb 10: 12) . Thus, individual Masses are not additional sacri­
fices, but different enactments of Jesus' one and only sacrifice. In 
the New Testament there is, in a sense, only one priest, Jesus (see 
Heb 7 :26-28). The priests who come after him are not priests 
independently of him but his proxies, doing what he told them to 
do in his name. The offering in the Mass is real ly Jesus' act , not 
the individual act of the ordained person who does it . The or­
dained priest's personal, individual act is only to serve as a proxy; 
the priestly act itself belongs to Jesus . 

Each of us, however, whether ordained or not, has a combina­
tion of gifts and opportunities peculiar to himself or herself. We 
must examine these for their redemptive potential-the possibili­
ties they offer of communicating God's truth and love , meeting 
evil ,  not least in ourselves, and dealing with it as it should be 
dealt with. Herein lies the personal vocation of each one of us : 
ability meets opportunity according to God's provi4ential plan . 
One discerns one's vocation in coming to see one's own particular 
gifts and opportunities as providential in relation to the needs of 
the Church and the world. 

There is a narrow sense of vocation-the particular calling of 
certain men and women to the priesthood and religious life-and 
it is still common for people to speak of and pray for "vocations" 

as if only a few Christians had them. Certainly it is good to pray 
that those who have vocations to the priesthood and religious 
life-and,  no less , those who have vocations to marriage and fam­
ily life-will  recognize and accept them . But beyond a vocation 
to one or another state of life, everyone has his or her unique 
set of gifts and opportunities , and al l Christians should live out 
their faith according to the gifts and opportunities which are 
theirs: that is,  they should discern,  accept, and live their personal 
vocations. 
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Vatican II uses "vocation" in several different senses-the hu­
man vocation as such (to realize the destiny which God has in 
mind for human beings) , the common vocation of Christians (to 
follow Jesus and live redemptively) ,  vocation as state of life, the 
vocation to the priesthood or religious life . The Counci l also rec­
ognizes personal vocation-for example, in urging parents to en­
courage their children "in the vocation which is proper to each of 
them" (LG 1 1 )  or, again, in pointing out that faith itself requires 
Christians to measure up to their earthly responsibilities , "each 
according to his proper vocation" (GS 43) . Pope John Paul II 
speaks often of personal vocation. For instance : 

For the whole of the community of the People of God and for each 
member of it what is in question is not just a specific "social mem­
bership";  rather, for each and every one what is essential is a partic­
ular "vocation." Indeed, the Church as the People of God is also-­
according to the teaching of St. Paul mentioned above, of which Pius 
XII reminded us in wonderful terms-"Christ's Mystical Body." 
Membership in that body has for its source a particular cal l united 
with the saving action of grace. Therefore, if we wish to keep in mind 
this community of the People of God, which is so vast and so ex­
tremely differentiated, we must see first and foremost Christ saying 
in a way to each member of the community: "Follow Me."16 
All commitments should be made in such a way that they carry 

out one's faith; they should comprise a unified whole-unified in 
and by faith itself. Thus, personal vocation is not simply a matter 
of making the commitment of faith. Rather, all of one's commit­
ments-to marry or not marry, to pursue this particular profes­
sion or line of work, and so on-pertain to personal vocation, and 
should be undertaken for the sake of carrying out one's faith . The 
unified whole which they come together to form is nothing less 
than the controlling agenda of the unique Christian life of the one 
who makes them. 

The fulfil lment of one's personal vocation accomplishes at least 
three things. 

First, it contributes to the glory of God-that is ,  the expres­
sion of his goodness-insofar as God's glory is manifested in yet 
another unique and wonderful way. No life is just like another, 
and every Christian is a special work of God, "created in Christ 
Jesus for good works" (Eph 2: 10) .  Jesus' humanity is the greatest 
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and most perfect of creatures, but it is limited; our lives and our 
holiness are needed to complete Jesus and carry on his work . 

Second, each Christian is an indispensable member of the body 
of Christ. The Spirit gives different gifts to each member for the 
service of the whole body. 

Now there are varieties of gifts , but the same Spirit ; and there are 

varieties of services, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of 

activities ,  but it is the same God who activates all of them in every­
one. To each is given the manifestation of the Spirit for the common 
good. ( 1  Cor 12:4-5 ; see the whole of 1 Cor 12- 14) 

The variety of personal vocations is meant to bui ld up the body of 
Christ as a unified whole which will last forever. 

Third, personal vocations are meant to play their role in the 
process of sanctification . Everything which has suffered injury 
and alienation as a result of sin-and in some way that takes in 
the whole created universe (see Rom 8 :  19-22)-must be purified, 
healed, and placed at the service of the good . This is the work of 
the Holy Spirit, but it is carried on through the faithful fulfill­
ment of their personal vocations by countless individual Chris­
tians who contribute to redemption precisely insofar as they are 
gradually sanctified as they do everything-work, family and so­
cial life, recreation, and all the rest-in a Christian way. Indeed , 
by living their personal vocations Christians are meant both to 
become holy and to redeem the whole culture, uniting it to Jesus 
and so restoring it to God. 

Thus personal vocation is a central principle of Christian life. 
Children should be introduced to the idea early in  their Christian 
formation, certainly by the time they reach adolescence . At 
that stage, of course, they have not decided what they mean to do 
with their lives,  but they need to have it firmly in mind that their 
lives should be lived cooperating with Jesus in his redemptive 
work. 

And if the question of personal vocation is never raised with 
them? Then, whenever they do come to think about their lives, 
they are likely to be preoccupied by questions like "Which wi l l  
best meet my emotional needs-marriage or an alternate life­
style?" and "Where can I make the most money and enjoy the 
greatest prestige?" and "What forms of recreation are the most 
fun?" Meanwhile,  few lay people wi l l  see their lives in redemptive 



276 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

terms,  and the "vocations crisis" in the priesthood and religious 
life will continue, since few will think of becoming priests and 
religious. 

D: Why One Must Conform One's Conscience 
to the Church's Teaching 

Different roles and responsibilities require different standards 
and patterns of behavior. In this sense, the variety of personal 
vocations means real diversity and pluralism. Christian lives are 
not all the same; they should be different . 

At the same time, moral norms are not rules, customs ,  or ex­

pressions of individual inclination; they are truths. As such, they 
should be accepted and observed by everyone to whom they ap­
ply. Standards of behavior which are specifically relevant to mar­
ried life do not apply to one who is not married , standards 
governing priestly ministry do not pertain to those who are not 
priests, and so on. But all moral standards, as truths, do apply to 
everyone to whom they are relevant . 

Furthermore, every Christian is called to apostleship , and 
apostleship has a prophetic character: more than just receiving 
and benefiting from God's truth and love , it means communicat­
ing these to others. It is not enough simply to receive the gift of 
justification from God; one must also make it available to others . 

Not just priests and religious have the prophetic mission of 
spreading the faith by bearing witness to God's truth and living it 
out. Vatican II says Jesus continues his prophetic work 

not only through the hierarchy who teach in his name and with his 
authority, but also through the laity. For that very purpose he made 

them his witnesses and gave them understanding of the faith and the 
grace of speech (cf. Acts 2: 17-18 ;  Rv 19: 10) , so that the power of the 
gospel might shine forth in their daily social and family life . (W 35)  

Elsewhere the Council says that 
the laity, too, share in the priestly, prophetic , and royal office of 

Christ . . . .  

They exercise a genuine apostolate by their activity on behalf of 
bringing the gospel and holiness to men, and on behalf of penetrating 

and perfecting the temporal sphere of things through the spirit of the 

gospel . In this way, their temporal activity can openly bear witness to 

Christ and promote the salvation of men . (A A 2) 
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Whether one is a cleric , a religious , or a lay person , doing this 
requires that on appropriate occasions one articulate what one be­
lieves . Different people will do this in different ways, depending 
on their personalities and backgrounds and circumstances­
depending, in a word , on their personal vocations . But every 
Christian, according to the opportunities and the needs , should 
express what he or she believes in a way suited to him or her , and 
should live accordingly. The two things together, faith articulated 
and faith lived , are prophetic . 

When someone lives as a Christian and gives an account of his 
or her life in terms of the gospel , other people are confronted 
with the reality of God's truth and love . Here is a way of life 
which is strange by worldly standards . This Christian does not 

use bad means to reach good ends ; eschews many pursuits and 
gratifications which other people take for granted; refrains from 
retaliation against enemies and forgives them; and so on . More­
over, an explanation and a rationale underlie this way of life: "We 
who live this way are following Christ, and it makes sense to do 
that ." As Vatican II says :  

For, wherever they live, al l Christians are bound to show forth, by the 

example of their  lives and by the witness of their speech, that new 
man which they put on at baptism , and that power of the Holy Spirit 

by whom they were strengthened at confirmation . Thus other men, 

observing their good works, can glorify the Father ( cf .  Mt 5 :  1 6) and 

can better perceive the real meaning of human life and the bond 

which ties the whole community of mankind together. (AG 1 1) 

Because the Church's unity is a unity in  divine love, modeled 

and based on the Trinity, Christians should not be in conflict 

with one another i n  the way they live thei r lives . There can, and 

indeed should ,  be al l the diversity and pluralism requ ired by dif­
ferent personal vocations .  But disparity and conflicts are not ac­
ceptable i n  matters that concern al l. It wi l l  not do to have some 

Catholics trying to justify thei r undergoing or performing abor­

tions whi le others defend the sanctity and inviolabi lity of the lives 
of the unborn. This is not pluralism ; it is the destruction of the 

Church from within . That is so whenever there is conflict among 

Catholics on doctrinal and moral issues. 
Precisely so that a l l can give the witness of thei r diverse lives i n  

a coherent manner for which one a n d  the same gospel can ac­

count ,  the Church 's teaching is needed to bring unity of faith into 
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life. It is not a set of rules . It clarifies the truths of faith and the 
requirements of Christian life .  

In sum, our involvement in a common apostolate requires that 
we receive common moral teaching and follow it. Anticipating 
that its Declaration on Religi.ous Freedom might be misinterpreted 
in a contrary sense, Vatican II makes this point in that very doc­
ument. 

In the formation of their consciences , the Christian faithful ought 

carefully to attend to the sacred and certain doctrine of the Catholic 
Church. For the Catholic Church is, by the will of Christ, the teacher 

of the truth. It is her duty to give utterance to, and authoritatively to 
teach, that Truth which is Christ himself, and also to declare and 
confirm by her authority those principles of the moral order which 

have their origin in human nature i tself. Furthermore, let Christians 

walk in wisdom in the face of those outside, "in the Holy Spirit, in 

unaffected love, in the word of truth" (2 Cor 6:6-7). Let them be 

about their task of spreading the light of life with al l confidence and 
apostolic courage , even to the shedding of their blood . (DH 14; trans­
lation amended) 

Consciences conformed to the teaching of the Church sti l l  have 
much work to do.  To begin with , everyone must find his or her 

own personal vocation and make a commitment to it; no one can 

do that for someone else.  Then , i n  l iving out one's vocation, one 

constantly encounters opportunities and obstacles; here, too, nQ 
one else's conscience can substitute for one's own in determining 

how to choose among incompatible opportunities (even among 

duties) and overcome obstacles to faithfulness . Final ly, within this 

context of personal vocation it often is necessary to develop new 
moral norms i n  response to new situations and chal lenges. Ac­
cepting the teaching of the Church in  every particular thus leaves 
room for substantial moral creativity. 



24. Christians : Human 
Children of God 

We saw in chapter nineteen that Christian life involves unity 
with Jesus in his divine life, in his human acts, and in his bodily 
life. Unity in divine life is plainly the most important , and it is to 
that we now turn. Essentially, we propose to explore the implica­
tions of St. Paul's words in the Epistle to the Romans: "God's love 
has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has 
been given to us" (Rom 5 : 5) .  

From the point of view of dogma, this topic belongs to the 
treatise on grace. But from the point of view of moral theology we 
need to see how Christian life is the life of one who is a member 
by adoption of the divine family and how Christian love is such a 
person's new nature. In this way we shall uncover the meaning of 
realities which popular religious discourse tends to treat sentimen­
tally or as mere metaphors. Three questions will be considered: 
what divine life is in us; the relationship between the human act 
of faith and the love of GOO poured forth in our hearts ; and the 
human-divine makeup of the Christian. 

A: What Divine Life in Us Is 

In its deepest meaning, "love" refers to interpersonal commu­
nion, a unity of two or more persons which respects and even 
perfects their uniqueness . But to reach this depth of meaning, it 
is best to proceed step by step, beginning with a simple grammat­
ical observation. The verb "to love" always has , expressly or tac­
itly, both a direct and an indirect object: one loves something 
(direct object) for someone (indirect object) . 

279 
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Love's direct object, the something loved , often is confused with 
the object of desire. But even before one desires a particular 
good, one must have a positive orientation toward it , and that ori­
entation is love. Again, when desire is satisfied, one enjoys the 
good one previously desired and continues to love it ; love there­
fore underlies joy as well.  Thus, love is a disposition which ori­
ents one to the good which fulfills .  It presupposes knowledge, 
since one must be aware of something as potential ly fulfilling in 
order to love it. And because human beings have sentient knowl­
edge and intellectual knowledge, they have both emotional love 
and volitional love . 

Although it is impossible to love anything one does not perceive 
as promising fulfillment, this does not mean that love's indirect 
object, the someone loved, is limited to oneself. For where do we 
find real fulfillment? Not in ourselves in isolation, but only with 
others, in goods we must share so as to participate in them . 

Take love considered as a disposition to fulfillment in the good 
of human life .  Even in its biological aspects , one begins to par­
ticipate in this good only in a community-parents and child, 
the family. Again, harmony with others-friendship-is a good 
which fulfil ls the individual, but an individual can only partici­
pate in the good of friendship with someone else who also shares 
in it. Thus, while the fulfillment of all love includes one's own 
good, one is only fulfilled with others and, usually, in others 
as well . 

Because "love" is an active, transitive verb, we tend to think of 
loving as an action which one person does to another. "John loves 
Mary" seems rather like "John hugs Mary." That is a mistake. 
Even though volitional love is an action and any sort of love is 
likely to result in outward behavior, love itself is not doing any­
thing to anybody. Loving another is a disposition to the other's 
fulfillment. 

But if love is a disposition toward one's own fulfil lment , how is 
it also a disposition toward someone else's? Because , as we have 
just said , one's own fulfi l lment is necessari ly bound up with the 
well-being and ful l  being of others . To be a person is not only to 
be an individual but to be a member of an interpersonal commu­
nion-a member of a fami ly, one of a pair of friends,  and so 
forth. People need one another to be ful ly themselves . Instinct 
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leads to affection, and affection leads to sympathy; while insight 
into human goods leads to unselfish interests which make possible 
benevolence, mutual regard , and commitments to cooperate in 
community. Love of another is unity with the other. To love one 's 
neighbor means being united with him or her inasmuch as his or 
her good is one's own good and his or her suffering also is one 's 
own. 

This is real unity, but it is not a merging of persons. To love 

someone else does not mean making him or her one 's append­

age-or vice versa . Just as individualism is opposed to and de­
structive of community, so is collectivism at the other extreme. 
Unity and distinction are essential to love . 

The Trinity is the preeminent instance of unity and distinction 
of persons . It is a matter of faith that in God there are three per­
sons who are perfectly distinct but absolutely one . Furthermore, 
one can think of God, as the words "Father" and "Son " require, 
in familial terms. Of course ,  the Trinity is not a fami ly as a hu­
man family is ; but it is correct , even necessary, to think of God 
on the model of a family-beginning with "the Father, from 
whom every family in heaven and on earth takes its name " (Eph 
3 : 1 4- 1 5) .  

"God is love" ( 1  Jn 4 :8 ) .  We have just said that love is a unity 
of persons which respects thei r dist inctness . But the very reality 
of God is to be three i n  one ,  one in three- unity in distinctness, 
distinction in perfect unity. God therefore is love . L ove is what 
God is .  

This  points to the moral significance of the doctrine of the 
Trinity, its implications for Christian life. A nd that is a matter of 
considerable importance . In one way or another, every Christian 
doctrine is normative, yet homi l ies and catechetical materials fre­
quently fai l  to indicate what doctrines have to do with life. Yet in  
tel l ing us  that God is  love- not in  a sentimental sense but in re­

al ity- the doctrine of the Trinity tel ls us something of profound 
practical importance . 

Try thinking about the relationship of human beings to God 
apart from Christianity- apart, that i s, from the doctrine of the 
Trinity: what then ? 

Then two opposed tendencies emerge. One is to suppose that 
the misery of the human condition arises from the fact that 
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human beings are not just alienated from God but outside God; 
the solution then seems to lie in being merged into God (or the 
absolute or the transcendent or whatever name one prefers to 
"God"). Much Eastern religion takes this view, and to some ex­
tent it has found its way into strains of Christian spirituality 
which tend to regard prayer, contemplation, and ascetical practice 
as ways of obliterating one's identity and being absorbed into 
God. That is not Christian, and it is a mistake. If God creates us 
to absorb us, there is no point in his creating us in the first place. 

The other tendency, which stresses God's otherness, is to sup­
pose there can be no real intimacy between human beings and 
God. This image of a remote God is found in Aristotle, in Islam, 
and to some extent even in the Old Testament. In this view, a vast 
chasm which cannot be bridged separates us from God. A few 
privileged souls are vouchsafed fleeting glimpses of divinity, but 
only from afar. Real communion is impossible. 

The doctrine of the Trinity tells us something very different: in 
principle, divine life is not incommunicable; but its communica­
tion does not do away with distinct personhood. The Christian 
God, the Trinity, is a family. Compared with the ideas of God in 
other world religions and philosophies, that is startling. 

Furthermore, and no less startling, human persons are called 
to become members of the divine family. The revelation of the 
Trinity makes it clear that God intends this. "See what love 
the Father has given us, that we should be called children of 
God; and that is what we are" ( 1  Jn 3 : 1 ) .  God calls us to enter 
into a union with the divine persons similar to their union 
with one another. "Those who love me will  keep my word, 
and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and 
make our home with them" (Jn 14:23). "As the Father has loved 
me, so I have loved you; abide in my love" (Jn 15 :9) .  This lan­
guage of "abiding in" means the Christian is to be in relation­
ship with the divine persons much as they are with one another; 
we are to be related to the Father much as Jesus is, though 
with the differences that distinguish adopted children from a nat­
ural son. 

This is to say that sharing in divine life means the Christian is 
divinized. He or she can truly be said to "be God." Strange as 
this way of speaking sounds to us, it was not strange to the Fa­
thers of the Church. St. Irenaeus says Jesus "became what we are, 
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so that he might bring us to be what he himself is. " St . Athana­
sius says the Word "became man so that we might be made God. " 
St. Basil the Great says that by the Spirit's gift the Christian is 
"made God." St. Augustine says grace deifies the Christian. 1 7  

Plainly, Christians "are God" in  a special sense; "George is 
God" does not mean just the same thing as "the Holy Spirit is 
God." As created persons , Christians are divine only by adoption; 
nor are they so many independent deities . Yet one can say truly 
that "George is God, Helen is God , al l of us are God if we are in 
grace" insofar as George, Helen , and al l  of us share in the one 
divine reality. 

This is not a metaphor. Consider what St . John of the Cross 
says in The Living Flame of Love: 

Having been made one with God , the soul is somehow God through 

participation. Although it is not God as perfectly as it wil l  be in the 

next l ife, it is like the shadow of God . Being the shadow of God 
through this substantial transformation , it performs in this measure 

in  God and through God what he through himself does in it . For the 

wi l l  of the two is one wi l l ,  and thus God's operation and the soul's is 
one . Since God gives himself with a free and gracious wil l, so too the 

soul (possessing a wi l l  the more generous and free the more it is 
united with God) gives to God, God himself in God; and this i s  a true 

and complete gift of the soul to God . 1 8 

The idea of our d ivinization is so astonishing , and so different 
from anything we ordinari ly think, that we tend to cast about for 
ways to weaken its force by giving it an attenuated meaning . That  

empties Christianity itself of meaning . "But to a l l  who received 

him , who believed in his name , he gave power to become chi ldren 

of God" (Jn 1 : 1 2) ;  "Beloved , we are God's chi ldren now; what we 
wi l l  be has not yet been revealed .  What we do know i s this: when 

he is revea led , we wi l l  be l ike h im, for we wi l l  see him as he is" 
( 1  Jn 3 : 2) .  Not to bel ieve the rea l ity expressed here, or to inter­
pret it in merely sentimenta l or metaphorica l terms, misses the 
very heart of Christian revelation . 

This a lso has consequences for Christian life. If one i s not rea l ly 
a ch i l d of God (or if being a "chi ld of God " is a metaphor for 
some far less intimate relationship) , then there is 'lO reason to try 
to l ive l ike a chi l d  of God. "Be perfect . . . as your heavenly Fa­
ther is perfect" ( M t  5 : 48) only means "Be good. " In other words, 
it is pious talk  which no one takes seriously. 
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But the divinization of the Christian is a central mystery of 
faith whose profession is implicit each time a believer makes the 
Sign of the Cross . Three mysteries are signified: the Trinity ("In 
the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit"); 
the redemptive Incarnation (it is the Sign of the Cross) ; and our 
adoption as God's chi ldren . For when we say "In the name," we 
recall that we were baptized into the name of the divine persons 
and so became members of their family ;  and in blessing ourselves, 
we signify that we possess divine life in such a way that we can 
really exercise it . 

B: The Relationship between Christian Faith and 
Christian Love of God 

Given the reality of sin , our difference from God l ies not only 
in the fact that we are creatures but in our being alienated from 

him . Christian life does not begin from a neutral position but 

from this state of alienation . That underlines the absolute gratu­
itousness of God's way of loving us : almost as if the alienation 

were his fault,  not ours . St .  Paul's grasp of this ci rcumstance has 

the proper note of astonishment : "Indeed , rarely wi l l anyone die 
for a righteous person . . . . But God proves his love for us in that 

whi le  we sti l l  were sinners Christ died for us" (Rom 5 : 7-8). 
But God does not simply accept sinners as they are ,  for that 

would signify either that sin is not real or that God does not care 
about it .  Sin is real , however, and God does care . He accepts sin­
ners in  order to change them , convert them- transform them into 

saints . He cal ls them to "clothe yourselves with the new self, cre­
ated according to the l ikeness of God" (Eph 4: 24) and "walk in 
newness of life" (Rom 6 :4) . 

Nevertheless , God does not impose divine l ife on human per­
sons . To make u s  "be God" without involving us would deny us a 
mora l ly significant role in  the most important aspect of our lives. 
God offers us reconci l iation and a share in  his  own life, but, re­
specting our dignity, he leaves it to u s  to accept or reject the of­
fer- to make a choice . We can freely accept God 's love, his gift of 

self, very much as we accept love in  human relationships. 
One might ask whether the "love of God " is God 's love for us 

or our love for God. In fact ,  it i s  both. God communicates divine 
love to us; we accept it ,  share in  i t ,  return i t. There is no sharp 
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distinction. But it is a question how, on our side of the relation­
ship, this happens . Here the act of faith is crucial . 

The free choice to believe has human goods in view. Before 
hearing the gospel, we are in a genuinely bad way: human life is 
difficult and ends in death; we sin, God's law written in our 
hearts tells us we sin, and we know our sinning is self-destructive. 
In itself, the fallen human condition is literally hopeless . A great 
deal of rationalization and cultivation of illusion are required just 
to get through life. 

Only now there is an alternative: faith. The gospel really is 
good news for fallen humankind; one cannot imagine any better. 
The "story" of faith offers a way out of the human predicament. 
It shows how one can live a morally good life and also that such a 
life makes sense. And, unlike other world views, faith gives an 
explanation of life which is plausible. 

It is very doubtful whether those who subscribe to certain 
other world views really could believe in them except to the ex­
tent they possess elements common to Judaeo-Christian faith. For 
example, although Marxism and Western liberal humanism un­
doubtedly provide people with something around which to orga­
nize their lives, these secular creeds offer nothing for a serious 
person to believe in beyond what they share with faith. 

Thus, simply from a human point of view there are good 
grounds for the act of faith. Desire for redemption from the hu­
man predicament and the plausibility of the gospel combine to 
move us to believe. 

But "God's love . . .  poured into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit" also transforms sinners into God's children. As such, they 
have more than human good as a reason for believing. God's chil­
dren accept this relationship offered them by God not just because 
it makes sense of life and extricates them from a hopeless situa­
tion, but because, sharing in God's life ,  they are disposed to its 
fullness . Faith is thus transformed by the divine love which faith 
accepts. The act of living faith is the first act which we do by the 
love of God poured forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit. While 
this act is acceptance of God's offer of salvation, it is also commit­
ment to the divine persons because one is a member of the divine 
family. Loving them as they love one another is the fruit of faith 
and charity together. 
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God is love: divine love is God's reality as one in Trinity; 
whereas we ,  in accepting the love of God, remain the persons we 

are .  We do not become the Father or the Son or the Holy Spirit, 
and there are no other divine persons. The freedom with which 
God offers his love to us and the freedom with which we accept it 

remain disti nct, and we remain distinct persons. It is not unlike 

the situation with a husband and a wife: mutual consent unites 

them i n  communion even whi le they remain irreducibly disti nct 

persons .  

Yet, we d o  enter i nto a real unity with the members of the di­
vin e fami ly by accepti ng d ivine love. The doctrine of the Trinity 
reveals the communicabi lity of divine life: through the gift of the 

Holy Spi rit poured forth in our hearts, we become members of 

the divi ne fami ly. As the Word became the man, Jesus, while re­

maining a d ivi ne person, so we can become God, while remaining 
the h uman persons we are . 

C: The Human- Divine Makeup of the Christian 

Popular spi ritual wri ti ng of former times often suggested that  

loving God mea n s  preferring h i m  to created good s, wh ile si n 

mea n s  preferring creatur es to God. This  view sh aped many de­

vout Christi a ns' thi nking to such an extent th at thei r very experi­

ence of temptation and the struggle for holiness seemed to 

confirm it. One bad result was th at  many became convinced that 

to l ove God one must regard th is- worldly goods as unimportant i n  
themsel ves ,  and valuable only as m e a n s  t o  communion with God 

i n h eaven. 
Vatican Co u nci l II ta kes a very different view. It teaches that 

Christ i a n  h ope  for eter n a l  h appi ness i n  h eaven "does not l essen 
the i m portan ce of ea rth ly duties, but ra ther adds new motives for 

fulfi l l i n g  them " (G S 2 1 ;  tra n s l a tion supplied). Elsewhere, speak­
i n g  of the d iverse elements which m ake up the created ord er of 

this worl d , the Council s ays : 
A l l  of these not only a i d  in the a tta i n m en t  of m a n' s ultimate goal bu t 

a l s o  possess thei r own i n tr i n s i c  value. Th i s  value h a s  been i m p l a nted 

i n  them by God , whether they a re con s i d ered i n  themselves or as 

pa rts of the whol e temporal order. " God saw a l l th a t  h e  had m a d e, 

a n d  it was very good
" 

(Gn 1 :3 1 ). T h i s  natural goo d n ess of theirs 

takes on a speci a l  dignity as a result of their relation to th e human 

person, for wh ose service they were created. L ast of a ll, it has  pleased 
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God to unite all things, both natural and supernatural , in Christ Jesus 

"that in all things he may have the first place" (Col 1 :  18) .  This des­

tination, however, not only does not deprive the temporal order of its 

independence, its proper goals, laws, resources, and significance for 

human welfare but rather perfects the temporal order in its own in­

trinsic strength and excellence and raises it to the level of man 's total 

vocation upon earth. (AA 7) 

In this and other passages, the Council gives its response to mod­
ern secular humanism's critique of Christianity. 

If loving God requires us to regard human goods as unimpor­
tant, it is not hard to see what that critique must be : "Christianity 
is inhuman-and so much the worse for it ." This converges with 
the defensiveness typical of sinners : "I don't want to believe in 
Christianity, for then I'd have to adopt the Christian life-style, 
and I don't wish to change." Take these two things together-the 
vulnerability of a certain way of presenting the gospel to the 
charge of being anti-human and the reaction of sinners to the gos­
pel's demands-and it is no surprise that many people find the 
anti-Christian stance of modern secular humanism plausible and 
appealing. For it rationalizes sin while emphasizing real human 
values not always sufficiently appreciated by Christians . 

All this leads to our point : there is an important sense in which 
loving God does not and cannot mean preferring him to any hu­
man good. To see the point, imagine a choice between two alter­
natives: the infinitely good God and some finitely good creature. 
Loving God would be preferring him in the sense of choosing him 
over that creature . In fact, we never are presented with these al­
ternatives, and so we simply cannot prefer God in this way. And 
since it cannot be done, it cannot be what loving God means . 

As we saw in speaking of the Incarnation, whi le for something 
to be of one finite nature automatically means it cannot be of an­
other finite nature, the Incarnation shows that this limitation is 
not true of divinity. Divinity does not exclude a person of another 
nature from sharing in it or prevent a person who is divine from 
also being of another nature. Jesus is God and man. Divinity 
therefore is not partial and exclusive . God's perfection includes 
the perfection of everything else ; his goodness embraces al l good . 
There is, and can be, no opposition between love of God and 
genuine love of human goods.  Rather, someone who loves God 
properly wi l l  love everything else as he does , and God loves every 
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creature to the full extent of its goodness and moves it toward its 
fulfillment. 

Furthermore, divine goodness as such is not, and cannot be, an 
object of human choice, since every choice is to do some human 
act in view of some human good. This is so even for one who is 
God's adopted child. True, insofar as such a person chooses to 
accept this relationship with God, he or she chooses it as an in­
stance of the human good of religion; but insofar as the relation­
ship goes beyond that human good, divine filiation is not realized 
in and through an act chosen by a Christian but is something 
given to him or her altogether gratuitously by God . 

Nor in sinning can human beings be said precisely to prefer 
created goods to God. We can only prefer one created good to 
another. If that is done wrongly, of course, one does not truly love 
God either, for then one is failing to love the good comprehen­
sively, as he does . Instead, one is opting for human good in an 
immorally limited way-a way which is self-mutilating because 
contrary to integral human fulfillment. This can no doubt be 
called preferring a creature to God, but not in the sense that di­
vine goodness and human goods are alternatives for human 
choice. They are not and cannot be. 

How then are the human and the divine related in the Chris­
tian? Fundamentally, they are related as they are in Jesus . There 
is no need for him to choose between human fulfillment and di­
vine goodness. He loves all human goods rightly, for he loves 
them as God does, to the full  extent of their goodness. The rela­
tionship between the human and divine in us is like that . As they 
are in Jesus, humanity and divinity are distinct in us but not op­
posed, united but not commingled. 

A number of problems and errors result if this is not really 
accepted. Among these is the tendency to suppose that , as hu­
man, a Christian is vastly different from Jesus : "He was God, but 
I am just a human being, and therefore . . .  " Thus the principle of 
Christian life is destroyed: there is no unity between the Christian 
and Jesus as cooperators in human acts . But if we recognize that 
the divine and the human are united in us much as they are in 
him, it wil l  be clear that our likeness to him is such that we can 
real ly share in his human life as well as in his divine life and his 
bodi ly life .  

Another error is to regard the supernatural life of grace as  an 
alternative to human wel l being. Some formed by the old-
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fashioned piety mentioned earlier tended to make this mistake : 
the less human one is, the holier one is . Not only is this false , it 
gravely hampers the preaching of the gospel today. 

Finally, one will be likely to think that the natural as such is 
incomplete-God's creation is mutilated, less than good. That is 
hardly compatible with Genesis , according to which God found 
everything he made "very good" (Gn 1 : 3 1 ) .  Our condition is not 
unsatisfactory because we are creatures or human beings , but be­
cause of sin.  The "restless" human hearts of which St .  Augustine 
speaks are restless not because they are human but because they 
are the hearts of persons in a condition of sin, to whom only sav­
ing grace, which also is deifying, can bring peace . 

Sometimes the divinization of Christians is thought of as if it 
were simply an aspect of human life; grace is treated as something 
created, something merely human. So someone may say :  "What is 
absolute in Christian life is charity (or grace), and charity means 
love of neighbor." In a way, of course, that is true. Not just indi­
viduals in isolation are called to be children of God but the whole 
of humankind. We should regard everyone else as either a fellow 
member of the divine family or potentially one ;  if someone is a 
sinner, we should want him or her to repent . Charity does mean 
love of neighbor. 

Often enough, however, love of neighbor is taken to mean sim­
ply being friendly and generous and getting along with others . 
Plainly, that should be part of it . But also: "I have not come to 
bring peace, but a sword . For I have come to set a man against 
his father, and a daughter against her mother, and a daughter­
in-law against her mother-in-law" (Mt 10: 34-35) .  Jesus does not 
mean to destroy human community and friendship ; these are hu­
man goods, and nothing in the gospel is contrary to consistent 
love of human goods. But love of neighbor is not peace at any 
price, condoning sin ,  shrinking from fraternal correction, com­
promising with what is known to be wrong for the sake of getting 
along with others . Charity is profoundly misunderstood if it is re­
duced simply to loving one's neighbor and love of neighbor is 
then trimmed to dimensions which any decent , well-mannered 
nonbeliever would feel comfortable with . 

Charity primari ly signifies sharing in divine life.  It is the love 
of God poured forth in our hearts by the gift of the Holy Spirit; it 
is being a chi ld of God ; and it is the disposition to fulfi l lment 
in divine life.  It also cal ls one to be authentical ly human , and 
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therefore to choose and live in view of integral human fulfillment, 
that is, to be concerned about all genuine human goods . 

This requires that one be concerned for the reality of commu­
nity and friendship rather than their appearance . It can mean cor­
recting sinners or those tending toward sin, and that is not a 
popular thing to do. But Jesus is our model of charity, and he did 
not bring about a peaceful Jerusalem community celebrating a 
happy Passover feast. 

Finally, of course, it needs emphasizing that we are not exactly 
like Jesus. He is divine by nature, we by adoption . Divinity in us 
is a disposition to fulfillment in divine life. Although we are in­
deed God's children now, what this ultimately will mean has not 
yet come to light. Only when it does shall we be as fully like God 
as, through divine action, we are capable of being (see 1 Jn 3 : 2) .  
Something about our sharing in divine life is still to come-some­
thing mysterious because we have yet to experience it. But that is 
not and never was true of Jesus . His divinity always was com­
plete, total, and absolutely mature. 

In no way, however, does the difference between Jesus and us 
imply that divine love in us is somehow in conflict with human 
goods. On this account, moreover, not only do human goods re­
tain their integrity but the natural law remains valid and relevant 
for Christian morality. Being a good human person in this fallen 
world means cooperating with Jesus, living his kind of human 
life; but it is a human life that we are to live. 

At the same time, we look forward to becoming mature chil­
dren of God. What does that mean? We do not know. "What we 
will be has not yet been revealed" ( 1  Jn 3 : 2) .  The beatific vision, 
ultimate intimacy with God, cannot be reduced to a merely hu­
man experience or act .  



25 . Christian Love as the 
Principle of Christian Life 

Christian love-charity-and the pursuit of human goods are 
not in conflict, not alternatives between which we must choose . 
Although distinct, both have a place in Christian life . All this was 
established in the previous chapter. 

Now we shall look more closely at the dynamic relationship be­
tween charity and the lives of Christians striving to live as they 
ought. The central question is this :  What is the link between 
charity as a share in divine life and human acts, among which 
faith is a Christian's first act and fundamental option? We con­
sider three topics in this chapter: the relationship between charity 
and morally good acts; the love commands of the Old and New 
Testaments; and the impact of Christian faith and love on natural 
law morality. 

A: The Precise Relationship between Charity and 
Morally Good Acts 

It would seem as if charity were a human act . Scripture con­
tains commands to love God above all things and to love one's 
neighbor as oneself; charity has traditional ly been cal led a virtue ; 
and lately fundamental option theories have emerged which speak 
of the fundamental option as if it were between loving God and 
loving creatures-as if, that is, charity were the act of choosing 
God over created goods.  Considering al l this,  what else can char­
ity be except a human act? 

As we saw in the last chapter, however, love in general is not an 
act. Ultimately, it is interpersonal communion ; at the outset, it is 

291 



292 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

a disposition toward fulfillment in goods-a disposition that un­
derlies both desire and enjoyment. Even though many loving acts 
flow from loving a person, simply to love is not to do anything to 
that person. 

Moreover, "God's love has been poured into our hearts through 
the Holy Spirit that has been given to us" (Rom 5 : 5 ) .  What the 
Holy Spirit primarily confers on us is a share in divine life , adop­
tion as God's children. This is not a human act .  Even infants re­
ceive charity in baptism and are transformed by it ; although they 
have done nothing themselves, they are no longer in original sin 
and now are children of God. 

Thus, as a disposition to fulfillment in divine life, the love of 
God is not an act which one is called to perform. The New Tes­
tament, especially John's Gospel, suggests as much . For example: 
"As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my 
love" (Jn 15 : 9) .  Charity transforms one; what one should do 
about it is "abide" in it, remain in it. 

Nevertheless, Scripture does contain commands to love . Jesus 
says: " 'You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and 
with all your soul, and with all your mind.' This is the greatest 
and first commandment. And a second is like it, ' You  shall love 
your neighbor as yourself' " (Mt 22 :37-39). If charity is not a 
human act, what does this mean? 

One way of understanding it is that "Love God above al l 
things" is not, in itself, a command to perform some act; rather, 
it is a command to be perfect in love of God by integrating one's 
whole life with charity. Its force is not so much "Love God" as it 
is "Love God with all your heart, all your soul, all your mind , all 
your strength . '' In other words: Appropriate totally the gift you 
have received; let charity permeate al l you do. There is no spe­
cific action alongside others which is "to love.'' Rather, love is an 
underlying principle ,  a disposition toward fulfillment which in­
forms everything one does . 

The integration of one's entire life with charity begins with the 
act of faith . In making the act of faith, one accepts God's self­
communication; but God is love-charity is the reality of God­
so that , in accepting God by the act of faith , one accepts charity. 
That gift of love of God transforms one's human act of faith . One 
believes not only out of desire for certain human goods but out of 
a disposition to fulfi l lment in  divine life .  Charity transforms the 
act of faith in which charity is accepted . 
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As a disposition to fulfillment, love seeks expression . In the 
Old Testament, loving God above all things means living as a pi­
ous Jew, while loving one's neighbor as oneself similarly means 
living as a member of the covenant community in a way that pro­
motes the well being of fellow members . In the New Testament , 
the way to abide in love is to make one's whole life a life of faith 
in Jesus. He says : "If you keep my commandments, you wi ll 
abide in my love" (Jn 15 : 10) . Living out the implications of faith 
is the way to abide and grow in love . 

Acts which implement faith according to specifical ly Christian 
moral norms (to be discussed below) and certain religious acts are 
often called "acts of charity." When someone is treated unjustly, 
bears it peacefully, then goes out of his or her way to do good to 
the offending party, we say: "That is really an act of charity." 
And so it is; it is an act by which this person, motivated by char­
ity, lives out Christian faith . Nothing else accounts for such be­
havior, and so one assumes that its underlying source is Christian 
faith in which charity is at work. Similarly one calls certain kinds 
of prayer "acts of charity." The Eucharist in particular is an act of 
charity-the offering of oneself along with Jesus . 

Charity both requires and empowers one to live according to 
faith. "Those who abide in me and I in them bear much fruit, 
because apart from me you can do nothing" (Jn 15 : 5 ) .  United with 
Jesus , we can do whatever is appropriate for us as Christians. 

But why exactly does charity require morally good lives? Char­
ity is God's free gift. We do not earn 'it by moral goodness; we are 
not justified by good works. 

Yet living a good life does follow from charity. One obvious 
reason is that someone who loves another wants to do what he or 
she wants . If we love God we want to please him, and we please 
him by doing what is moral ly good. This is not a matter of 
"pleasing" God by simply submitting to him, as if his will  were 
arbitrary. God loves al l created goods perfectly, and out of love for 
him, we try to do the same; but our own fulfillment is among the 
created goods which God loves, and so we are concerned with it . 
And where does our genuine fulfi l lment lie? In l iving moral ly 
good lives. 

It is like the situation with parents and chi ldren . If parents are 
good and chi ldren real ly love them, the chi ldren wi l l  try to live 
good l ives because that is what their parents want-not for their 
own sakes but for the chi ldren 's. God is a good Father who wants 
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us to live good lives for our sakes; as children of God, we try to 
do what he wants . 

If one loves God, one also loves those whom he loves . But God 
loves all his children, and therefore so should we. "Those who 
say, 'I love God,' and hate their brothers or sisters, are liars; for 
those who do not love a brother or sister whom they have seen, 
cannot love God whom they have not seen" ( 1  Jn 4:20) . 

To repeat: charity's requirement that we be morally good is not 
something arbitrarily imposed on us. It is the unfolding of human 
good. God wants fulfillment for his creatures, and our fulfillment 
lies in living good lives. That means wanting and working for the 
good of all creatures, including ourselves, as God does . 

This can also be expressed negatively. Someone who does moral 
evil is not concerned about integral human fulfillment but about 
some limited aspect of the good (doing evil is a kind of self­
mutilation). But a person not fully open to his or her own good is 
certainly not open to infinite goodness-to divine goodness. 
Thus, he or she does not have charity. To put it another way, im­
morality is a closing of oneself not only against one's own good 
but, all the more, against infinite goodness, in which one's own 
good is a participation. One who hates the human person made in 
God's image-the human person fulfilled-surely has no love for 
the perfection of divine goodness ,  which is the original on which 
the image is modeled. 

B: The Love Commands of the Old and New Testaments 

The love commands of the Old Testament express only partly 
the moral implications of Christian love. As Jesus says, they do 
sum up the law and the prophets (see Mt 22:34-40; Mk 12:28-
34; Lk 10:25-28), but in fulfilling them, Jesus goes beyond them 
in important ways. Thus, it is not enough to say that the principle 
of Christian life is "Love God above all things, and love your 
neighbor as yourself." There is more to it than that, a content 
which is only implicit in the commands to love God and neighbor. 

The Old Testament love commands formulate the first princi­
ple of morality in religious terms. In the context of the covenant, 
integral human fulfillment lies in friendship with God and peace 
with the other members of the covenant community. This indi­
cates (but only partially) morality's fundamental orientation to­
ward fulfillment in a perfect community of persons . 
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Jesus goes further. The parable of the Good Samaritan, ap­
pended in Luke's Gospel to Jesus' treatment of the first com­
mandment (see Lk 10:30-37) , embodies a crucial widening of the 
Old Testament's religious horizon, a widening suggested but not 
fully developed by the prophets (see, for example, Is 49: 1-6) .  The 
kingdom is not a closed community; potentially, it is all-inclusive. 
Who is one's neighbor? Whoever is willing to do one good or 
needs good done to him or her, regardless of preexisting estrange­
ments and hostilities . In short, the New Testament points to a 
universally inclusive community-a community of the whole hu­
man race in friendship with God. 

Christian love is also different because it is loving and living in 
Jesus. He embodies perfect love, and, inasmuch as we are united 
with him and cooperate with him, we are to love as he does. "As 
the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love" 
(Jn 15 :9) .  Christian love has the specific character of sharing in 
Jesus' disposition toward both divine goodness and the good of 
the human race he has redeemed. 

Christian love implies holiness in a way the Old Testament's 
love commands did not. Jesus not only enjoins holiness but com­
municates it. One is not simply confronted with the requirements 
of the covenant relationship but, united with Jesus, is given its 
fulfillment. Indeed, this is the ground and principle of Christian 
life: The act of faith in Jesus unites us with him in a dynamic 
solidarity by which we receive the power of the Spirit so as to 
fulfill the requirement of love. 

Moreover, Christian love transforms the first principle of mo­
rality, integral human fulfillment, for it disposes us to heavenly 
fulfillment, which includes integral fulfillment in all the human 
goods ,  and makes it possible for us to realize it. In the light of 
charity, integral human fulfillment is not just an ideal one at­
tempts to live by, but an object of realistic hope. When in the 
Creed we profess belief in the resurrection from the dead and 
everlasting life, we are saying in effect that we look forward to 
whatever is truly good-we hope for it-in heavenly fulfillment. 
There no human good wil l  be lacking. Vatican Council II, as we 
have seen earlier, is quite explicit on this point. 

While hope was real in the Old Testament, it was also decid­
edly limited. It was hope of returning from exile, possessing the 
land, and other limited fulfillments for the Jewish people. Christian 



296 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

hope is directed to perfect human fulfillment embracing the 
whole human race and lasting forever. This is indeed ambitious by 
comparison with any pre-Christian hope . 

Contemporary post-Christian secularists , both Marxists and 
Western liberal humanists, also are quite ambitious. They crave 
human fulfillment in every respect for all humankind gathered in 
perfect communion (though they do not hesitate to sacrifice many 
people in pursuing it); they long for a heaven on earth (but one 
without God) . 

Human hearts have truly been restless since Christian hope en­
tered history, unable to settle for anything but perfect fulfillment . 

The vulnerability of secularism nevertheless lies in the fact that 
the fulfillment it craves is beyond human capacities and therefore 
beyond secularism's reach . We all sin and we all shall die . Hope 
for the realization of integral human fulfillment is absurd apart 
from the faith which grounds it . Here is the point at which the 
gospel might yet pierce the resistance of post-Christian secular­
ists, by showing them the only avenue for realizing this ambitious 
hope of theirs. 

C: The Impact of Faith and Love on Natural Law Morality 

Grace does not change human nature into something else; 
Christians are not a new species-we remain what we naturally 
are. Moreover, since all human choices are among human goods, 
the moral norms of the natural law oblige Christians as much as 
anyone else. Thus, there seems to be no place for specifical ly 
Christian moral norms which are requirements of Christian love . 

On the other hand, it appears that there are specifical ly Chris­
tian norms. In the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7) and in many 
other places, Jesus sets out a body of new moral teaching which 
goes far beyond anything in the Old Testament or any other reli­
gion or world view. Forgive enemies-indeed, love them and pray 
for them. Give to him who takes from you; go the extra mile with 
someone who imposes on you . The New Testament is ful l  of such 
distinctive norms. 

Scholars sometimes take them individual ly, one by one , and try 
to find precedents or paral lels in the Old Testament or some 
other religious tradition . Having succeeded, they conclude that 
there is nothing unique in Jesus' moral teaching.  But that is a case 
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of not seeing the woods on account of the trees or, to change the 
metaphor, it is like reducing a human body to its constituent ele­
ments in a chemistry lab and then concluding that there is noth­
ing distinctive about the human person . If anything is broken 
down far enough, one reaches the point at which its distinctive­
ness disappears. 

Taken as a whole , however, the body of moral teaching in the 
New Testament really is distinctive , even by comparison with the 
teaching of the Old Testament of which it is the fulfillment. That 
is precisely the point : the New Testament fulfi l ls the Old . There 
are links, but there are also great differences; the relationship of 
Old to New is like the relationship of seed to harvest . Moreover, 
in comparison with anything else besides the Old Testament, the 
New Testament is still more distinctive , particularly in its thor­
oughgoing acceptance of the human . For example ,  whereas much 
oriental religion is based on transcending bodi ly life and escaping 
from the human condition , Christianity is truly humanistic . 

So, the New Testament contains distinctive moral teaching, yet 
there seems to be no room for specifical ly Christian norms . How 
can this apparent contradiction be resolved? 

The solution l ies in recognizing the reality of the human con­

dition . Humankind is  fal len and redeemed . It has been given the 
power to achieve integral human fulfil lment (in the heavenly 
kingdom) in cooperation with God -in Jesus , to become a perfect 
community, rejoicing and fulfilled in al l the human goods. This 
state of fulfil lment is not , so far as its human aspects are con­

cerned , absolutely outside the potentialities of human nature; yet 

even in i ts human aspects , it is truly new . Human life which is  
not only good but integral ly fu lfil l ing- that is, happy in respect 
to al l the human goods for the whole human community: that 

certain ly i s  new. 

The Old Testament clarifies part of our situation . Human be­
ings are fallen and need redemption , but God has not abandoned 
his  people- he brings them into a covenant relationship and 
promises them a redeemer. The New Testament completes the ac­

coun t. The redeemer has come, redemption is accomplished, and 
God i nvites a l l men and women into a new and efficacious cove­
nant relationship with h i m ,  founded on union with Jesus. Integral 
human fulfi l lment is no longer simply an ideal but an object of 
real istic hope. 
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In these new circumstances , the moral principles of the natural 
law continue to direct human action to the fulfillment proper to 
human nature ; but now there are also distinctive Christian norms 
because Christians have specific , distinctive acts to perform. The 
question is: If human nature is not changed, how can there be a 
distinctive Christian morality ? The answer is : If human beings 
now have access to a means of being al l they can be, someone who 
lives in light of that fact will  be able to do many good things 
which people otherwise cannot do , and the distinctive Christian 
norms will be those which concern the doing of such things. 
Christianity offers options for choice which either would not oc­
cur to people apart from faith or would not appeal to them as 

realistic possibilities apart from hope-or both .  
In sum ,  the message of Christian moral norms, arising from 

the message of faith ,  is that we ought to do what is appropriate 
for people who are not only fal len but redeemed, and not only 
redeemed but empowered by God to reach human fulfil lment in a 
perfect human community. These norms tel l us to live in a way 
befitting our new, real situation . 

An analogy with diet helps clarify this point . A dietitian oper­
ates on certain principles , whose most basic is that human diet 

must suit human beings . There are certain things the human or­
ganism as such requires , and others which are not good for it in 

any ci rcumstances . But a dietitian may have to work out addi­
tional norms for a sick person, and in that case the rules of diet 
become more specific .  Perhaps the sick person should eat more of 
someth ing , or less, than i s  normal ly advisable, whi le  foods which 

ordinari ly wou ld  be acceptable must be excluded enti rely. Thu s, 

the d ietitian designs a d iet to fit the patient 's cond it ion . 

Christian life is someth ing l ike that . Although the human race 
i s  i n  a fal l en condition , integral human fulfi l lment i s now a real­
i stic possibi l ity. Because human nature remains a s  it is , general 
principles of h uman morality remain the same . But besides as­
suming these principles ,  Christian moral ity goes further, exclud­
ing every act by which fa l l en humanity is l ikely to do itself 

further injury by obstructing its integra l fu lfi l lment. Among the 

acts thus excluded are some which wou ld be acceptable for peopl e 
not in  a fal len condition. Given our d isposition to sin, we need to 

avoid many occasions for sinning which wou ld  present no difficul­
ties if we were not fal len. The real i ty of our situation, fal len but 
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redeemed, makes an enormous difference to what we may and 
may not do , and cal ls for specifically Christian norms which do 
not contradict natural law norms but do go beyond them. 

Our situation also makes an enormous difference to how we 
deal with sin and death, and with the impact which fear of death 
has on our emotional makeup .  Only in this context does J esus ' 
directive to his followers-deny yourselves, take up your crosses, 
follow me (see Mt 16 :24;  Mk 8 : 34 ;  Lk 9 : 23)-make sense; other­
wise, the only reasonable advice would be to shun the cross and 
get what one can out of life in the brief time al lotted. Simi larly, 
the reality of our situation generates demands that we cooperate 
with Jesus in bui lding up the kingdom in which humankind 's ful­
fillment is to be realized ; we have stringent obligations in this 
regard which would not otherwise exist .  

Thus, Christian morality i s  distinctive , but its distinctiveness 
does not lie in distorting human life and human nature. Rather , 
Christian moral norms reshape the misshapen lives of human be­
ings who lack the promise of integral fulfil lment and the realistic 

hope it engenders . Christian morality is at odds  with the actual 

moral standards of societies , including our own, which involve 
many moral compromises . But instead of overriding the require­
ments of human good, a Christian life truly fulfills them . Not 
infrequently, of course , people suppose otherwise, since they 

equate human good with comfort, and the requ i rements  of Chris­
tian moral ity are by no means a lways comfortable for fal len hu­
man bei ngs . But this tel ls against inadequate notion s of morality , 
not against the moral implications of the real human condition as 

faith discloses i t .  
Even without faith , upright people can and sometimes do ar­

rive at some Christian norms . They rea lize, for example, that re­

venge is foolish and self- destructive ; thus, a decent pagan l ike 

Socrates concludes that it is better to suffer injury than do it . Yet 
even decent non -Christians do not see the human condition as it  

real ly is. For instance , they may suppose that human fulfi l lmen t 
requi res escapi ng bod i l iness ; but faith promises the resurrection 
of the body. Paul ,  not surprisingly, was mocked by the Athenians 

when he preached the resurrection of the dead (see Acts 1 7 : 32). 
Without faith , not even the best and brightest know the human 
condition as it is and fu l ly share the way of life suited to that 

condition. 
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What is most characteristic of Christian life is that , knowing 
that the human condition is fallen and that God is working for 
our redemption, one consciously and gratefully accepts his gifts 
and seeks to continue Jesus' work by handing on God's truth and 
love to others . The Christian grasps the meaning of Jesus' words: 
"I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant does 
not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, 
because I have made known to you everything that I have heard 
from my Father" (Jn 15 : 15) .  With faith , one can be a conscious 
collaborator with Jesus; one's whole life can be at once Eucharis­
tic-an offering to God in union with Jesus-and apostolic , while 
at the same time it is a deliberate effort toward total self­
integration with Christian love, that is, toward holiness. 

Thus, the Church must be able to guide its members in the 
following of Jesus. Plainly, however, the New Testament does not 
answer every moral question. One will look there in vain for 
teaching on issues like in vitro fertilization and nuclear deter­
rence. Not infrequently, too, it is difficult to interpret and apply 
what the New Testament does say. Must one really refrain not just 
from swearing falsely but from swearing at all (see Mt 5 : 33-37)? 
Yet, throughout the tradition, the Church has been able to pro­
vide answers to new moral questions and to interpret and apply 
the moral content of Scripture. Implicit in the Church's work has 
been a firm grasp on the principles of Christian living which are 
adequately articulated and exemplified in the New Testament. 

Although the modes of responsibility generate more specific 
norms, by themselves they do not generate the specific norms of 
Christian morality. To that end the modes of responsibility which 
we considered earlier need to be transformed, fulfilled in light of 
faith, into modes of Christian response to God's gifts . We find 
these modes of Christian response operative in the life of Jesus . 

Thus, the next chapter wil l  explain how the modes of respon­
sibility are fulfil led in Jesus' life and transformed into modes of 
Christian response which not only shape his life but can shape our 
lives, too. His virtues provide the model for Christian character. 

But more than that . The Old Testament too gave moral guid­
ance, but it did not empower God's people to follow it . Certainly 
there are upright people in the Old Testament , but, as St. Paul 
says, it is their faith which saves them, not the law (see Rom 9:6-
33). In the New Testament,  matters are vastly different. Jesus and 
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his life, as we have seen, are not simply a model and a guide. 
United with Jesus, God's people receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit; thus, they are empowered to satisfy the requirements of 
love of God and neighbor-to abide in Jesus and keep his com­
mandments. The gift of the Spirit is the fundamental principle , 
the very ground, of a life lived in the manner of a child of God . 

As a result of sin, all law seems more or less alien to fallen 
human beings, a burdensome imposition which cannot be ful­
filled .  This is true even of the natural law, but it is especial ly true 
of bad positive law, which is common in human society and gen­
uinely oppressive. The resentment to which bad law gives rise 
helps color people's attitudes toward morality, to the extent it is 
viewed in legalistic terms, and reinforces their sin-rooted ten­
dency to resent and resist its legitimate requirements . 

The transformation wrought by faith and charity radically 
changes this situation. As a result of this transformation, Chris­
tians are inclined to do what is right and specifically Christian, 
and find it possible. In modest but real ways, they experience the 
truth of Jesus' words: "Those who abide in me and I in them 
bear much fruit" (Jn 15 : 5) .  Not that sin and its effects are no 
longer present in their lives , but grace is also at work , and, inso­
far as they cooperate with it, their lives change more and more . 
Among other things, the more they live like Christians, the more 
they recognize the Church's moral teaching as helpful informa­
tion, which they might have missed on their own and which spel ls 
out how a child of God really ought to live. 

Thus, to form conscience from the Christian point of view is  to 
put on "the mind of Christ" ( I  Cor 2 :  16) ,  and for one who has 
that mind, the specific content of Christian moral teaching is not 
a burdensome set of demands but something good to know. For 
this teaching makes it possible for such a person to do consis­
tently what he or she real ly wants to do, namely, live like a Chris­
tian. This is the state of freedom from both sin and law's burdens 
to which St. Paul refers in speaking of "the freedom of the glory 
of the chi ldren of God" (Rom 8 : 2 1 ) .  



26 . Modes of Christian 
Response 

We have seen that faith and charity transform natural law mo­
rality. Now we shall see how, specifically, they transform the 
modes of responsibility. Uniquely fulfilled in Jesus' teaching and 
life, these become modes of Christian response. 

The chapter has two parts: preliminary and general consider­
ations, followed by a discussion of the eight modes of Christian 
response. The first part sets out the hypothesis that the Beati­
tudes, interpreted as transformations of the modes of responsibil­
ity, are the key intermediate Christian moral principles . The 
second part demonstrates this hypothesis . 

A: Some Preliminary and General Considerations 

Of all the New Testament books, Matthew's Gospel explains 
most systematically what Christian life should be like. The in­
struction commences in chapter five with the Sermon on the 
Mount, and the sermon begins with the eight Beatitudes . Thus, 
one can reasonably suppose that the Beatitudes express Christian 
moral principles-normative principles understood in the light of 
faith. This is how they are treated by the Fathers of the Church, 
by numerous catechetical works, and by Pope Paul VI in his 
Credo of the People of God. 

Reflection on the Beatitudes supports this view of them. They 
do not deal with specific kinds of actions but with attitudes or 
general dispositions. "Blessed are the poor in spirit . . . those 
who mourn . . .  the meek." Still, they have some content and are 
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not all the same-even though the blessing promised is the same 
in each case: everlasting life,  perfect fulfillment , variously re­
ferred to as being comforted, inheriting the earth, seeing God, 
and so on. 

The first principle of morality, as we saw earlier, is always to 
will in line with the ideal of integral human fulfillment . Faith 
and charity transform this into the basic principle of specifical ly 
Christian morality : to live for the sake of the kingdom, in which 
all things will find their fulfillment in Jesus . Like the modes of 
responsibility, which are intermediate principles between the first 
principle of morality and specific norms, the Beatitudes stand 
midway between the basic Christian principle-seek first the 
kingdom-and specific norms of Christian morality. Designating 
characteristic traits of a Christian, they call those "blessed" who 
possess such attitudes and act accordingly. For example, a Chris­
tian should be poor in spirit-thus, "Blessed are the poor in 
spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Mt 5 : 3) .  

The Beatitudes promise a reward for having the right attitude; 
the disposition is a condition for receiving the blessing. Evidently, 
then, a merit relationship exists between attitude and blessing . 
Yet there is a great deal of scholarly argument about whether this 
is really so, or whether the Beatitudes instead simply prescribe 
the gift which God will bestow gratuitously on his children . This 
debate makes sense in the context of thinking influenced by 
Lutheran theology, but it is pointless in the context of Catholic 
theology; indeed, it is contrary to Catholic faith to suggest an ab­
solute opposition between merit and gift. 

Against the Reformation, the Council of Trent defined that 
among God's gifts to us are our good works, which fulfill the 
requirements of Christian life ,  and also our merit : merit itself is a 
gift (DS 1548/8 10) .  To respond to God's gift as the Beatitudes tel l 
us (for example, having been forgiven , to forgive others) is to en­
joy a grace from God; yet to be merciful is also freely to choose to 
do what is merciful, and so mercy merits . If one is merciful, one 
deserves the reward, which is to obtain mercy- that is, to be re­
ceived into the heavenly kingdom;  yet that merit , that deserving, 
is itself God's gift. 

The modes of responsibi lity are moral truths which set require­
ments, but they are not self-fulfil ling. The fifth mode, for 
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instance, tells us not to be partial , yet people often practice 
partiality. To fulfill the modes, one must make choices in accord 
with them. In doing so, one is in that instance a morally good 
person. 

A whole life of morally good choices putting to work all of a 
person's elements-talents and skills, psychological dispositions, 
ways of self-expression, feelings, and all the rest-makes one an 
integrally good person; of such an individual we say that he or she 
is a person of good character. The different aspects of good char­
acter are the virtues . But this process of forming character works 
the other way, too. If one knows what is morally good, regularly 
chooses against it, organizes one's life around morally bad 
choices, puts one's whole self into the service of the life thus or­
ganized-then one is a thoroughly immoral person, a person of 
bad character, whose various aspects are the vices . 

Up to a point, the same pattern exists in the sphere of Chris­
tian morality. There are Christian modes of response; Catholics 
know from Scripture and the teaching of the Church what ought 
to be done. One can choose consistently in accord with this under­
standing and integrate one's whole self with those choices . 

But there are also differences. Understanding how to live a 
Christian life comes from faith, and faith accepted in baptism car­
ries with it the gift of the Holy Spirit, the gift of charity. As a 
result, one not only knows what it means to live as a Christian but 
is disposed to live this way. The moral teaching of the gospel 
is not received as a set of demands, to which one must conform 
under pain of punishment, nor even simply as a body of truths, 
which it  would be foolish to disregard, but as the implications 
of faith and love, which one not only appreciates but is inclined 
to live out. For this reason, the modes of Christian response are 
not formulated as commands, "Do this ! " but as ways of acting­
"To expect, to accept, and so on"-and are expressed by the 
Beatitudes. 

The modes of Christian response fulfill the modes of responsi­
bility. For the fulfil lment of Christian life is fulfillment in respect 
to human goods .  Christians have reason to live this kind of life 
(since hope for the kingdom assures them it has meaning) and 
they also have the power to live it through the gift of love . To put 
this another way, the modes of Christian response, expressed in 
summary fashion in the Beatitudes, are the modes of responsibi l-
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ity transformed by faith (which tells us how to live a good life in a 
fallen world), by hope (which supplies the confidence in God re­
quired to make the effort), and by charity (which gives one the 
power really to live in this way). 

Finally, a word about the gifts of the Holy Spirit (see Is 1 1 :2),  
traditionally understood to be wisdom, understanding, counsel, 
fortitude, knowledge, piety, and fear of the Lord. One can trace 
correspondences between them and the Christian modes enumer­
ated below. 

Often, the gifts of the Holy Spirit have been thought of as ac­
tuating or supplementing human powers in a manner for which 
reason enlightened by faith and human love quickened by charity 
cannot account, as if the Spirit were filling in gaps in our human 
willingness, ability, and performance. But this view would seem 
to involve commingling, much as if one were to suppose that 
Jesus' divinity somehow bridged gaps in his humanity, enabling 
him to do things which, as man, he could not do. It therefore 
seems better to identify the gifts of the Holy Spirit with charity, 
considered as energizing Christian life and the virtues. This 
avoids commingling and also corrects the tendency to think of the 
Holy Spirit's gifts as separate, mysterious principles over and 
above those we have already identified. 

With these preliminary and general remarks,  we are ready to 
consider the eight modes of Christian response. 

B: The Eight Modes of Christian Response 

In each case, we shall begin by simply stating the correspond­
ing mode of responsibility, mode of Christian response, and Beat­
itude. Then, in a few paragraphs, we shall try to indicate the 
relationships among the three. Unfortunately, space does not al­
low a fuller and more satisfying explanation. 

The first mode of responsibility is : One should not be deterred by 
felt inertia from acting for intelligible goods. (Put positively: Be en­
ergetic and ambitious . )  Specified by faith and fulfilled by charity, 
this becomes the first mode of Christian response: To expect and 
accept all good, including the good fruits of one's own work, as God's 
gift. (The Christian's energy and ambition must be rooted in hu­
mility and trust in God.)  That corresponds to the first Beatitude: 
Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Mt 
5 : 3) .  
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Tradition and current exegesis agree in identifying the poor in 
spirit as those who are humble. Thus, the virtue envisaged here is 
humility. It should not be confused with self-depreciation. Con­
sider Mary's Magnificat : "the Mighty One has done great things 
for me" (Lk 1 :49) . Mary is certainly humble, but she is also ex­
ultant, and she does not belittle herself. Or consider St. Paul: "By 
the grace of God I am what I am, and his grace toward me has not 
been in vain" ( 1  Cor 15 : 10) . If Paul were to say otherwise, he 
would be saying God's grace was in vain. Humility consists in 
seeking everything from God, accepting all that he gives, and be­
ing fully aware of and grateful for it. 

Opposed to humility is an attitude along these lines: "I needn't 
ask God for anything except what I can't get for myself. I'll ac­
cept what I want from God, but not necessarily everything he 
wishes to give me. Since I deserve his gifts, I needn't be thankful 
for them. All in all, I'd rather not make a great deal of God's 
gifts, for receiving gifts puts one in debt, and I don't care to be 
indebted." 

The first mode of responsibility says: Don't be lazy about do­
ing good. Inertia of this sort arises from disillusionment with the 
fallen world, recognition of one's weakness and limitations, and 
despair at one's inability to live a good life. Faith and charity 
transform the first mode of responsibility by conferring the hope 
and energy needed to live a Christian life-but in cooperation 
with God, not on one's own. Recognizing not only that all power 
to do good comes from God but that this power really is available, 
one seeks it, accepts it, and is grateful. 

The mode of Christian response includes the childlike attitude 
required to enter the kingdom of heaven (see Mt 19: 13- 1 5 ;  Mk 
10: 15 ;  Lk 1 8 : 15- 17) . Small children are totally dependent and re­
alize it, but they do not feel diminished by having to be cared for. 
Such humility in our relationship with God is commended to us 
by this mode of response. Indeed, humility is absolutely necessary 
in order to accept the gift of faith. And with humility, Christian 
life becomes authentically Eucharistic-a grateful response to 
God's gift of justification and adoption. 

The second mode of responsibility is : One should not be pressed 
by enthusiasm or impatience to act individualistically for intelligi.ble 
goods. (Put positively: Be a team player.) Specified by faith and 
fulfilled by charity, this becomes the second mode of Christian 
response: To accept one's limited role in the Body of Christ and fulfill 
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it. (The team player who is a member of Christ's team is always 
submissive to God's will . )  That corresponds to the second Beati­
tude (or perhaps third-there is a numbering problem here which 
does not affect our analysis) :  Blessed are the meek, for they will in­
herit the earth (Mt S : S) .  

The meek submit to their lot and accept God's will for them, 
and God's will for each individual is something both definite and 
limited. Yet the virtue of meekness does not lie in being merely 
placid, much less passive. It consists in submitting to a larger 
whole-God's plan, the imperatives of the kingdom, the require­
ments of Jesus' Body-embracing one's role in the history of sal­
vation and one's place in the Church, and putting one's best 
efforts into fulfilling what God wants of one. 

What is the "earth" or "land" promised to the meek? In the 
Old Testament, God's people were constantly hoping to gain or 
enjoy the possession of their own land. The new covenant dis­
closes a broader horizon: God's plan for a perfect communion 
bringing all members of the human race into heavenly fulfill­
ment. Blessed, then, are obedient members of the covenant com­
munity, who subordinate personal ambitions to the hope of the 
whole, play their parts in God's plan, and look forward in hope to 
heavenly fulfillment for themselves and the entire community. 

Implicitly present in the act of faith, meekness becomes explicit 
in one who finds and accepts his or her personal vocation and 
lives contentedly within its boundaries. To be meek means gladly 
accepting whatever is given by God: "Not my will but yours be 
done" (Lk 22 :42 ;  cf. Jn 18 : 1 1 ) .  

Lack of meekness i s  apparent in one who is  frustrated and re­
sentful over the duties and limits of his or her state of life and 
vocation: "If only I didn't have to do this . If only I could go 
somewhere else, do something else, associate with other people, 
have other challenges and opportunities . . . . " 

Meekness is also lacking in a Church in which some lay people 
want to function as if they were priests, some priests as if they 
were lay people, and some religious women as if they were both. 
That would appear to be the situation today, as it was in the 
Christian community to which Paul directed this exhortation: "I 
say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly 
than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each 
according to the measure of faith that God has assigned" (Rom 
12 :3) .  
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The third mode of responsibility is: One should not choose to 
satisfy an emotional desire except as part of one's pursuit and/or attain­
ment of an intelligible good other than the satisfaction of the desire 
itself. Specified by faith and fulfilled by charity, this becomes 
the third mode of Christian response: To put aside or avoid every­
thing which is not necessary or useful in the fulfillment of one's 
personal vocation. That corresponds to the third (or second) Beat­
itude: Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted 
(Mt 5 :4) . 

In order to live out one's personal vocation, it is necessary to 
set aside incompatible talents and interests one might otherwise 
have pursued. This is not only a matter of avoiding sin, but of 
letting go of things which are truly good and potentially satisfy­
ing. The virtuous disposition is detachment. In this fallen world, 
however, no one painlessly and altogether cheerfully puts aside 
good things. Thus, accepting and living out one's vocation un­
avoidably involves a measure of sorrow and "mourning." 

The third mode of responsibility tells us not to make enjoy­
ment as such a purpose in life.  People are inclined to batten on to 
pleasure and other satisfying experiences, in order to escape the 
ennui and terror of lives devoid of hope. Faith, however, brings 
with it the realistic Christian hope of perfect fulfillment in eternal 
life, while charity empowers one to realize it. Now, along with 
self-control, detachment-not only from enjoyment as such but 
from the pursuit of all goods that do not pertain to one's personal 
vocation-comes into play as something sensible, possible, and 
necessary. The opposed dispositions are described by such terms 
as worldliness and anxiety. 

Acceptance of vocation and the detachment that goes with it 
involve recognizing that one's personal vocation, though more or 
less confining, is part of a larger whole. However insignificant it 
may seem, it makes an indispensable contribution to the fullness 
of human life-a fullness which will not come in this world any­
way but only in the fulfillment of heaven. Without implying that 
this world should not be taken seriously, Jesus says: "My king­
dom is not from this world" (Jn 18 :36). Authentically Christian 
otherworldliness provides the basis for the detachment and self­
control associated with Christian life.  

The fourth mode of responsibility, complementary to the third, 
is: One should not choose to act in accord with an emotional aversion, 
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except when necessary to avoid some intelligible evil other than the 
inner tension experienced in enduring the aversion .  Transformed by 
faith and fulfilled by charity, this becomes the fourth mode of 
Christian response : To endure fearlessly whatever is necessary or use­

ful for the fulfillment of one's personal vocation .  That corresponds to 
the fourth Beatitude : Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for 
righteousness, for they will be filled (Mt 5 : 6) .  

People who hunger and thirst for righteousness are ready and 
willing to do whatever they must to become holy, up to and in­
cluding suffering martyrdom ; they do not let hardships and ob­
stacles keep them from living as Christians . And, in this fallen 
world,  living as a Christian does involve obstacles and hardships: 
not achieving many things one might have achieved if one had 
been wi l ling to cut corners , together with ridicule, conflict, and 
persecution at the hands of those who resent Christian morality as 
a judgment on their own life-styles . 

The mode of responsibility excludes fear of nonmoral evi l as a 
principle of action : Don 't let fear of suffering rule your life. The 
Christian mode of response disposes one not only to endure hard ­
ships but to welcome them insofar as they are inseparable from 
struggling, as part of the following of Jesus, against sin and its 

consequences . People with this disposition take to heart Jesus ' 
words: "In the world you face persecution . But take courage; I 
have conquered the worl d ! "  (Jn 16: 3 3) .  

A s  the fourth mode of responsibility complements the thi rd, so 

the fourth mode of Christian response complements the thir d 

Christian mode.  The latter concerns detachment, whose extreme 
opposite is gross self- indulgence , but self- indulgence general ly is 
accompanied by cowardice ,  so that a Christian who is not de­
tached usual ly wi l l  not have much courage either . Lack of courage 
in  turn prevents one from pursuing one 's vocation in the face of 
hardsh ip .  

By contrast , faith a n d  charity join us closely to Jesu s, who has 
already overcome evi l at its root . In doing so, they ground the 

confidence of Christians in  the ul timate success of their struggle. 
That there is  a struggle ,  however, must never be forgotten. Not 
only should Christians  engage i n  it with courage; they shou ld joy­
fu l ly accept the sufferi ng which accompanies it, in asmuch as this  
suffering unites them with Jesus :  "Whenever you face tria l s  of 
any kind , consider it nothing but joy" ( Jas 1 : 2) . 
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The fifth mode of responsibility is : One should not, in response 
to different feelings toward different persons, willingly proceed with a 
preference for anyone unless the preference is required by intelligible 
goods themselves. Transformed by faith and fulfilled by charity, 
this becomes the fifth mode of Christian response : To be merciful 
according to the universal and perfect measure of mercy which God has 
revealed in Jesus. That corresponds to the fifth Beatitude: Blessed 
are the merciful, for they will receive mercy (Mt 5 : 7) .  

In  this fallen world, merely being fair ensures that we will 
make one another miserable. Fairness is a good thing as far as it 
goes, but it cannot overcome conflict and division; in the work 
of building community, justice is necessary but insufficient. The 
Christian transformation of fairness lies in forgoing rights, set­
ting aside even just claims, and going beyond fairness by being 
merciful. 

The basis for this transformation lies in the fact that we are all 
members, or at least potential members, of the covenant commu­
nity established by Jesus . Peter says in Acts : "I truly understand 
that God shows no partiality, but in every nation anyone who 
fears him and does what is right is acceptable to him" (Acts 
10: 34-35). Within this new covenant community, we wish to re­
ceive from others the same kind of treatment we receive from 
God. We wish to be redeemed, forgiven, healed-to enjoy the 
benefit of God's redemptive work in Jesus. 

Wishing mercy for ourselves, we must, as a matter of fairness , 
extend it to others . In the Christian community, fairness requires 
mercy: "If you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Fa­
ther will also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither 
will your Father forgive your trespasses" (Mt 6 : 14; cf. 18 : 3 5 ;  Mk 
1 1  :25) .  But mercy means more than just forgiving others ; it 
means striving generously to do them good, and doing so univer­
sally and as perfectly as possible,  without calculating the cost to 
oneself. 

Pope John Paul II expresses the limitations of justice without 
mercy in his encyclical Dives in M isericordia: 

A world from which forgiveness was eliminated would be nothing but 
a world of cold and unfeeling justice , in the name of which each per­

son would claim his or her own rights vis-a-vis others ; the various 

kinds of selfishness latent in man would transform life and human 

society into a system of oppression of the weak by the strong, or into 

an arena of permanent strife between one group and another. 1 9  
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This can be seen happening in a variety of social contexts today­
for example, in marriages in which husbands and wives try to 
found their relationship on fairness, turn to asserting their re­
spective rights, and end in conflict, misery, separation, and di­
vorce. Marriage only succeeds when both parties forgo their 
rights and concentrate on what is good for each other and for the 
marriage itself. 

The sixth mode of responsibility is: One should not choose on the 
basis of emotions which bear upon empirical aspects of intelligible 
goods (or bads) in a way which interferes with a more perfect sharing 
in the good or avoidance of the bad. Transformed by faith and ful­
filled by charity, this becomes the sixth mode of Christian re­
sponse: To strive to conform one's whole self to living faith, and to 
recognize and purge anything which does not meet this standard. That 
corresponds to the sixth Beatitude: Blessed are the pure in heart, for 
they will see God (Mt 5 : 8) .  

Chastity is  an aspect of purity of heart but not the whole of it. 
Essentially, the pure of heart are the single-hearted-those who 
are wholemindedly and wholeheartedly focused on God and his 
kingdom. 

In this fallen world, however, people tend to practice self­
deception and pursue illusory goods (which the sixth mode of re­
sponsibility enjoins one not to do) largely out of despair at the 
prospects of achieving anything better. Not surprisingly, this 
breeds discontent and cynicism: "At heart, everybody looks out 
for number one . . . .  Get past the facade, and you'll find that 
there's no such thing as a really happy marriage. . . . Society is 
only a system for allowing the strong to exploit the weak without 
breaking the law" -and so on. 

Christians are called to overcome cynicism not by self­
deception and optimistic illusions but by living good lives in 
Jesus-lives grounded in faith and charity as well as in the realis­
tic hope that living this way makes sense. This means, among 
other things, that even real human goods should not be sought 
primarily for the sake of realizing them in this world but insofar 
as they contribute to heavenly communion. The pure of heart 
keep all this single-mindedly in view. 

But none of us is perfectly pure of heart . Therefore, this mode 
of Christian response also involves a constant process of conver­
sion-of overcoming sin and seeking to integrate one's whole self 
with faith and love. We are called to love God with our whole 
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mind and whole heart; and, since we are not whole, the Christian 
mode involves striving to become so. 

The seventh mode of responsibility is : One should not be moved 
by hostility to freely accept or choose the destruction, damaging, or 
impeding of any intelligible human good. Transformed by faith and 
fulfilled by charity, this becomes the seventh mode of Christian 
response: To respond to evil with good, not with resistance, much less 
with destructive action. That corresponds to the seventh Beatitude: 
Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God 
(Mt 5 :9) .  

When people are offended and hurt in this fallen world, they 
are tempted to get even. The seventh mode of responsibility ex­
cludes revenge and acting out of hostility. But even though a de­
cent person may recognize that such behavior is pointless and so 
forgo it, his or her sense of injury and resentment remains; even 
without revenge, there is alienation. 

The Christian mode goes beyond forgoing revenge and calls for 
rebuilding damaged relationships . That is how God deals with us, 
and it is how God's children ought to act: "I say to you, Love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you 
may be children of your Father in heaven" (Mt 5 :44-45) .  This is 
peacemaking-conciliatoriness, overcoming opposition by love. 
The Christian mode calls for one not to avoid enemies but to do 
them good, act redemptively toward them, try to help them to­
ward their own true fulfillment. Patient endurance and mildness 
are aspects of this virtuous disposition. 

The duty to make peace is not based on imagining that there 
are no real enemies, even though one sometimes hears that view 
expressed: "Everyone is a person of good will at heart; nobody is 
really anyone else's enemy." Of course, one should give others the 
benefit of the doubt, but if it were literally true that there are no 
real enemies, evil would be illusory and Christian life a struggle 
against illusion. There is no support for this idea in the New Tes­
tament or, for that matter, in ordinary experience. Rather, Chris­
tian peacemaking means being faithful to Jesus even to the point 
of sharing in his work of redemption-seeking to make real ene­
mies into real friends forever. 

The eighth mode of responsibility is: One should not be moved 
by a stronger desire for one instance of an intelligible good to act for it 
by choosing to destroy, damage, or impede some other instance of an 
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intelligi.ble good. Transformed by faith and fulfi lled by charity , this 
becomes the eighth mode of Christian response : To do no evil that 
good might come of it, but suffer evil together with Jesus in cooperation 
with God's redeeming love . That corresponds to the eighth Beati­
tude: Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for 
theirs is the kingdom of heaven (Mt 5 : 10) .  

Not only do many people in this fallen world have little or no 
interest in living as Jesus did , but they are i rked by the judgment 
on their way of life implicit in the lives of those who do. Angry 
and offended, they react negatively against such persons, and 
this negative reaction , whatever form it may take, constitutes 
the persecution which is the inevitable lot of those who live Chris­
tian lives . 

When it is a question of torture and death for the sake of the 
faith, persecution is a clear-cut matter, painful but general ly 
short-lived. Most Christians suffer nothing that dramatic. Thei r 
struggle is simply to go on refusing to compromise in a world in 
which that makes one unpopular and provokes reprisals; they go 
through life being mistreated but unable, because of their convic­
tions, to respond in kind or, often, even to defend themselves. 
The reactions which people who seriously attempt to live l ike 

Christians wi l l  inevitably encounter thrust the cross upon anyone 
who makes the attempt . One could argue that this, too, is a kind 
of martyrdom . 

In this fal len world ,  moreover, it real ly is impossible in many 

cases to pursue human goods effectively without maki ng compro­
mises : violate some goods in  order to save others and minimize 

the evi l ;  use bad means to achieve good ends which otherwise wi l l  
not be achieved . 

The eighth mode of responsibi lity forbids thi s . The mode of 

Christian  respon se goes further : Not only must one refrain from 
using bad means to good ends ,  one must also do the good which 

wi l l  provoke hatred- and accept the sufferi ng which resu l t s­

rather than do anything wrong . Refusing to do evi l whi l e per­

sisti ng i n  fu lfi l l i ng one 's vocation opens a person to bei ng victim­

ized . And a Christian must accept this- accept suffering with 

Jesus ,  in order to be raised up with him. This  self- oblation does 

not a im at self- destruction but at true self- fulfi l lment. 
Summing up , then , we see how the Christian modes of re­

spon se transform the modes of respon sibi lity. Faith sheds a new 



3 14 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

and true light on the human condition. The Christian modes sup­
ply the pattern for a humanly good way of life in this fallen 
world, one dictated by the situation we face and by the real re­
quirements of human goodness .  There is purpose, meaning, in 
living this kind of life, for in Jesus' kingdom integral human ful­
fillment is really possible for all human beings. And we hope for 
this fulfillment, along with fulfillment in divine life, in heaven. 
Moreover, having received the gift of the Spirit, we have the 
power to live holy lives, for those who truly love God are inclined 
to love themselves and others as God does. Loving that way in the 
world as it is-fallen but redeemed, broken but called to perfect 
fulfillment-Christians can respond to both good and evil as 
Jesus did. 



27 . Life Formed by the Modes 
of Christian Response 

Having seen what the modes of Christian response are, we turn 
to life l ived according to the modes . This treatment wil l  complete 
our exposition of the way of Jesus . In chapters twenty-eight 
through thirty-three we shal l consider how one follows that way. 

Here we take up three points : that Christian life is fundamen­
tal ly the same, but Christian lives are diversified according to per­
sonal vocation ; the derivation of Christian moral norms and the 
work of Christian conscience; and the demand for perfection­
what it does and does not signify. The chapter assumes what is 

said in  chapters ten through twelve about the modes of responsi­
bi lity and the moral norms of natural law, the moral authority of 
law, and moral judgment in problematic situations . 

A:  The Unity of Christian L ife and Its Diversity According to 
Personal Vocation 

A lthough the basic principle of morality- to wi l l  in l ine with 

the ideal of integral human fulfil lment- remai ns operative in 
the fal len human condition , people do not, indeed cannot, lead 
consistently good lives without divine help. Faith i s  needed to u n­
derstand the human condition , to live uprightly in these ci rcum­

stances, and to see the point of doing so. Faith poi nts to the 

fu lfi l lment of human nature : as revelation makes clear ,  i t  is  pos­
sible to real ize the idea l  of integral human fu lfil lment in the con­
text of God 's plan for the fulfi l lment of a l l th ings in Jesus .  

Given the human condition- that  is, the s ituation we actual ly 
face- the way of life marked out by the modes of Christian 

3 1 5  
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response is necessary if one is to live as one should and realize hu­
man goods. This is the only thoroughly upright way: the way of 
Jesus . The modes are aspects of Jesus' own central commitments 
and the acts by which he carried them out . 

The pattern is visible above all in the culminating act of Jesus' 
life . In choosing to go to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover and 
thereby lay down his life, Jesus does not rely on his own resources 
but expects the good he has in view to come about by divine 
power: this is humility. He accepts the conditions and limitations 
of his role, and carries it out as the Father wants : meekness. He 
sets aside everything which would prevent him from doing so : 
detachment. He faces the evil which one who wishes to redeem 
must face: faithfulness and courage . He does his best for other 
people, including those who kil l  him , whom he forgives: mercy. 
He presses ahead without illusions or worldly ambitions, acting 
for the sake of the reality · of God's kingdom: purity of heart . He 
seeks to reconcile fallen humankind with God-to constitute the 
human dimension of the new covenant: peacemaking. And, for 
the sake of righteousness ,  he suffers persecution . Thus , the Beat­
itudes are summed up and realized in the culminating act of 
Jesus' life . It is the model of all a Christian life ought to be. 

Every genuinely Christian life reveals the same pattern . Its dis­
tinctiveness comes from its unity with the redemptive act of 
Jesus, and the modes of Christian response lie at its heart . These 
Christian modes are present incipiently-embryonically, one 
might say-in the act of faith, which is the fundamental option of 
Christian life.  As an embryo grows into a mature person , how­
ever, so the Christian modes become ever more differentiated and 
visibly present in the life of one who accepts and lives out his or 
her personal vocation. 

Hence, the uniform pattern underlying every Christian life . 

One must look to God, ask him for what one needs, thank him 
for his gifts, and try to hear what he wishes one to do with them: 
that is humility. One must obediently accept whatever God cal ls 
one to, with al l its conditions and limitations : meekness . One 
must set aside anything not included in one's personal vocation, 
even though it be something good for other Christians with other 
vocations: detachment. One must courageously face the evil con­
fronting one: faithfulness.  Since cooperation with Jesus in his re­
demptive work is part of every Christian vocation , one must not 
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only accept God's gifts and forgiveness but extend the same to 
others: mercy. Recognizing one's superficiality and love of pre­
tense, one must purify oneself through constant conversion : pu­
rity of heart.  Because any true vocation is a way of overcoming 
evil ,  healing disharmony, realizing the existential goods, one must 
seek peace within one's soul , harmony between Christian insight 
and behavior, real peace in interpersonal relationships, and the 
friendship with God which comes in bui lding up the new cove­
nant community : peacemaking . Final ly, since in this fal len world 
one is virtually certain to provoke hostility by living consistently 
as a Christian, one must suffer evil rather than do it : accept per­
secution for righteousness ' sake . 

In sum, al l the modes of Christian response must be lived out 
in every Christian life .  But because personal vocations are differ­
ent, precisely how this is done wil l  differ from individual to indi­
vidual . There is enormous variety within the common Christian 
life-style. By using their different gifts to overcome different evi ls, 
diverse weak and sinful people become diverse saints-so many 
splendid, unique works of the Holy Spirit's art . 

The Christian modes also account for the diversity of legitimate 
spiritualities . For exampl e ,  some people may start by emphasizing 
mercy and l ive what might properly be cal led "lives of mercy. "  

Others stress humi lity, others detachment, and so on . None of 
these particular emphases is wrong . For, as we have seen, al l of 

the Christian modes are unified in  Jesus ' one redemptive act, and, 

no matter which is taken as a starting point, al l the modes- and 
al l the Christian vi rtues-eventual ly come into play. If an indi­

vidual  or a "school " of spi rituality, stressing a particular mode or 

aspect of life in Jesus,  makes a faithful effort to embrace its reality 
and fol low it out ,  with constant recourse to the gospel and an obe­
d ient attitude toward the teaching of the Church, that individual 
or school inevitably finds and reproduces the whole model of 
Jesus' character. 

It is necessary, though , to be faithful in following out the logic 
of the whole of Jesus '  way, and it i s  possible to go wrong. That 
comes from not only emphasizing one mode but separating it 
from the total context and so developing a spi ri tu al ity which is  
one- sided and , u l timately, not Christian. 

Suppose someone focuses too narrowly on mercy. There is a 
danger that, absolutizing the idea of doing good to others, he or 
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she will end in some form of secular commitment to social reform 

or revolution. Marxism and a certain sort of secular liberalism 
both manifest this fixed concentration on mercy in isolation from 

everything else; neither has humi lity or the willingness to accept 
limitations or a spirit of conciliation . The attitude typical of their 
adherents is : "We will  solve al l problems and provide goods and 
services in plenty for everyone . We will  destroy bad institutions 
and those who exploit others .  And , if necessary , we will eliminate 
those who stand in our way ." 

B:  The Work of the Specifically Christian Conscience 

We saw in chapter ten that the modes of responsibility can be 
applied to descriptions of different kinds of acts so as to deter­
mine their morality. Because one cannot be a good Christian with­
out being a decent human being , these natural law principles and 

the norms derived from them are as relevant for Christians as for 
anyone else. Christian morality does not permit Christians to act 
contrary to the ideal of integral human fulfil lment, to the modes 
of responsibility, or to natural law norms . But it does make a dif­
ference in  how Christians view moral ity and how they try to live. 

Although the modes of Christian response correspond to the 
modes of responsibility, they are not merely principles but already 
are very general moral norm s ,  for they already have some specific 
content:  "In these various ways , cooperate with Jesus' redemptive 
act in  living out your act of faith and your persona l vocation . "  
Applying this content to the different kinds of action wh ich 
Christi an conscience must evaluate , one can derive very specific 
and specifical ly Christian moral norms . 

It should be emphasized that these norms are specifical ly 

Christian . Ultimately, of course , natu ra l law morality and Chris­

tian mora l ity involve the same principles : human goods and the 

requirement of u nfettered reason to wi l l  in l ine with the ideal of 
integral fulfi l lment . But there are specifica l ly Christian norms 
because there are specifica l ly Christian acts. As a resul t of faith, it 
occurs to Christians to do th ings which do not occur to people 
who lack faith :  primari ly, to cooperate in  the redemptive act of 
Christ; second ly, to accept thei r personal vocation s. 

Simi larly, there are specific ways of fal l ing short, Christian 
vices, which may not be wrong for other people but are wrong 
for Christians. A secular h umanist, for example, is not " worldly " 
i n  the way some Christians are , for the worldl iness of the latter 
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is precisely a failure in detachment-a falling-off from a Christian 
mode of response which itself is meaningless to the secular 
humanist . 

Although the Christian modes do generate specific moral 
norms, in practice no Christian goes through the exercise of de­
riving a norm each and every time one is needed. The New Tes­
tament and Christian tradition already contain a body of specific 
Christian norms concerning kinds of acts which are so common 
that everyone needs to know how to judge them in moral terms. 
The Church imparts these norms in its moral teaching. 

It should not be supposed, however, that the Church teaches 
morality in just the same way it teaches doctrine. Up to now, for 
instance, there have been very few dogmatic definitions on moral 
questions .  Yet the Church does propose moral teachings, includ­
ing specific moral norms, as truths to be held definitively. (We 
shall have more to say about this in chapter thirty-five. )  More­
over, it often has taught moral truth, and continues to teach it, in 
ways one tends not to think of as "teaching." 

The process by which saints are canonized is one such way. In 
canonizing someone, the Church calls attention to certain aspects 
of his or her life and commends them to others for imitation. This 
is moral teaching. Again, in approving the rule of a religious or 
secular institute, the Church teaches morality by affirming that 
the way of life embodied in the rule is commendable. Canon law 
also presupposes a great deal about how Christians should live 
their lives. Although it is law, not moral teaching, it includes im­
plicit moral teaching (and, before the adoption of the 19 17 Code 
of Canon Law, it also included much explicit teaching, since law 
and moral teaching had become commingled) .  The liturgy, too, 
teaches morality through the choice of readings, the prayers sup­
plied by the Church, and so on. 

But despite the availability of this moral instruction, even peo­
ple who conform their consciences perfectly to the Church's 
teaching still face the same question faced by everybody else in 
every concrete situation requiring a choice: "What, positively, 
should I do?" A faithful Catholic will not do what the Church 
teaches should not be done, but the question at issue is what here 
and now should be done . It can only be answered in light of all 
the relevant facts and all the alternatives present in the situa­
tion. Thus, no specific affirmative Christian moral norm is 
absolute. Such norms are true, but they cannot be formulated so 
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comprehensively as to take in every conceivable situation and be 
binding always and everywhere, regardless of other factors in the 
situation. 

Take an affirmative norm such as "Give to others in need ." 
Generally speaking, one should, yet the norm admits of excep­
tions . If a poor man encounters someone in dire need, should he 
share the little he has? If he has only himself to care for, very 
likely he should. But suppose he has children , and he conscien­
tiously judges that the little he has is not enough for them and this 
stranger: Here and now he need not-in fact, should not-heed 
the norm "Give to others in need." 

This indicates where Christian conscience comes into play. In 
every situation, one must consider the alternatives and one's re­
sponsibilities before concluding that one has at hand an affirma­
tive norm which is specific enough to act on. This process of 
reaching an adequately specified norm is the work of a prudent 
conscience. 

No one else can solve the problem of the man in the example 
just cited; he must consider the alternatives and understand in the 
light of faith what is at stake, then make his own judgment. The 
specific norm which he forms to guide his action may be so spe­
cific that it applies only here and now, not to any other cases , but 
that need not be so. If the norm is true and a situation suffi­
ciently like this one arises for someone else, the same norm will 
apply. However, it may be impractical or even impossible to com­
municate a true norm about a very unusual or complex situation, 
because the morally relevant factors are often hard to describe, 
and so it can be difficult or impossible to determine whether a 
true norm for one situation real ly applies to another. 

To be able to say in good conscience "This is what I should do 
here and now," it is necessary, besides understanding the alterna­
tives and one's responsibilities, to have the answers to two other 
questions which general principles cannot settle: "Have I thought 
about this matter as much as I should?" and, supposing there is 
more than one morally acceptable alternative, "Which of these 
acceptable alternatives is to be preferred?" 

The Church's teaching offers valuable assistance here . As to the 
first question ("Have I given this enough thought?"),  it helps by 
spel ling out certain kinds of acts which are grave matter-mortal 
sins. If someone evaluates the alternatives in a situation in l ight of 
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the Church's teaching about what is mortally sinful, and con­
cludes that a particular alternative certainly would not be a mortal 
sin and would be a way of fulfilling his or her Christian vocation, 
the individual can be prudently confident that he or she has re­
flected adequately. Perhaps the judgment is not perfect; perhaps 
something has been overlooked which closer examination would 
have disclosed. Still, this person can move ahead responsibly, can 
act, instead of continuing to agonize-as overly conscientious 
people sometimes do-about what should be done. 

As to the second question ("Which of these acceptable alterna­
tives is to be preferred?"), it can only be answered, after one takes 
care to understand the options, with the help of one's Christian 
feelings. Even important questions like personal vocation need to 
be settled in this way. "I could get married or I could become a 
priest. There would be nothing wrong in doing either. Which 
should I do?" One must understand the alternatives as well as 
possible, reflect, pray-and then attend to one's feelings. In due 
time feelings formed by faith, prayer, and Christian practice will 
make one or the other of the alternatives seem uninteresting 
("That's not for me") while the other becomes clearer and more 
attractive ("That's it !") .  (Even so, one is likely to be tempted to 
hesitate, and will need to pull oneself together to make the com­
mitment and carry it out.)  

Feeling rightly enters into moral judgment not just on large 
questions but small ones. "Should I go away this weekend with 
friends, or should I stay home and get ahead on my work?" As­
suming no reason rules out either possibility, one should realize 
that such alternatives embody different goods which are not ratio­
nally commensurable; one can only settle the question of which is 
more suitable to oneself by consulting one's feelings, and compar­
ing the feelings one has about each possibility with one's under­
lying feelings, connected with faith, about friends and work as 
elements of one's personal vocation. 

As we remarked earlier, the absolute norms of natural law re­
main absolute for Christians. Christianity does not shunt human 
nature aside. If, for example, adultery is always wrong for anyone, 
then it is always wrong for Christians. 

However, nonabsolute norms-those usually but not always 
true-may be reversed in the case of Christians; they can be 
obliged to do things which it would be wrong for most people to 
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do most of the time. Indeed, considered apart from faith, a Chris­
tian life can seem almost scandalous to someone judging by the 
standards of conventional morality. To violate human laws and set 
aside all other responsibilities for the sake of faithfulness to Jesus 
and the Church; to practice severity in self-discipline and the re­
nunciation of human goods; to be provocative and divisive in a 
society where faith is challenged: such behavior, outrageous in the 
eyes of many people, can be required of Christians trying to live 
in unity with the redemptive act of Christ . But even so, the life of 
a Christian must still be humanly good, and able to be seen as 
such, if it is to be revelatory. 

C: The Universal Call to Perfection and What Perfection Is 

Vatican II teaches that all of us are called to perfection: "The 
Lord Jesus, the divine Teacher and Model of all perfection, 
preached holiness of life to each and every one of his disciples, 
regardless of their situation: 'You therefore are to be perfect, even 
as your heavenly Father is perfect' (Mt 5 :48)" (LG 40) .  

Although charity, the love of God poured forth in  our hearts by 
the Holy Spirit, is central to Christian perfection, it is not . the 
whole of it . Perfection requires that one live a human life of faith 
informed by charity-a life in whose living the whole self be­
comes integrated with charity. It is indispensable to this project 
that one's daily life be formed by prayer and the sacraments, and 
that it include love of neighbor and service of all the human 
goods. Such a life is not simply a "religious" one; it involves 
friendship, learning, caring for one's health, the appreciation of 
what is beautiful, and much else . It is authentically humanistic . 

In this fallen world, however, living in view of human goods 
requires that one not be too intent on getting one's due. That the 
good be realized takes precedence over the question of precisely 
whose good it is . A Christian should therefore often forgo his or 
her rights . Unless duties to others intervene, one can give up 
what is owed oneself without being unfair; indeed, when only 
one's own good is at stake, it is the Christian way to put it aside 
and look to the realization of the good in others . 

Christians should nevertheless insist on their rights when that 
is part of their vocational responsibility. A bishop should insist on 
being allowed to proclaim the gospel freely and publicly without 
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government interference. A parent should insist on monitoring his 
or her teenage child's social life even though the child complains . 
It is a failure in vocational duty to let rights like these slip away. 

But that is very different from being overly concerned about 
rights involving only one's own goods . Then it can be a distrac­
tion from vocational responsibility to waste time and energy fight­
ing for one's rights . Evil is not healed by demanding justice for 
oneself, for in this world there is always a gap between what is 
fair and what fosters reconciliation. There is no community where 
everyone insists on his or her rights ; people only come together 
when they stop demanding what is due them and meet one an­
other somewhere beyond mere fairness . 

It does not follow, however, that Christian perfection means 
making no distinctions in relationships with others . Whi le 
"neighbor" for a Christian takes in everyone who needs redemp­
tion-that is, everyone without exception-Christian charity is 
not a humanitarian benevolence which loves everyone in the world 
equally and alike. Such an attitude is not and cannot be Christian 
because it overlooks the concrete responsibilities of personal voca­
tion. Who has an obligation to do good to humanity at large? A 
pope, perhaps; but the rest of us have far more limited roles in 
salvation, duties to particular persons arising from the vocational 
commitments which define the particular fields where we are 
meant to exercise love. 

One's particular "field" ought not to be defined too narrowly. 
For example, the fact that one is married and has a · family does 
not mean one's love should be limited to spouse and children . Ev­
eryone has additional social relationships-with people in the 
neighborhood , people at work, and so on-and specific responsi­
bilities arise from these. Sti l l ,  at a certain point it is reasonable 
and necessary to draw the line. Ordinarily, for instance , one sim­
ply does not have the same responsibi lities to people in a town 
half a continent away that one has to the people of one's own 
town. Christian love is preferential , and there is nothing strange 
or questionable about that . 

The reason is not reducible to "You can only do so much ," 
even though that is true and relevant.  There is an order of charity 
among human beings which is grounded in the Trinity. The or­
der of hierarchy of an individual's responsibi lities determines the 
order of charity for him or her. Within this order, furthermore , 
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loving, caring for, and being at one with other members of the 
Church has a priority for Christians . This point is made repeat­
edly in the First Epistle of John and elsewhere in the New Testa­
ment, for example, Galatians 6: 10: "Let us do good to all men, 
and especially to those who are of the household of faith." The 
Christian community is a source of charity in this fallen world, 
and charity within the community must therefore be especially in­
tense; the solidarity of the body of Christ is necessary to its apos­
tolic vitality. 

We come, next, to what at first seems a real dilemma. The 
Church has constantly taught that the counsels of perfection­
poverty, chastity, obedience-point to a superior way of life .  But 
if that is so, then surely anyone committed to Christian perfection 
is obliged to follow this way. Yet life according to the counsels 
cannot be obligatory for all ,  for then these would not be counsels 
but commands, and those who obeyed would not be exhibiting 
generosity but only doing what they are obliged to do. 

The problem is not solved by denying the superiority of life 
according to the counsels .  It is a better way of life in at least two 
respects. 

First, secular Christian life is necessarily focused on concerns 
about goods to be protected and pursued in this world. By con­
trast, the consecrated life is a systematic effort to live, insofar as 
can be done in this world, a life suited to the heavenly commu­
nion. In heaven there will be no need for marriage and procre­
ation, and consecrated life anticipates this by virginal or celibate 
chastity; there will  be no need to labor for possessions, and this is 
anticipated by poverty; there will  be no need to seek further goals 
and strive for success,  and consecrated life anticipates this by obe­
dience. As Vatican Council II says, life according to the counsels 
"foretells the resurrected state and the glory of the heavenly king­
dom" (LG 44). 

Second, it is a comparatively easy way to live a genuinely Chris­
tian life . Not that Christian life is ever easy, or that consecrated 
life does not involve hardships .  But it is relatively uncomplicated, 
and the fewer the complications, the fewer are the temptations 
and the simpler it is to live as a good Christian. 

Then why is life according to the counsels not for everyone? 
For three reasons . 
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First, as Christianity does not cancel the value of other human 
goods besides religion, so there are other good ways of life besides 
the consecrated life. God's original blessing on creation and hu­
man beings-"Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and 
subdue it" (Gn 1 :28)-remains operative . Christians still have a 
mandate, as it were, to cherish the world, make a home in it , 
contribute to its perfecting. It would not be right for all of them 
to withdraw from the world.  

Second, the Church has a mission to preach the gospel to the 
whole world, but there are parts of the world which only lay 
people can reach. This is not a question of geography but of social 
structures and life-styles. Christians must strive to overcome the 
evil in the world and restore everything to God in Christ , and 
many aspects of that work require that committed Christians live 
active lives in the world. 

Third, Jesus and the Church propose the counsels as sugges­
tions, not requirements . They should be taken into account as a 
kind of advice and allowed to affect one's feelings when one is 
considering one's personal vocation; but if, in this context, the 
advice does not prove decisive, one is not treating it as advice in 
then saying, "There must be something wrong with me." Rather, 
the appropriate response is: "I have taken this counsel seriously 
into account and allowed it to work on my feelings, and my incli­
nation is not to follow it. Therefore, I conclude that I should not 
follow it, and that my vocation lies somewhere else ." The coun­
sels, considered as advice, are relevant to vocational discernment 
before the decision is made, not after; for after a vocation has 
been discerned, one is simply obliged to accept it and make a 
commitment to it, whether it be the Christian life of a lay person 
in the world, a Christian life according to the counsels , or some­
thing else. 



28 . The Practicability of 
Christian Morality 

By now it should be clear what a Christian life is . Essentially, it 
is a life modeled on the life of Jesus and lived in cooperation with 
his redemptive act. But is this really possible? Someone who ac­
cepts it as a noble ideal still is entitled to-and, indeed, should­
ask how a human being can live like this. 

Far and away the most important factor in such a life i s  God's 
grace. But there is also work for us to do. Personal vocation , 
prayer, and the sacraments are the elements which pertain to us. 
We must find and accept our personal vocations , live them out in 
the context of prayer, and not only receive the sacraments but or­
ganize our lives by them. 

We shall examine prayer and the sacraments as principles of 
Christian life in chapters twenty-nine through thirty-three. Here 
we begin the discussion of how to live this way of life by disposing 
of the objection that it is impractical or too difficult. We consider 
four topics: the possibility of living according to Christian moral­
ity; how moral progress and growth in holiness are related; the 
role of personal vocation ; and hope as an indispensable dynamic 
principle .  

A: The Possibility of Living According to Christian Morality 

People seldom say bluntly that living according to Christian 
morality is absolutely out of the question. More commonly they 
say that Christian moral norms are "ideals" : in other words, they 
point to ways of acting which have a certain nobility but are be­
yond the reach of most people much of the time . Ideal ly, every-
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one should live as Jesus did; in reality, mere human beings 
cannot . 

Christian morality does include ideals . Chief among them is the 
ideal of perfect love of God: to love him with one's whole mind , 
heart, soul , and strength. This is not done altogether and at once , 
for it is not a single performance which one can do and, having 
done it, consider accomplished . Rather, it is the master ideal 
which guides and directs an entire Christian life. 

The case is  different, however, with the norms of action derived 
from Christian modes of response. There are many of these in the 
gospels-for example, "If anyone strikes you on the right cheek, 
turn the other also . . . . If any one wants to sue you and take your 
coat, give your cloak as well" (Mt 5 : 39-40)-which, although ex­
pressed metaphorically, can be reduced to literal statements, as 
they often are in the epistles. These specifically Christian norms 
are intended for life in this fallen world. In heaven, after all ,  no 
one will  have occasion to turn the other cheek or surrender his 
cloak. Such norms are meant to be observed here and now. 

Of course, it is possible to misunderstand them, and then they 
are likely to seem impossible. "If the same person sins against you 
seven times a day, and turns back to you seven times and says , 'I 
repent,' you must forgive" (Lk 17:4) .  What is forgiveness? Must 
we feel kindly toward those who wrong us? Most people find it 
literally impossible to have kindly feelings toward someone who is 
injuring them. There is, however, no reason to think Jesus re­
quires kindly feelings in these circumstances . Forgiveness is prac­
tical . It means that, when others injure us , we choose not to do to 
them what we feel like doing but to do what we can to control our 
feelings and then , despite any residual hostility, to treat them as 
friends. 

Viewed in this light, Christian norms can be fulfilled.  They are 
difficult, but they are not mere ideals . 

Still ,  it is often said in a loose sense that the requirements of 
Christian life are impossible . People general ly mean either of two 
things by this . 

Often they mean, "Given my commitments and my objectives , 
I can't live a Christian life." For example,  someone determined to 
succeed in a line of work where success requires dishonesty un­
doubtedly finds it impossible to live according to Christian moral­
ity. It i s  not absolutely impossible , but one cannot do it unless one 
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is willing to sacrifice success . Discipleship has a price. That is 
hardly news . 

Again, people often say Christian morality is impossible when 
they only mean it is difficult. A person struggling against a quasi­
compulsive sin of weakness and apparently making no progress 
may very well say, "This is impossible ." If that is not an attempt 
to evade responsibility for sinful free choices, but only an expres­
sion of discouragement, it is an understandable reaction. Indeed, 
as fallen human beings driven by the fear of death and all it gives 
rise to, we cannot live decent lives by our own power (see Rom 
7 : 15-25).  But what is impossible for us is possible with God (see 
Council of Trent, DS 1536/804, 1568/828). In situations like this, 
the first mode of Christian response-humility-is needed. 

Sometimes, too, critics of Christian morality reinforce their con­
tention that it is impossible to live this way by suggesting that it is 
unnatural even to try. And in fact it is "unnatural" for fallen hu­
mankind, with a nature crippled by sin. The accepted standards 
of any existing culture or society include compromises which al­
low people to get along comfortably within a tolerated range 
of immoral behavior. Since these social conventions define what 
most people mean by "natural,'' Christian life seems unnatural . 

But the redemption which God works in and through Jesus has 
not just left human nature as it was . Jesus' redemptive sacrifice 
truly renews human nature-makes it the "new nature" of which 
St. Paul speaks, "created according to the likeness of God in true 
righteousness and holiness" (Eph 4:24) . The gift of the Holy 
Spirit makes a difference at once radical and profound; the fallen 
human condition is now, mysteriously, also the redeemed human 
condition. 

Thus, to say, "It would be unnatural and psychologically de­
structive for me as a fallen human being to live a Christian life,'' 
is an evasion, an excuse for not making the effort. For someone 
united with Jesus and living by the power of the Spirit, this way 
of life is neither unnatural nor impossible; to receive the help re­
quired to live it, one need only ask with faith. 

B: How Moral Progress and Sanctification Are Related 

The Church makes a clear distinction, based on Scripture and 
defined by the Council of Trent, between two phases in an indi-
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vidual's redemption or salvation. First comes the initial straight­
ening out called "justification." This is the consequence of 
conversion from original sin or mortal sin (or both) to the state of 
friendship with God: a person turns away from sin and is made a 
child of God. 

The second phase is continuing conversion , also called "sancti­
fication." This is the process of gradual growth in holiness culmi­
nating in everlasting life. Trent speaks of it as "advancing from 
virtue to virtue . . .  renewed (as the Apostle says) day by day . . .  
unto sanctification by observing the commandments of God and 
of the Church" (DS 1535/803).  

Justification and sanctification are not separate, but they are 
distinct. Although no one justifies himself, still, as Trent says , 
under the impulse of grace even sinners do some things to coop­
erate in their own justification. Yet there is no merit in that coop­
eration, for no one not in God's friendship deserves anything from 
him, and not even cooperation with grace can merit justification . 
Faith alone justifies. All one can do in this matter is accept God's 
gift. In that sense, one is saved by faith and not by works . By 
contrast, sanctification-growth in holiness-involves and re­
quires good works . As St. James says , sanctification is by faith 
together with works (see Jas 2 : 14-26) . This also is the teaching of 
the Council of Trent. 

But, someone might ask, what do these words of St . Paul 
mean: "For one believes with the heart and so is justified, and 
one confesses with the mouth and so is saved" (Rem 10: 10)? Do 
the good works required of us come down to no more than con­
fessing with the mouth? Just say, "Jesus is my Lord and Sav­
ior"-and one is saved? That is to misunderstand what St . Paul 
has in mind. To be sincere, confession with the lips must be 
carried out consistently; it must be lived. "Let us not grow 
weary in doing what is right ," Paul urges, "for we will  reap at 
harvest-time" (Gal 6 :9) .  Confession with the lips means bearing 
witness, which leads to salvation because it involves a complete 
Christian life .  

Sanctification , l iving an apostolic life, and making moral 
progress are therefore one and the same process .  The fundamental 
reason concerns the fact that charity is central to sanctity. 

Charity is the justifying gift which one accepts with faith . It is 
a share in divine life and love, and, as such , it does not change . 
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One cannot be more or less an adopted child of God, more or less 
in God's grace . But there is also a sense in which charity can and 
should grow and intensify (see 2 Thes 1 : 3) .  This happens through 
the process by which one lives out one's personal vocation and 
works to share God's love with others; in doing so, one more per­
fectly conforms one's will to God's will and becomes more fully 
integrated with God's love, so that the disposition toward divine 
goodness gradually becomes the motivating force of one's entire 
life ,  and love suffuses one's entire personality. 

The more perfectly a person is integrated with charity, the 
more holy he or she is . Furthermore, since faith is the mediating 
human act by which charity is accepted, charity transforms faith 
itself. To believe God out of love for him is living faith, and if 
one's entire life is integrated with faith, then one loves God with 
one's whole mind, heart, soul, and strength . 

One loves God with one's whole heart because all one's desires 
and interests, choices and actions, are subordinated to living faith 
and what it entails; one loves God with one's whole mind because 
all one's ideas, opinions, and judgments are at the service of faith; 
one loves God with one's entire strength because all one's powers 
and resources are used in living the life of faith . Everything is 
integrated in the service of faith living through love. That com­
plete integration is sanctity. 

This sketch of the life of faith, with its emphasis on works and 
merit, should not be rejected on the grounds that everything 
salvific is the result of God's grace . That is true of course :  noth­
ing contributes to our salvation except what God gratuitously 
gives us. But it is also true that, as Isaiah says, "al l that we have 
done ,'' God has "done for us" (Is 26 : 12) .  Although God accom­
plishes in us the good we do, we nevertheless do it :  our upright 
lives are a grace from God, but we real ly live them. "For we are 
what he has made us, created in Christ Jesus for good works, 
which God prepared beforehand to be our way of life" (Eph 2 :  10) .  
The Council of Trent expresses the same idea by saying that God 
"wishes his gifts also to be our merits" (DS 1 548/8 10) .  The cal l to 
l ive the Christian life,  the acceptance of that cal l ,  the abi lity to 
live that way, and the actual doing of it-these are among God's 
graces to us,  but the life thus lived is one's own life ,  which one 
personal ly lives out. 

God has made us his chi ldren and promised us a ful l  share in 
his life if we live out the holy life he offers to give us.  If therefore 



The Practicability of Christian Morality 331  

we accept his gifts and use them well, we deserve to be treated as 
his children. That is "merit" for us . 

The central point here, in any case, is the distinction between 
justification and sanctification. It is crucial to Catholic doctrine in 
this area. Faith alone justifies-that is the Church's teaching. 
But, once we have received the gift of the love of God poured 
forth in our hearts by the Holy Spirit, it is no longer justification 
which is at issue (unless one means that ongoing justification 
which is continuing conversion) but rather sanctification . 

C: The Organizing Role of Personal Vocation 

If faith, charity, the modes of Christian response, and Christian 
moral norms are all readily available principles of a good Chris­
tian life, why do the lives of so many Catholics and other Chris­
tians apparently fall far short of what one might reasonably expect 
of lives informed by these principles? We are not speaking of 
"lapsed" Catholics or hypocritical Christians, but of people who 
live what are in many respects decent lives but whose growth to­
ward perfection appears to be stunted, stalled at a level where 
uprightness and sinfulness coexist . What accounts for this? 

While there may be different explanations in different cases, 
the one which applies to many people is that large areas of their 
lives are ruled by impulses, goals, and even commitments unre­
lated to faith. Of course, everyone's life includes elements which 
only gradually become integrated with faith; but with the people 
we speak of, integration itself seems to have come to a halt, leav­
ing much outside the sphere of faith. 

One sees this in young people who have been decently brought 
up and for whom religion occupies a compartment in their lives . 
That is the problem: Religion is in a compartment, and they have 
many interests, objectives, and commitments unrelated to it . For 
them religion signifies a few positive responsibilities, along with 
the need to avoid mortal sin . The rest of life goes forward unin­
fluenced by faith. 

In a sense, of course, this is the "normal" state of affairs for 
young people . They are still working at integrating their lives . It 
becomes a sign of moral immaturity, however, in older persons for 
whom religion is still compartmentalized. 

Moreover, as we saw in chapter eighteen ("The Way of Sin to 
Death"), even the lives of Christians in grace are riddled with 
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imperfections arising not just from immaturity but from disinteg­
rity. They "naturally" have many spontaneous interests and de­
sires which will lead to sin unless curbed. Many also commit 
large numbers of venial sins, including some which do great harm 
to growth in holiness, namely, sins in grave matter which are not 
mortal sins only because sufficient reflection is lacking. In the 
lives of such people-shot through with principles of action unin­
tegrated with faith and marked by what would be mortal sins if 
they reflected sufficiently-living faith may occupy a corner, but 
much, indeed most, of what they do is done apart from faith and 
charity. It is scarcely surprising that holiness does not "grow" in 
such lives . 

The way out of this impasse must be by way of personal voca­
tion. Personal vocation is not a single commitment-the decision 
to be a priest or religious or married person or whatever it may 
be-but a set of interlocking, integrated commitments which or­
ganizes one's whole life in light of faith. Discerning a vocation 
means considering the sum total of one's abilities and opportuni­
ties, weighing the needs of the Church and the world, and then 
making a harmonious set of commitments which constitute one's 
life of faith. 

But even after one has discerned and accepted one's vocation, 
there normally are other principles and elements left over, as it 
were, which do not fit into the pattern of the life thus organized. 
For example, a married man who is serious about his family ob­
ligations, his work, his religion, and his other duties may still 
retain from earlier days certain interests-friendships, hobbies, 
recreational pursuits-which, although innocent in themselves, 
do not fit the life of personal vocation he is now trying to lead in 
light of faith. Soon enough, conflicts arise and the situation be­
comes clear to him. Then, if he is consistent and honest with 
himself, he will either find ways to integrate these carry-overs 
from the past with the rest of his life or he will eliminate them. 

Here Christian modes three, four, and six come into play. Put 
aside what does not pertain to personal vocation, be faithful and 
fearless in overcoming obstacles to that vocation, and continually 
purify oneself of whatever does not meet this standard so that one 
does God's will in everything. Then growth in holiness can occur. 

It is clear in the light of personal vocation what the various 
Christian modes concretely require for each individual . Either one 
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lives by the modes or, recognizing one's vocational responsibili­
ties, knows that one is falling short and failing those to whom one 
has duties. 

Take the man who would like to be a conscientious husband 
and father. Suppose he has a circle of friends from bachelor days 
with whom he plays cards . Unfortunately, they play for fairly high 
stakes, and, not being a very good card player, he regularly loses 
money his family needs. If he takes an honest look at the situa­
tion, his duty will  be clear: Either he must persuade his buddies 
to play for penny ante stakes or he must stop playing cards with 
them. (One advantage of marriage as a vocational commitment by 
comparison with, say, the priesthood is that its duties generally 
concern others-spouse and children-to whom one is emotion­
ally attached. That makes it somewhat easier to make the sacri­
fices required to live up to the commitment than if one's duties 
pertain to people with whom one has weaker emotional bonds . )  

A word, finally, about rigorism. Classical moral theology was 
rightly concerned to avoid this extreme. But do we not fall into 
rigorism in saying the modes of Christian response generate 
norms which must be fulfilled-in other words, that a Christian 
really ought to live this way? Not at all .  The process by which 
sincere Christians go about organizing their lives in light of per­
sonal vocation explains why. 

One is only obliged to fulfill the Christian modes as their re­
quirements become clear, and no one sees all their requirements 
all at once. Typically, these emerge gradually, over a period of 
time . Sometimes, of course, the "period of time" may seem ter­
ribly abbreviated-duties surface and converge in a rush-but 
even so the principle holds true. One lives one's Christian life a 
day at a time, doing that day's duties as best one understands 
them and as best one can. That elementary fact removes the curse 
of rigorism from this view of the modes and the obligation to ful­
fi l l  them. 

Furthermore, the power to live one's vocation and fulfill the 
modes does not come from oneself but from God ,  and he gives it 
as it is  needed. Nor, as we have seen, are the Christian modes 
arbitrary burdens; they specify what must be done to live a mor­
al ly upright life in this fal len world.  Even old-fashioned legalists , 
concerned to lighten people's burdens and avoid rigorism, in 
practice recognized the modes. Their advice to the married man 
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gambling away money his family could not afford to lose would 
have been: "You must avoid that occasion of sin ." The language 
was different, but the requirements of the Christian modes were 
recognized and expressed . 

D :  The Indispensability of Hope as a Dynamic Principle 

Faith, charity, and hope are related. By faith we accept God's 
love, offered in a covenant; by that love we are disposed to fulfill­
ment in divine life; by hope we live for the kingdom, counting on 
God to do what he has promised-to bring us to that fulfillment . 

In speaking of God's faithfulness and truth, as it often does, 
Scripture is not referring to two separate concepts . When he re­
veals truth about himself, God makes an interpersonal communi­
cation, and when such a communication is a promise, as God's 
revelation is, its truth lies in the faithful keeping of the promise . 
To believe God's self-revelation, therefore, also means acting on it, 
expecting him to keep his promises. That is hope . 

Thus, hope adds something to faith , namely, a practical dispo­
sition of acting with confident trust in God for what we cannot 
attain by ourselves . As a result, one willingly lets go of those sup­
ports and sources of security one would cling to if one did not 
expect God to keep his promises. 

Hope is indispensable as a dynamic principle of Christian life. 
Without it, we have no other adequate motive to live this way, for 
not only is it difficult , but, considered only from the perspective 
of this world and this life ,  it is not especially fulfilling and almost 
certainly will lead, to one degree or another, to persecution, suf­
fering , and failure. 

That, after al l ,  is the example of Jesus' life : he died a failure .  A 
Christian who tries to follow Jesus and live as he did can expect 
the same. And despite the successes, satisfactions , and rewards 
which can and do accompany a Christian life, if there were no 
hope of resurrection-if one could not count on God to do as he 
says-consistently living this way woul d  seem pointless . Some­
times at l east it woul d  seem to make sense to accept the wisdom 
of conventional morality and , when need arises , to do evi l in or­
der to avoid evi l or bring about some good . 

True, even without hope a person may be motivated to avoid 
some evi ls  and do some goods .  Many people without hope do. 
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But one would also find reasons for doing evils-"lesser" evils, to 
be sure-and omitting goods considered too insignificant to be 
worth the trouble. As a practical matter, hope makes the differ­
ence between a decent non-believer and a sincere Christian. 

But, someone might object, surely all this cannot apply to sit­
uations in which one is obliged to be concerned with the welfare 
of others? Here, certainly, Machiavellianism or something like it 
must be allowed. 

May a person really refrain from doing a lesser evil if the result 
will be that greater evil befalls those for whose well-being he or 
she is responsible? Cannot-in fact, must not-a father do evil to 
protect his family? May not a head of state do a lesser evil to 
prevent his nation from being enslaved or obliterated? Would it 
not be irresponsible not to do evil in such circumstances? 

The theoretical answer, as we saw in chapter six, is that goods 
and bads cannot be commensurated as this objection assumes; the 
supposedly lesser evil is determined by feeling, not by any ratio­
nal standard. Practically speaking, however, hope is the Christian 
answer to the objection. Christian life is not individualistic but 
communal, and hope similarly has a communal dimension. It is 
not directed to individualistic salvation but to salvation in a com­
munity-the whole community of human and divine persons, 
sharing in eternal friendship and in fulfillment in human as well 
as divine goods. 

Christians who refrain from doing evil in circumstances like 
those mentioned above do not hope simply for their own salvation 
but also for the salvation of those for whom they are responsible. 
And, in refusing to do evil, they are not sacrificing human possi­
bilities for the sake of divine life, since their hope is precisely 
confident trust that the human goods of all will be restored and 
perfected at the resurrection. Christian hope includes human ful­
fillment, not just for oneself but with and for the others. Living 
the Christian life even when, by worldly standards, that seems to 
mean failing in one's social responsibilities is explained and justi­
fied by hope. It, too, is foolishness even to decent nonbelievers.  
Yet it  conforms to the definitive model of God's wisdom: Jesus' 
acceptance of failure in his mission of gathering in the lost sheep 
of Israel, when he might have "succeeded" by falsifying his mis­
sion and becoming the sort of Messiah they wanted (see Lk 
13 : 34-35,  19:41-42,  22 :66-67) . 



29 . Prayer : The Fundamental 
Category of Christian Action 

This chapter considers prayer, whi le the next four are con­
cerned with the sacraments . These chapters are not a dogmatic 
treatise on spiritual and sacramental theology, and they omit 
much of great importance on these matters . We consider prayer 
and the sacraments from the specific perspective of moral theol ­
ogy: as basic principles of Christian life ,  actions which themselves 
are central to such a l ife . As such, prayer and the sacraments 
clearly pertain to moral theology, even though traditional texts in 
fundamental moral said l i ttle about them . 

Prayer's relevance to Christian l ife arises from the fact that this 

way of l ife is fundamental ly a communal , interpersonal relation­

ship with the Trinity. Someone who accepts in faith God's self­
communication enters into a relationship with him . Prayer 
sustains and develops this relationship . At the same time, it  

shapes Christian life by bringing revelation to bear upon it, med­
itating on how Christian moral norms are to be observed, and 

thus helping to guide the process of growth toward perfection . 

The chapter addresses four topics : what prayer is and why it  

is necessary; the respective roles of the Holy Spi rit and of the 

Christian in  prayer ; whether prayer i s  always answered; and types 
of prayer (liturgical prayer, sacramentals, devotions, personal 

prayer), and the relationships among them . 

A :  What Prayer Is and Why It Is Necessary 

Whi le prayer can be described in  several ways, the most helpful  

way t o  think of i t  is as conversation with God. St. Francis de Sales 
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writes: "If prayer is a colloquy, a discussion, or a conversation of 
the soul with God, then by prayer we speak to God and God in 
turn speaks to us."20 But more specifically, prayer is our side of 
this conversation, the complement of listening to God's word in 
revelation.  That makes it clear why the Second Vatican Council 
links the reading of Sacred Scripture and prayer (see DV 25). God 
speaks; we listen and respond. 

Prayer also helps one maintain one's Christian identity. Any se­
rious interpersonal relationship goes a long way to establish the 
identity of the parties to it, since who one is , in large part, is a 
matter of one's relationships. To maintain one's identity requires 
maintaining one's relationships, and maintaining relationships 
requires communication. As far as the relationship with God is 
concerned, therefore, prayer-communication with God-is nec­
essary to sustain the relationship and keep up one's identity as a 
Christian. 

Prayer has a practical side. More than just listening to God and 
accepting what he says, more even than responding intellectually, 
it involves, as part of the "response" itself, shaping one's life in 
accord with faith. To respond in this sense is to take into account 
what one hears and adapt one's plans and actions to the relation­
ship with God. Prayer is thus the link between believing God's 
word and living the Christian life .  That basically is what makes it 
an important principle of Christian living. Without prayer, faith 
becomes sterile and isolated from life, lacking its proper expres­
sion in good works. 

The need for prayer becomes still more apparent when one re­
flects upon its role in maintaining and building up the relation­
ship which will be perfected in heavenly communion. Acts of 
prayer are self-constituting human acts . Like other choices, the 
choices made in praying-to pray, to pray in a certain way, to 
pray for and about particular things-lastingly determine those 
who make them. Moreover, prayer shapes the whole person, not 
only volitionally and spiritually but, insofar as it involves imagi­
nation, emotion, and experience, in other aspects of the self 
as well. 

Prayer therefore should not be simply one more activity along­
side others-something done when its turn comes, then put aside 
in favor of the next item on the schedule. Obviously it is impor­
tant to have a time to pray; that elementary discipline is essential 
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to regularity. But one should strive to integrate prayer with the 
rest of life, so that it flows into other forms of fruitful activity 
which express and fulfill personal vocation. Rather than compart­
mentalizing prayer, one must aim to blend it into the rest of 
one's life .  

B: The Roles of the Holy Spirit and of the Christian in Prayer 

St. Paul makes several seemingly obscure statements about the 
Holy Spirit's role in Christian life. "When we cry, 'Abba ! Fa­
ther! '  " he writes, "it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our 
spirit that we are children of God" (Rom 8 : 15-16) . Again: 

Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how 

to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too 

deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the 

mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints accord­

ing to the will of God. (Rom 8 :26-27) 

What do these statements mean? 
They are commonly given a fairly bland interpretation: St. Paul 

is speaking of the workings of grace; all he means to say is that 
the Spirit moves us to do certain things-pray in a certain way, 
desire what we should desire; the only strange thing about these 
passages is Paul's way of expressing himself. 

Perhaps.  However, there is no reason not to read his words in a 
straightforward manner which, though not inconsistent with this 
interpretation, does go considerably beyond it. Such a reading 
proceeds along the following lines. 

As God's adopted children, we can act in new ways according 
to the divine nature in which we share by the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. But such action is not independent of the working of 
the Spirit. In acting according to the divine nature, we always 
depend on the Spirit. Acting in this way, and depending on the 
Spirit, we act toward the Father and the Son as members of the 
divine family. 

In attempting to understand this, we might think of the Chris­
tian in this life as being something like an unborn child in the 
womb. The child is a living human individual, but its life func­
tions depend on the mother. Oxygen and nourishment come 
through the placenta, waste products are carried away through the 
mother's system, and so on. The child does things which a living 
organism does, but it cannot do them apart from its mother. 



Prayer: The Fundamental Category of Christian Action 339 

The Christian's situation resembles this. "We are God's chil­
dren now," but not yet at a mature stage in our sharing in and 
exercising divine life; thus, "what we will be has not yet been 
revealed" ( 1  Jn 3:2) .  Meanwhile, in order to act as the children of 
God we really are, we depend totally on the Holy Spirit. This is 
the case with our prayer ("that very Spirit intercedes") and with 
every other aspect of our Christian life insofar as it is a sharing in 
divinity. 

This, however, is not to be confused with our human coopera­
tion with Jesus' redemptive human act-that is, with our Chris­
tian moral life of human acts . That also is dependent-on Jesus­
but in a way we understand. It depends on him very much as 
what is done by people engaged in any cause cooperates with and 
depends upon the activity of the leader whose cause it preemi­
nently is . By contrast, our dependence on the Holy Spirit in ac­
tivity according to the divine nature is outside human experience 
and profoundly mysterious. St. Paul would appear to be speaking 
of it, but we do not know much more about it than he tells us. 

Although Christian prayer, considered as involving divine ac­
tivity, is carried on, as St. Paul suggests, in dependence on the 
Spirit, prayer in another aspect is simply human action. As such, 
it should be modeled on Jesus' human action and characterized, 
like any other moral act, by the Christian modes of response. Its 
appropriate characteristics are noted many times in the New Tes­
tament. Prayer should be humble, for without humility we are not 
ready to accept God's gifts. It should be Eucharistic-that is , 
grateful-constantly returning thanks to God for the good he has 
done us and goes on doing. It should be vigilant and attentive 
(detachment and fidelity). It should be persevering and confident, 
sincere and constant. 

Still, one might ask whether and in what sense it is possible to 
pray constantly. Some writers suggest that it is literally possible, 
or at least that one can maintain a kind of constant prayerful 
awareness at the edge of consciousness . St. Thomas, however, 
points out realistically that a person can only attend to one thing 
at a time, and in trying to pray constantly, one is likely to over­
look or botch things which often take priority over prayer. 

If continuous prayer is not really possible, however, a certain 
constancy in prayer remains both possible and necessary. Without 
always actually being at prayer, one can constantly maintain a 
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prayerful attitude and always be ready to pray. As a member of 
the Church, too, one can identify oneself by intention with the 
prayer of other members (somewhere the Mass is always being of­
fered, the Liturgy of the Hours is being recited, and members of 
religious communities dedicated to perpetual adoration are pray­
ing before the Blessed Sacrament). This may not be precisely the 
same thing as praying constantly, but it deserves to be called con­
stancy in prayer. 

Constancy in prayer is attained and powerfully reinforced as 
one achieves increasing self-integration through faith and charity. 
In that sense, one's entire life ought to be prayer; it should be 
formed by prayer in line with the personal vocation discerned as 
God's particular will for oneself. Then one's life carries out one's 
prayer, and whatever one does flows from it. One can hardly be 
said to be setting prayer aside in doing what one has seen in 
prayer ought to be done. Rather, this is how all of Christian life 
becomes a life of prayer-a life in which prayer is fulfilled in ap­
propriate action. 

C: Whether Prayer Is Always Answered 

Prayer of petition raises a special problem. Jesus says in several 
places in the New Testament that if we ask in prayer, we will 
receive (see Mt 18: 19, 2 1 : 22 ;  Mk 1 1 :24; Lk 1 1 :9-10; Jn 15 :7 ,  
16:23-24) . But everyone who prays has the experience of asking 
for things and not getting them. One common explanation for this 
is that we have not prayed long enough. But that is scarcely a 
satisfactory explanation when things happen which individuals 
and even the whole Church have prayed would not happen: sick­
ness, the death of loved ones, wars, calamities . To suppose such 
things occur because prayer to ward them off has not gone on 
long enough, one must also suppose that God hastens to send us 
afflictions before we can satisfy his conditions for avoiding them. 
That is patently absurd. 

A traditional solution to this problem holds that God does re­
spond to our prayers . If we ask as we should for the gift of the 
Spirit, the grace to grow in Christ, our prayer is sure to be an­
swered (see Lk 1 1 : 10-13) But if we ask for other things, instead 
of giving us what we often mistakenly think would be good for us 
and those we are concerned about, God gives what he knows will 
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really be good. That is a sound answer as far as it goes. Not in­
frequently, our attitude in prayer resembles that of a teenager who 
wants a car. Father considers the request, then says, "It wouldn't 
be good for you." The child replies, "You never listen to me. You 
don't pay attention to anything I say." Of course, the father did 
listen; that is why he responded as he did. When we say God does 
not hear our prayers or answer them, we may be reacting very 
much like this teenage child. 

Frequently, too-and correctly-it is said that our attitude in 
prayer should mirror that of Jesus: "Yet not what I want but what 
you want" (Mt 26: 39) . Our first and fundamental attitude, in 
other words, should be: "Your will be done" (Mt 6 :  10) . And so it 
should. But that points to another, deeper difficulty. 

If, ultimately, one's prayer should be, "Your will be done," 
why pray at all? God already knows what we need (see Mt 6:32;  
Lk 12: 30), and we can count on him to give us the best thing to 
meet our needs in the best possible way. In praying that God's 
will be done, we are praying for what is sure to happen anyway. 
So, why pray? 

St. Thomas suggests that God not only provides for our needs 
but wills that what we need should be given to us in answer to 
our requests. God respects our freedom and our dignity. He does 
not want simply to give us everything, as if we were absolutely 
helpless dependents, too feeble and incompetent even to ask for 
what we need. Even when we can do nothing except ask, he wants 
us to be active in our own lives at least to that extent . 

This view of our role in prayer parallels the view of redemption 
set out in earlier chapters: God involves us in our redemption be­
cause he is trying to foster a personal relationship with us, a two­
sided relationship which is real communion. That is why he made 
us free and why he does not simply wipe out our sin without re­
pentance on our part: if our freedom were not engaged, we would 
be mere objects . So also with prayer. To be partners in a relation­
ship, we must play our part-do something-and asking is doing 
something. Moreover, it is a kind of "doing something" by which 
we prepare ourselves to receive and appreciate God's gifts. 

So far so good. But there is a mistake to be avoided here. Part 
of the truth about God is that he does not know and change 
as anything we understand knows and changes. So, having ex­
cluded from God any kind of knowledge or change which we are 
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capable of understanding, we say: "Very good. God doesn't know 
as we understand knowing-he knows absolutely everything. And 
God doesn't change as we understand change-he is absolutely 
changeless." And then we suppose we understand what it means 
to know absolutely everything and be absolutely changeless. 

That mistake has practical consequences. In supposing we un­
derstand what it means for God to be all-knowing and changeless, 
we make it impossible to relate to him. How can one have a real 
personal relationship with a God who, in some way one under­
stands, knows everything and is changeless? If God is unchange­
able in any way we understand, nothing we say or do will make 
the least difference to how he deals with us . This more than any­
thing else gives process theology its plausibility and attractiveness; 
at least it allows us to dispense with the idea that God is un­
changeable. But process theology, no less than traditional theol­
ogy, assumes that we understand God's knowledge and action in 
our lives when in fact we do not. 

To avoid turning God into a merely metaphysical entity, we 
must bear in mind his utter mysteriousness. While excluding 
from God ignorance, error, and changeability of sorts which we 
understand, we must also exclude from him what we understand 
by the opposite set of concepts . We are left with the fact that 
God's reality is utterly mysterious. We do not understand what 
his wisdom, love, eternal life, and divine perfection are. 

But how can we relate to a God who is utterly mysterious? The 
Incarnation provides the answer. (God's visible, audible, tangible 
manifestations to Abraham, Moses, and others in the Old Testa­
ment in a way anticipated and initiated the Incarnation. )  We can 
relate to God in Jesus, and he is by no means utterly mysterious; 
we relate to him in his humanity as we relate to another human 
being. In relating to Jesus in his humanity, however, we also re­
late to the divine Word, the second Person of the Trinity, and 
through him to the Father and the Holy Spirit. Through the hu­
manity of Jesus we come into contact with God. 

Philip said to him, "Lord, show us the Father, and we will be satis­

fied." Jesus said to him, "Have I been with you all this time, Philip, 

and you still do not know me? Whoever has seen me has seen the 

Father. How can you say, 'Show us the Father'? Do you not believe 

that I am in the Father and the Father is in me?" (Jn 14: 8-10) 
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Thus, God reveals himself in a way that makes it possible for hu­
man beings fully to enter into personal relationship with him. 

This religious relationship does not oblige one to have a meta­
physical theory of God. In principle there is nothing wrong with 
having one, provided it is not an erroneous theory which leads 
people to imagine they comprehend God. Still we must respect, 
indeed insist on, God's utter mysteriousness so as to avoid enter­
taining false notions about him-notions which are obstacles to 
the proper development of Christian life. "Why pray to God? 
He is unchangeable, and our prayers cannot move him in the 
least." That is a meaningless objection. God is not unchangeable 
in any way we understand, and the problem thus presented is a 
false one. 

In sum: Are prayers answered? Although it may often seem 
they are not, they really are . But they are not always answered as 
we want, since God knows better than we do what is good for us. 
If the only correct way of praying is, ultimately, "Thy will be 
done,'' why bother praying at all? Because we cannot have a 
personal relationship with God unless we communicate with 
him, including telling him what we want and think we need. But 
how can we have a personal relationship with a God who is ut­
terly mysterious? We can have a personal relationship with God 
through Jesus. He is our mediator and our way. 

D: The Liturgy and Other Types of Prayer 

While primarily Jesus' action, the liturgy is also the Church's 
action, insofar as the Church is united with Jesus, and it is our 
action as individuals, insofar as we are active members of the 
Church. Since Christian faith and life are cooperation with Jesus, 
and since the liturgy is the eminent form of such cooperation, the 
liturgy must be central in our prayer. 

The liturgy is a reminder, furthermore, that, as Christianity 
itself is not an encounter between the individual and God in an 
ineffable, experiential relationship, so Christian prayer is not in­
dividualistic but is carried on in communion. In liturgical wor­
ship, above all in the Eucharist, Jesus' redemptive act is made 
present so that we can participate in it, both as its beneficiaries 
and as cooperators-co-redeemers-in our own redemption and 
the redemption of others . Here "grace is channeled into us; and 
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the sanctification of men in Christ and the glorification of 
God . . . are most powerfully achieved" (SC 10). 

Sacramentals and devotions, properly understood, are an out­
growth of the liturgy which at the same time lead back to it . Some 
sacramentals are actually part of the liturgical action surrounding 
the sacraments: for example, the priest's washing of hands at 
Mass. Others grow out of the liturgy and, as it were, extend it 
into everyday life. So, for instance, holy water recalls baptism, 
the ashes received on Ash Wednesday bring penance to mind. 
The same thing is true of many devotions-for example, benedic­
tion of the Blessed Sacrament is a kind of extension of the Eucha­
rist, the mysteries of the rosary summarize the cycle of the 
liturgical year, and so on. 

The sacramentals and devotions help individuals and groups 
shape their prayer in a way that focuses on their particular cir­
cumstances and needs, and is specifically relevant to their daily 
lives . By tiling differences of age, taste, and cultural background 
into realistic consideration, they perform a useful and necessary 
service. As Vatican II says, they dispose people "to receive the 
chief effect of the sacraments, and the various occasions in life are 
rendered holy" (SC 60) . 

It is important, however, that they be kept subordinate to the 
liturgy and always remain oriented to it, rather than competing 
with the liturgical rites or being allowed to replace them. It is also 
important to remember that particular sacramentals and devotions 
are optional. Individuals, families, and groups are free to use 
those which suit them, but they need not use them all or adopt 
ones which they do not find helpful. 

While the liturgical reform initiated by Vatican II has been a 
good thing in its own right, one unfortunate side effect has been 
the widespread abandonment of sacramentals and devotions. As a 
result, the celebration of the Eucharistic liturgy itself at times is 
treated as if it were a devotion, and the Mass becomes a setting 
for forms of devotional expression which suit some in the congre­
gation but not others . When the congregation is composed exclu­
sively of members of a particular group, there is no objection to 
legitimate adaptations which suit that group; ordinarily, however, 
a public liturgy for a mixed congregation should be kept fairly 
unadorned, so that people are not forced to share in (or be alien­
ated by) a devotional style they find repugnant. 
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Finally, although the liturgy is central, individual prayer is also 
essential in Christian life. "The spiritual life . . .  is not confined 
to participation in the liturgy. The Christian is assuredly called to 
pray with his brethren, but he must also enter into his chamber to 
pray to the Father in secret (cf. Mt 6 :6)" (SC 12). Everyone must 
develop his or her own unique relationship with God, a relation­
ship requiring personal prayer as a medium of communication 
through which revelation is appropriated and applied to life. 

Such prayer makes personal for the individual Christian that 
which is common to all .  Far from being mutually exclusive, 
prayer within the community of the Church and individual prayer 
are complementary aspects of the process by which people inte­
grate their lives by faith. 



30 . Sacraments in  General 
and Baptism 

In this and the next three chapters we shall consi der how the 

sacraments are organizing principles of Christian life- principles, 

that i s ,  which shape a life toward perfection i n  this  world and 

f u lfi l lment i n  Jesus i n  heaven. The present chapter treats th ree 

topics : the sacraments i n  general, considered as cooperative acts; 

the d iverse roles involved i n  sacramenta l cooperation; and bap­

tism as the basic sacramental pri nciple. We emphasize aga i n  that  

we are not writing a treatise on sacramental theology but simply 
saying wh at needs to be said about the sacraments as pri ncipl es i n  

moral theology. 

A :  The Sacraments in General Considered as Cooperative Acts 

The sacra ments are d ivin e- hum a n  cooperative a cts which in­

volve the action of God ,  of Jesus as glorified m a n ,  of the Church 

thro ugh its m i n i ster, a n d  of the recipient. We can begin to under­
stand wh at this means by con sidering th e Eucharist (and, by as­

soci ation with i t, the other sacra men ts) as the sacramental means 
by whi ch Jesus ' redemptive act i s  made present for o u r  participa­
tion and cooperation. 

We saw in chapters twenty- two an d twenty- three that, in choos­
i n g to eat the L ast Supper with his apostles, Jesus freely accepted 
d eath and offered himself to the Father. This was the cul mi na tion 

of h i s  redemptive life- a  life rooted in his  fundamen tal  commit­

ment of obedience to the Father' s will , specified by his  accepta nce 

of h i s  person a l  vocation to form the human s i d e  of the n ew cove­

n a n t, a n d  carried ou t  during his public life in various a ction s, 

3 4 6  
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including finally his choice to go to Jerusalem to eat the Passover, 
even though he knew he would be arrested and executed. 

Jesus' human act of accepting his death and offering i t to the 
Father is a choice which lasts. By Jesus' command, that same act 

of self-offering is performed in the Mass. Doing what he com­
manded us to do, we continue and extend the first Eucharist 
through history and throughout the world. 

Evidently, then, the Eucharist is not merely Jesus' u nique way 
of making himself present to us. In instituting the Eucharist he 
had a larger purpose in  view: to make it possible for us t o  share i n  
his redemptive act. The Eucharist i s  hi s  act and ours. It i s a co­

operative act. To be su re, Jesus ' part i s vastly more important 
than ours, yet we have a part to play. In th e Eucharist, we j oin 
him in the cooperative performance of his redemptive act .  

This perfectly exemplifies God' s general approach to redemp­
tion : he does not redeem us without o u r  cooperation. One could 
imagine God doing everything himself and, as i t were, i mposing 
redemption on us, but thi s  is not how he proceeds. Instead he 
enlists human cooperation. First, of course ,  there i s Jesus' coop­
eration ; the Incarnation ennobles humankind by making the 
Lord 's human life part of o u r  history. But beyond that, God gives 
us Jesus so that we can cooperate with him. Thus, he greatly i n­
creases our dignity by i n v olving us in the work of saving o u rselves 
and others. Considered from this perspective, the sacrament s a re 
extensions of the In ca r nation. In them, God continues to foll ow 
the policy of bringing about human cooperation i n his redemptive 
work- not on ly Jesus' human coopera tion but n ow ours, too. 

In sayi n g  this of s a cra m ental coopera tion, do we attribute t oo 
m u ch to human activity a n d  take something away from God? By 
n o means. Everything s a lvifi c, including the human cooperati on 
of which we speak, is a gift from God. "There a r e  varieties of 
a ctiv iti es, but it is the s a m e God who a cti va t e s  all of them in 
everyon e "  (1 Cor 12:6). Human participation in redemption is not 
a substitute for God's work but a gre ater work of God whic h more 
fully realize s  the purpose of creation itse lf: th e expres sion of di­
vine goodn e ss which we c all - and whic h is-God 's " glo r y." 

B e cause th ere  is th i s  intrinsic connection betwPl!n the Inc ar na ­
t i o n and th e  s a c r am e n t s, in asmuch a s  the same pri n ciple of div i n e 
red emp ti v e a ctio n is opera tiv e in both, som e o ne who r e j e c t s the 

sa c rame n t s is als o lik ely befor e  l o ng to re j e c t the In c ar n a t i o n . 
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Such a person will tend to ignore or devalue Jesus' human aspect 
and become a kind of practical docetist, stressing our Lord's di­
vinity while minimizing the importance of his human acts. 

Still, someone confronted with this emphasis on the sacraments 
as human acts might object that human acts as such cannot justify 
or sanctify because they cannot overcome sin and communicate 
divine life.  Yet that is what the sacraments do. They can do it 
because they are not merely human acts but involve real coopera­
tion between human beings and God. 

An analogy helps. A little girl asks her father to let her drive 
the car. The father allows the child to turn the ignition key, shift 
the lever to "drive," hold the steering wheel on a safe stretch of 
road. When she gets home, the girl tells her mother, "Dad let me 
drive." She is right-she really did drive the car to some extent, 
using means which her father provided, cooperating with him, 
and, of course, leaving everything complicated to him. Divine­
human cooperation in the sacraments is something like that. 

So, there is in the sacraments the real, four-sided cooperation 
of which we speak. God the Holy Spirit, Jesus in glory as man, 
the Church by her minister, and the recipient all cooperate to jus­
tify (in baptism and, for mortal sinners, in penance) and to sanc­
tify (in the other sacraments) the recipient. 

Sacraments are often said to be signs of a unique sort, and so 
they are. Often, too, it is said that, as signs, the sacraments suit 
our human need for the sensible, and that also is true. But it 
should not be taken to mean that the reality of the sacraments is a 
purely spiritual encounter, while the external sign has merely in­
strumental value as a kind of image of what is happening inwardly 
and invisibly. One finds this sort of thinking in some important 
recent theological works on the sacraments: The real human­
divine interaction occurs in spiritual contact between the soul and 
God, of which outward performances are only rather insignificant 
symbols. This, quite simply, is an unacceptable dis-incarnational 
account. 

Rather than being mere symbols of something happening invis­
ibly, the sacraments provide a way for us to cooperate in Jesus' 
redemptive act. On our side, cooperation in a sacramental act 
requires understanding and choice, the most significant ele­
ments of any act. Our understanding and choosing to do what 
God gives us to do make a real contribution to the sacramental 
process.  It is like the little girl who drives the car. By doing what 
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her father gives her to do, she really does make a contribution t o 
drivi ng it, even though she does not-and could not -drive the 
car by herself .  

The sacraments therefore are given t o  u s  so that we can d o  
something by way of wi l ling cooperation with God' s  redemptive 

work in us. The outward performances are not j u st symbolic; they 
are the veh icles of our cooperation. 

Con sider a nother analogy. A mother decides to make bread . If 
baking bread were al l she had i n  mind, she would do better t o 
wait until the children were i n  bed. But because she l oves t he 
ch i l dren a n d  wa nts them to be involved, she l ets them help . One 

keeps a finger i n  the recipe book (it would be easier t o use a 
bookmark); another watches the clock to time the baking ( easier 
to use the oven timer); another holds the pan s whi l e  mother puts 
the loaves i n  them (the pa n s  could j ust a s  well s tay on t he 
counter). Thus, the ch il dren  real l y  cooperate i n making the 
bread , and when their father comes home, they can say truly, 

" We helped m other m a ke bread. " 
It is like th at with the sacraments. Certai nly God can work i n 

us di rectly; he does not need our help. A n d even i n enlisting our 
help, th e th ings he gives us to do and ou r doing of them are his 

gifts. A l l the s a m e, in th e s a cram ents ou r actions real l y are o u r  
a cti o n s . Thus, th e s a cra m en t s  a r e  di v ine- human cooperative a c ts .  

B: Th e Four Diverse R ol e s  Involved i n Sacramental Cooperatio n 

Th e r e  a r e  fo u r  r o l e s .  First, th a t of th e Holy Spirit j ustifying 
a n d sanctifying. Second, th e a cti o n  of the risen Lord Je s u s ,  sti ll  
ope rating a s  a human being i n a s m u ch as h is red e mptive ac t  ha s  
n o t c e a sed with his  death and res urrec tion. Thir d, the ac tio n of 
th e  Chu rc h  th rough h e r mi ni ste r ,  wh o pe rfor ms sac rame n tal 

r

i t e s  

i n  th e Ch u r ch's nam e. Fo u rth, the ac tio n of the 
r

e c ipi e nt of the 
s a c ram e n t. (S o m e tim e s ,  of c o u rs e , a re cipie nt c a n  do n o thi

n
g, but 

ordin ar ily he or s he ha s a coo per a tiv e role . ) Let us cons ide r e a

c

h 

of these ro le s . 
Firs t , the ro le o f Go d. Ob vi o usl y, i t i s not merely one amon g 

o t hers  bu t  is all- in clu siv e , for God c rea t e s everythi n g el s e i n vo l ved 
and giv

es 

it mea nin g and v alu e . What is at is s ue he re, however ,  i s  
the specific role of th e Ho ly Spi r it- the Sp ir it's uniq ue con

t

r

ibu ­

tio n , t o w hic h  human ac tio n 
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Th e C o unci l  of Tr en t teac hes de finitiv e ly that the sacraments 
con t ain  and confe

r 

grace (s ee DS 1606/849). Gra ce alo ne j u s tifies ; 
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only God re-creates and divinizes fallen human persons. Having 

justified, moreover, grace builds up j ustice; we grow i n holiness 

through grace. A l l  this comes about, and can only come about ,  by 
divine action . 

Just as Jesus '  humanity does not limit the incarnate God, so t he  
sacraments neither limit nor exhaust God' s l ove. Divine l ove i s 
infinite. But God ha s chosen to make himself avail able t o us i n  
sacraments ( a s  he is also ava ilable i n  Scripture a n d  i n the i ncar­
nate Word) and to act in and through them. The same i n carna­
tiona l  pri nciple i s  present and operative throughout salvation 
history. By a kind of free self- denial or " condescension, " God ac­

cepts the conditions of finite media- Jesus' humanity, the human 
words of the Bible, sacramental acts- in order to communicate 

with us and involve us in hi s  redemptive action. Indeed, he mus t  

do so if we are to cooperate, for we- though certainly not he­
require th ese finite, concrete, tangible m e a n s .  

A s  divine acts, the sacramen ts are also revelatory. Whi l e  e very­

thing Jesus says a n d does in his  life reveals and communi cates 

divine truth and life, the sacraments, as  extensions of t he  I ncar ­

n ation, are revelatory precisely in tha t they com m u n i c ate divine 

truth and life to us. The sacramental rites make i t clear that this 
is occurring. 

Next, th e rol e of th e ri sen L ord Jesu s. His redemptive act i s  a 
perfect sacrifice, a n d  th is human a ct of h i s l a sts. It is reexpressed 

o r  reperformed, m a d e  present h ere a n d  n ow, i n th e Eucharist 
a n d, in th eir various ways, in th e oth e r  sacrament s. (Obviously 
there are differences a m o n g  the s a cra m e n ts, but the se ar e  not 
differen ces in Jesus' redemptive a ct, whic h is the same i n  a l l of 
them. Instead th e s a c r a m e n t s differ in th e way in which the 
Church a nd we a c t i n  them. ) 

J e s u s  a c t s  visibly in the sac raments . The d u a l i s t i c  s u ppos i tio n 
tha t wha t really happ en s in a sac r a m e n t  only oc c u rs inv i sib ly a nd 
spir itually, while the vis i ble perfo rmance is a mere symbol ,  i s a serio us e rr o r. Anyone who be lie ves i n the Re a l Pre s e nc e o f c ou rse 

acce p ts th e fa c t tha t Je sus is su b s tan tia lly but i n v i s ibly present in 
the Eu c haris t; b u t the ver y acce p tan ce of that p rofo undly m yst e ­
rious fac t migh t cause one to overloo k th e other w a ys in w h i c h  he is p

resen
t . Specific ally, then , he is als o p

resen
t i

n 
the sacramen tal 

ac tio n , whic h  is carried ou t as hi s ac t. And be cause tha t ac ti o n i s 
visibl e, he is vis ibly pre sent . 
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That in turn points to the role of the Church, acting through 
the minister. In a sacrament, Jesus' performances are done by the 
minister, who functions, as it were, as Jesus' proxy. Does this 
mean Jesus is not really present after all?  Certainly not . This is 
clear if one understands what it means to be a proxy. 

A proxy does what is really someone else's act . In a wedding by 
proxy, for instance, the proxy does not merely stand in for the 
absent party but performs an action (saying "I do") which is not 
the proxy's but that other person's. In a sacrament , that is the 
role of the minister, acting for Jesus . 

This role in the sacraments, analogous to that of a proxy in 
other contexts, belongs first of all to the Church and, through the 
Church, to her minister. Baptism, confirmation, and holy orders 
in their different ways make those who receive them participants 
in Jesus' unique and unending priesthood; orders also makes a 
priest able to act on Jesus' behalf in the sacraments of the Eucha­
rist, penance, confirmation, and anointing of the sick . 

Take the sacrament of penance .  The priest does not say, "Jesus 
absolves you," but, "I absolve you ." Acting simply on his own 
behalf, he can do no such thing. But here he is not acting in his 
own person but in the person of Jesus. The act of absolving is the 
Lord's act, performed by the priest . While, in the Catholic view 
of the sacraments, there is more to the priest's role than this 
proxy function, the capacity to function in persona Christi (as a 
sort of proxy for Jesus) does make the ordained priesthood differ­
ent from the priesthood of the faithful in general. Interrelated 
though they are, the two nevertheless "differ from one another in 
essence and not only in degree" (LG 10) . 

Thus, the priest does something in the Eucharistic liturgy 
which only a priest can do: he carries out Jesus' act for him. At 
the same time, as a member of the Church, the priest is also a 
recipient of the sacrament along with the rest of the faithful .  But 
his distinctive role is not to be confused with the congregation's , 
nor is he simply the people's representative . Indeed, the people 
do not need a representative in order to cooperate with the Lord 
in his self-offering and in offering themselves . Those things, the 
most important they do in the Mass, are done by them on their 
own behalf. And even though the priest does at times act as their 
representative (for he prays using the plural "we") , this is second­
ary by comparison with his role as Jesus' proxy. 
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Finally, then, there is the recipient's role in the sacraments . It 
is to do something which counts as freely accepting and nurturing 
divine life in himself or herself. The recipient cooperates in Jesus' 
redemptive act and offers God suitable worship in doing so . What 
Jesus does is an act of worship, and one who receives any of the 
sacraments and so cooperates with Jesus likewise performs an act 
of worship. 

The recipient's actions in the sacraments are also starting 
points for organizing the rest of his or her Christian life. How this 
is so will be the subject of the rest of this chapter and the three 
which follow. But in general terms, insofar as the rest of the re­
cipient's life is grounded in and integrated with what he or she 
does in receiving the sacraments, it is integrated with faith and 
love, and so becomes "a living sacrifice" and "spiritual worship" 
(Rom 12: 1) .  The sacramental acts should be central principles of 
Christian life to which all other actions in one's life are related as 
extensions, as it were, of the sacraments themselves. 

C: Baptism as the Basic Sacramental Principle of 
Christian Moral Life 

The Church teaches clearly and definitively that to receive bap­
tism, in deed or in desire, is essential for salvation. As Vatican II 
says: "All must be incorporated into him by baptism, and into 
the Church which is his body" (AG 7) . Everything relevant to 
baptism as a moral principle follows from the fundamental fact 
that it is personal, human union with Jesus as man . In the case of 
sincere non-Christians, this incorporation can occur without their 

actually receiving the sacrament, by their will to do what is right, 
which is what God wi l ls .  This constitutes at least an implicit de­
sire for baptism. But the relevant fact here is that incorporation is 
necessary, and baptism brings it about. 

Jesus offers us a new covenant with God; we accept the offer; 
and baptism seals our relationship with him as a human bond of 
mutual commitment. In other words , in baptism Jesus brings us 
into the relationship which is the new covenant . The person being 
baptized (this is most clear, of course, in the case of an adult) 
accepts the covenant relationship and makes a commitment to it. 
That is the act of faith. 

The commitments here, of the Lord Jesus and of the recipient 
of baptism, resemble those of partners in a marriage . One pro-
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poses marriage, the other accepts, and their mutual commitment 
initiates the bond, which is a kind of covenant-that is, the prin­
ciple of unity which constitutes an open-ended and permanent 
intimate community. Jesus similarly proposed a covenant relation­
ship in preaching the gospel. He told people to believe in him, 
spoke of himself as the way to God, and so on . One who hears 
and accepts Jesus' gospel approaches the Church and asks for 
baptism. The commitment of faith made in receiving the sacra­
ment marks the person's entry into the new covenant relation­
ship. It is very much as if he or she were married to God through 
Jesus. 

Jesus shares what is his with those united with him. Since he is 
sinless and enjoys the life of the Spirit as his own, the Christian , 
in being united with him, is rescued from sin and receives the 
Spirit. Thus, by baptism he or she becomes a member of God's 
family and shares in the light and power of the Spirit, which are 
required to live as a child of God. 

Life in the new covenant is life in a community, the Church , 
whose principle of unity is Jesus. United with Jesus, each bap­
tized person is also united with all the others . We are brothers 
and sisters "in" Christ . And since the whole of creation is to be 
restored to God in Christ, those who are united with Jesus receive 
their places in this restoration or reintegration (described in chap­
ters nineteen and thirty-four) as a result of their relationship 
with him. 

Union with Jesus in baptism also empowers one to participate 
in the Eucharist (although, of course, one may exercise this power 
rightly and fruitfully only if one abides in love and holds fast to 
the faith of the Church). To the baptismal covenant relationship , 
the Eucharist adds the fulfil lment of bodily union (for, as also 
was explained in chapter nineteen, we are united with Christ not 
only in human acts and in divine life, but also in bodily union). 
But Jesus' bodily life now is resurrection life. Through the Eucha­
rist, therefore, one now shares, though not visibly, in Jesus' res­
urrection life .  

In baptism the whole of Christian life is present embryonically, 
as it were; everything is there in essence. The other sacraments 
add nothing extrinsic to baptism but only draw out what is intrin­
sical ly already there: the ful lness of the gift of the Spirit (confir­
mation), the ful lness of union with Jesus (the Eucharist) , the 
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fullness of overcoming sin and sin's effects (penance and anoint­
ing), the fullness of sharing in Jesus' priesthood (orders), the full­
ness of the interpersonal communion of members of the Church 
(matrimony). The other sacraments are in a sense present in bap­
tism and need only to be performed and unfolded. 

The rest of Christian life is likewise there, waiting to be devel­
oped and lived. Finding, accepting, and living one's personal vo­
cation are implicit in the baptismal commitment of faith, for this 
is what one is committing oneself to do-live the whole of Chris­
tian life by making and carrying out appropriate choices. That is 
why baptism is a principle for the other sacraments and all of 
Christian life .  

Many problems arise if one fails to grasp this . For example: If 
confirmation adds something extrinsic to baptism, what is it? 
What does ordination add to the priesthood of all the faithful into 
which one enters by being baptized? The answer is that confirma­
tion, orders, and the rest add nothing from the outside; rather, 
they unfold certain potentialities of being a Christian which are 
already present in baptism but remain undeveloped in those who 
are baptized but do not receive these other sacraments . Consider 
again the analogy of the embryo. Each human embryo has the 
initial principle of a capacity for marital intercourse, yet that 
capacity takes a long time to develop, and develops into the dif­
ferent forms of the two sexes. Similarly, baptism creates in the 
Christian radical potentialities for the other sacramental offices, 
but these are only realized by those who, in response to their vo­
cations and under the authority of the Church, receive the other 
sacraments. 

Because it unites us with Jesus and involves the fundamental 
option of faith, baptism has moral implications .  One who makes 
the option of faith accepts Jesus as his or her Lord and leader ; 
such a person's whole life should then be lived in cooperation 
with him. 

To become a Christian but live independently of Jesus would 
be like marrying someone and then immediately abandoning one's 
"partner" to live by oneself. Entering into a relationship is point­
less unless one means to live with the other person and share in 
what he or she is trying to do. For one who enters into a relation­
ship with Jesus in baptism, that means living the Christian life.  
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Even the baptism of John the Baptist, which did not of itself 
justify, required that those receiving it try to live better lives (see 
Mt 3 :8 ;  Lk 3 :8-14). But baptism in the Lord Jesus really trans­
forms its recipients, so that they are called to live the life of 
Christ. This, moreover, baptism empowers them to do by the gift 
of the Holy Spirit . To live lives shaped by Christian love is thus 
not a requirement imposed on Christians but their spontaneous 
response to what they have received . 

Like a good father, who does not invite his small daughter to 
"drive the car" without providing a way for her really to cooper­
ate in the driving, God gives us a life of good deeds to live along 
with the means of living it. Through faith, in union with Jesus 
and by the power of the Holy Spirit, our actions bear real fruit. 
This is how God deals with us in the sacraments-both inviting 
our cooperation and making it possible. 



3 1 .  Confirmation, the 
Apostolate, and Personal 
Vocation 

Baptism initiates Christian life but does not organize it. That is 
the work of the other sacraments . In this and the next three chap­
ters we treat confirmation, penance, anointing of the sick, and 
the Eucharist. (As sacraments to which only some are called ,  holy 
orders and matrimony do not organize every Christian 's life but 
only the lives of those who receive them, and so we do not con­
sider them in this volume.) 

As we saw in the preceding chapter, the other sacraments 
add nothing extrinsic to baptism; rather, they unfold and develop 
to maturity what is already, as it were, embryonically present 
there. In this chapter we consider how confirmation does this . In 
brief, as a sacramental principle, confirmation organizes Christian 
life for apostolate in the way dictated by each one's unique per­
sonal vocation. Within that framework, we discuss three topics : 
confirmation and apostolate;  personal vocation as a moral prin­
ciple; and certain elements of spirituality especially relevant to 
the apostolate. 

A: Conf'ttmation and the Apostolate 

The Counci l of Trent teaches definitively that confirmation is a 
sacrament distinct from baptism (see DS 1628/87 1 ) . That does not 
mean it is extrinsic to baptism, adding something to it from the 
outside, but that it is a real , specific development of the Christian 
life initiated in baptism. 

356 
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In what way? The Council of Florence teaches: "The effect of 
this sacrament is that the Holy Spirit is given in it for strength 
just as he was given to the apostles on Pentecost, in order that the 
Christian may courageously confess the name of Christ" (DS 
13 19/697) .  Confirmation is our sharing in the descent of the Holy 
Spirit at Pentecost, a descent which has never ended. Two con­
trasting images of the apostles suggest the strength and zeal for 
witnessing which confirmation is meant to confer: at first they 
huddle in the upper room in anxious prayer, but then, having re­
ceived the Spirit, they confront those who killed Jesus, bear wit­
ness to him, and call on them to repent. 

Vatican II develops these ideas in a passage tracing the transi-
tion from baptism to confirmation. 

Reborn as sons of God, [the baptized] must confess before men the 

faith which they have received from God through the Church. [Note 

omitted.]  Bound more intimately to the Church by the sacrament of 

confirmation, they are endowed by the Holy Spirit with special 

strength. Hence they are the more strictly obliged to spread and de­

fend the faith both by word and by deed as true witnesses of Christ. 

(LG 1 1 )  

Our lives as apostolic-that is, as  sharing in the revelatory work 
of Jesus-are composed of words and deeds. One must live a 
Christian life and also give an account of it in terms of faith. 

In a note to the passage just quoted, Vatican II cites St. 
Thomas Aquinas on confirmation's sacramental character, thereby 
lending its authority to his teaching on this point. 21 Thomas iden­
tifies this character as a spiritual power of professing the faith 
publicly. With regard to God's spiritual gifts, he suggests later, 
baptism belongs on the "passive" side (in baptism we receive 
God's gifts for our benefit) and confirmation on the "active" side 
(it empowers us to exercise God's gifts for the benefit of others) .  22 

In confirmation one who has become God's child in baptism is 
empowered, authorized, and made responsible for sharing in the 
revelatory work of the divine family. This revelatory work contin­
ues Jesus' mission of revealing the truth and life of the Father 
through human words and deeds to all men and women, in all 
times and places. 

Before Vatican II it was common to take a narrow view of apos­
tolate. It was thought to involve only specifically religious activi­
ties, and so to pertain both properly and mainly to priests-indeed, 
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in its fullness, only to bishops as successors of the apostles. Lay 
people shared in the apostolate only by way of delegation and only 
to the extent that they could, with hierarchical approval, help clerics 
do clerical things. The "lay apostolate" was something done with 
a bishop's mandate to assist priests in work which was properly 
theirs. Despite the intelligence and good will of those who devel­
oped the lay movements of those days, these movements can be 
seen in retrospect to embody an impoverished concept of aposto­
late and especially of the laity's role. 

Vatican II  took a new and more expansive view: 
For this the Church was founded: that by spreading the kingdom 

of Christ everywhere for the glory of God the Father, she might bring 

all men to share in Christ's saving redemption; and that through 

them the whole world might in actual fact be brought into relation­

ship with him. All activity of the Mystical Body directed to the at­

tainment of this goal is called the apostolate, and the Church carries 

it on in various ways through all her members. For by its very nature 

the Christian vocation is also a vocation to the apostolate. No part of 

the structure of a living body is merely passive but each has a share in 

the functions as well as in the life of the body. So, too, in the body of 

Christ, which is the Church, the whole body, "according to the func­

tioning in due measure of each single part, derives its increase" (Eph 

4: 16). (AA 2) 

A wide variety of activities, not just those of a specifically reli­
gious or properly clerical nature, have a role in apostolate. For lay 
people this includes in particular "the renewal of the temporal 
order [which is] their own special obligation" (AA 7). All sorts of 
ordinary, honorable activities and occupations in which lay people 
engage are relevant. "The very testimony of their Christian life, 
and good works done in a supernatural spirit, have the power to 
draw men to belief and to God" (AA 6). 

This assumes that, whatever the personal vocations of particu­
lar Christians happen to be, they will, if they do what is morally 
good, be living out faith, giving witness, engaging in apostolate. 
That is especially so if, whenever possible and appropriate, they 
also offer others an account of why they live as Christians. 
For although much of the time they will act just like everybody 
else-doing the same jobs, engaging in the same recreations, 
and so on-sometimes, if they are truly living as Christians, 
they will behave in ways significantly unlike what is taken for 
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granted by others, refusing to do some things and insisting on 
doing yet others which raise questions in the minds of those 
around them. 

Then, if Christians explain their behavior by their commitment 
to Jesus and to the Christian life, they give witness in a way which 
unquestionably has an impact. Few people are deeply committed 
to a cause which transcends them and are willing and able to 
account forthrightly for what they do on the basis of such a com­
mitment and its requirements . Thus, the gospel is effectively 
preached to the world by a Christian who really follows Jesus and 
who does not shirk the responsibility to tell the truth about why 
he or she refuses to do evil and insists on doing good . 

Many people, nevertheless, are better pleased if Christians do 
shirk this responsibility. For when Christians give a true account 
of their behavior, they implicitly tell others that they should be 
living the same way, and that is something many do not care to 
hear. Jesus' fate at the hands of his enemies shows what can hap­
pen then . 

Since confirmation gives the power to confess Jesus' name cou­
rageously, and since doing so is apostolate, confirmation is the 
sacrament of the apostolate. Vatican II does not say this in so 
many words, but what it does say makes it clear that this is a 
correct way of describing confirmation. For example: "Through 
their baptism and confirmation, all are commissioned to that 
apostolate [participation in the saving mission of the Church] by 
the Lord himself" (LG 33). And again: "The laity derive the 
right and duty with respect to the apostolate from their union 
with Christ their Head. Incorporated into Christ 's Mystical Body 
through baptism and strengthened by the power of the Holy 
Spirit through confirmation, they are assigned to the apostolate 
by the Lord himself" (AA 3). 

Essential ly it makes little difference when one receives the sac­
rament. (It may make a difference on psychological or pastoral 
grounds, but these do not touch the heart of the sacrament and 
what it empowers one to do. )  Thus, infants are to be confirmed if 
they are in danger of death, even though they cannot consciously 
do anything of an overtly "apostolic" nature either then or for a 
long time afterwards,  and people can participate in apostolic work 
even before being confirmed, on the strength of the rite they wi l l  
only receive later. 
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This is a reminder that the reality of a sacrament extends be­
yond the performance of the rite itself. The sacrament of penance , 
for example, begins as soon as one recognizes the need to repent 
and confess a sin committed after baptism, and it extends as one 
does the penance which is assigned; the Eucharist is to be ex­
tended throughout our entire lives; a catechumen who dies before 
receiving baptism has, in the view of the Church, already been 
baptized. And participation in the apostolate can begin before , 
and ought to extend throughout one's whole life after, one receives 
the rite of confirmation. 

B: Personal Vocation as a Moral Principle 

Confirmation involves a commitment by recipients to do the 
apostolic work which the sacrament empowers them to do, 
namely, bear witness to Jesus in their entire life of faith. For each 
Christian personal vocation specifies what this life of faith consists 
in. Thus, personal vocation is the medium by which confirmation 
organizes the recipient's life .  If someone fails to discern and ac­
cept his or her personal vocation, confirmation-the sacrament 
which strengthens people for the apostolate-has little or nothing 
to strengthen ; the "life of faith" of such an individual remains at 
best unfocused, random, disorganized. 

Of course, not everyone who recognizes and accepts a personal 
vocation understands and expresses what he or she is doing just 
that way. That is not necessary. What is necessary is that Chris­
tians see their lives as the living out of their faith--that they be 
willing to recognize what God wants of them and try to do it . Far 
more people do that than speak of themselves as "discerning" a 
"personal vocation." 

No part or element of any Christian's life ought to lie outside 
the life of faith. As St. Paul says, "Whether you eat or drink, or 
whatever you do, do everything for the glory of God" ( 1  Cor 
10 :31 ) .  There are no free areas existing alongside but apart from 
apostolic responsibility;  one is not permitted to live apostolically 
in certain contexts whi le living the rest of one's life without refer­
ence to Christ. Rather: "Whatever you do, in word or deed, do 
everything in the name of the Lord Jesus" (Col 3 : 17 ) .  

This does not mean Christians are to be religious fanatics . All 
human goods ,  provided they are pursued in an upright manner, 
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can have a place in Christian life . Moreover, each Christian 's per­
sonal vocation calls for not just one commitment but an integrated 
set of commitments; thus, the elements of a typical vocation will 
be expressed in a variety of roles-spouse, parent, worker, friend, 
neighbor, and so on. The point is that the commitments to these 
various roles should be consistent and integrated, and, taken to­
gether, should cover the whole of a person's life. 

What i s  not allowed i s  such an attitude as this: "Here is my 
religious life and here is my family life-and these I recognize as 
the components of my vocation and of my life as a Christian . But 
over here is a whole other area-for example, my work or career­
which has nothing to do with my life of faith, and in which I can 
do as I please." That attitude is an obstacle to growth in holiness 
which expresses a morally immature personality. 

Precisely because every Christian vocation involves suffering 
and demands fidelity, there is need for the special grace of confir­
mation, which strengthens one for courageous witnessing. It is not 
easy to give public witness to faith-derision and criticism often 
greet those who do. Living consistently as a Christian is likely to 
lead to difficulties-one wil l  encounter opposition and persecu­
tion, without being able to mount an effective defense or respond 
in kind. Yet one must persevere , even though persevering itself 
leads to frustration and makes one stil l  more vulnerable. Jesus 
was faithful, and so must we be. 

How does one discern a personal vocation? What is sought is 
not a moral norm but a fact, the answer to this question : Where 
do I fit into God's plan? 

To begin with, one must open one's eyes to the signs of oppor­
tunity and need in the world ,  whi le at the same time realistical ly 
taking stock of one's abilities and dispositions . Then, one makes a 
match-between needs and opportunities on the one hand and 
abi lities and dispositions on the other. Discernment is the recog­
nition of this "match." 

Often, though, it is more difficult than this suggests . In times 
past, most people who judged that they were not cal led to the 
priesthood or religious life had few options ; in many cases their 
life's work was cut out for them, and even their marriage partners 
were determined by their parents . But young people in  our cul­
ture typical ly confront many alternative possible roles and find it 
hard to know which embody thei r vocations. What then? 
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Then an individual must examine the data in the light of faith, 
in a spirit of obedience and with the meekness which is readiness 
to accept whatever God wants; and, having done that, al low his or 
her feelings (conditioned, as we saw earlier, by faith, by prayer, 
and by sincere efforts to live the life of faith) to work on the ques­
tion. Eventually, with respect to each major commitment, certain 
alternatives will become less interesting and appealing, while one 
emerges as the "right" choice. Then it is time to accept that pos­
sibility as an element in one's vocation, commit oneself to it, and 
persevere in it faithfully. 

This is not a process to engage in only once. It must be re­
peated whenever one has to make a major commitment , and that 
can happen at various stages in life, as new needs and opportuni­
ties arise and the circumstances of one's life change. Then one 
must engage again in vocational discernment and make another 
commitment. Not infrequently, it is a matter of further specifying 
an earlier commitment, as, for example, when a medical student 
chooses a field in which to specialize or a priest decides to volun­
teer for work in the foreign missions. But sometimes entirely new 
major commitments are needed, for instance, when a man loses 
his job and must set out on a new career or when a married 
woman is widowed and must decide whether to entertain the pos­
sibility of another marriage. 

The question of personal vocation has particular urgency today. 
There is much talk at present of a "vocations crisis ," in the sense 
that not enough people are entering the priesthood and religious 
life to replace those leaving by death, retirement, and resignation . 
But the crisis actually extends far beyond this dearth of new 
priestly and religious vocations . 

Many Catholics entering marriage think of married life and 
parenthood not as a way of living their faith but in very differ­
ent terms-perhaps mainly as an avenue to emotional gratifica­
tion or something of the sort. Indeed , many seem to approach 
their whole lives simply with the aim of being successful and en­
joying themselves . "God is very merciful," they think , "and so 
I'll surely go to heaven." The idea of sharing in Jesus' apostolic 
work does not occur to them. That is the larger, deeper crisis of 
vocations .  

Undoubtedly, its roots lie partly in the religious education and 
formation which many chi ldren receive-or, more accurately 
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perhaps, fail to receive . Christian life is not presented to them as 
a life of responsibility and duty in which the cross occupies a 
central place. That is not a pleasant thought, and so it goes un­
mentioned . 

As they approach adolescence , chi ldren should be aware that 
they will soon face the important responsibility of discerning and 
accepting their individual places in God's plan. Because the sub­
ject has largely been omitted from their religious formation, how­
ever, this occurs to relatively few. Instead, in the teenage years 
most begin to think about making a living, getting married, pur­
suing various goals and objectives, and doing so in pleasant, sat ­
isfying ways . Struggling at the same time with sexual temptation 
and the emotional confusion of adolescence , they give little or no 
attention to the question of vocation. Perhaps some will-later. 
Many wil l  not . 

As a result, many Catholics marry without thinking of marriage 
as a Christian vocation . That , as suggested, could be an even 
more serious problem than the "vocations crisis " reflected in the 
shortage of priestly and religious vocation s .  For if Catholic par­

ents are themselves only halfheartedly (at best) committed to the 
Christian l ife, they are not likely to insti l l  a stronger commitment 
in their chi ldren ; rather, they are likely to neglect the chi ldren 's 
religious formation in whole or in part, including formation 
which would lead the chi ldren to ask themselves what their per­
sonal vocations are . Thus the cycle- declining religious commit­
ment in general and few new vocations to the priesthood and 
religious life or anything else- is in danger not only of continuing 
into another generation but growing even worse . 

To break this cycle it i s  imperative to begin speaki ng to chi l­

dren in  the catechesis after First Communion about persona l  

vocation and the apostolic l ife,  and to go on speaking to them 
about these matters as they grow older. No one vocation should be 

pressed on them , al though it should be made cl ear both why 

Jesus warmly recommends virginity or cel ibacy for the kingdom 's 

sake and why marriage is unquestionably a vocation and a setting 

for apostolate along with the others . If chi ldren are given the im­
pression that the question of vocation comes down simply to ask­
ing "Shal l I be a priest? Shal l I be a nun ? "  and if they decide that 

the answer for them is "No," they are then l ikely to conclude that 

they do not have vocations. That is a disastrous mistake. 
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Moreover, if children do not come to see that other aspects of 
life, especially their work, should be considered elements of voca­
tion, they are likely to isolate their faith from a large part of their 
lives. But if they grasp the idea that everyone has a complex per­
sonal vocation which must be discerned and accepted, and that 
each Christian is called to the apostolate in diverse ways, they 
can eventually make their "vocational" choices (whatever they 
may be) as true Christian commitments .  One result, by no means 
incidental, is likely to be that many more young people than now 
will opt for the priesthood and religious life. This emphasis 
should be a major, integrated element in Catholic schools and re­
ligious education as well as in Sunday homilies and, of course, in 
family discussions. 

C: Certain Elements of Spirituality Relevant to the Apostolate 

As we saw earlier, prayer shapes Christian life. Certain specific 
requirements of personal prayer are especially relevant to discern­
ing, accepting, and fulfilling a personal vocation. 

One not only must believe the truth of faith that God is provi­
dent, but be always aware of his providence at work in one's life. 
It is necessary to live in God's presence, seeing whatever one has 
and whatever befalls one as given by him. It is necessary to un­
derstand Christian life as cooperation with Jesus and to live it that 
way. Without this way of looking at life, people will never find 
their personal vocations .  In such a life, of course, there are nega­
tive things-things one would rather not encounter and have to 
deal with-yet a prayerful person will realize that nothing occurs 
which God does not permit. In prayer one should cultivate the 
attitude that everything that happens, without exception, embod­
ies some good offered by God. 

It is necessary to see Jesus in others-all others-and to avoid 
taking an individualistic, selfish view of life.  It is necessary to 
know moral truth and to have a right understanding of the rela­
tionship between this life and everlasting life .  These also are atti­
tudes, ways of thinking about things and evaluating them, which 
one develops in prayer. 

It is also necessary to keep clearly in mind the difference be­
tween apostolic good results which one hopes to achieve and fidel­
ity. Naturally, in undertaking to do something worthwhile, one 
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should pursue it to the best of one's ability for as long as one can . 
But ultimately it does not matter whether one succeeds or fails . 
That is up to God. Our essential task is to be faithful, with grace , 
regardless of the consequences. Fidelity requires both refusing to 
do evil for the sake of good results and avoiding the supposedly 
"prudent" rationalizations which deter people from doing their 
duty because they anticipate painful consequences . What one 
does with God's grace and the right intention has lasting good 
consequences, no matter what the outcome in this life. 

An important aspect of the spirituality of an apostolic person 
is devotion to Mary and the other saints . Solidarity with them 
builds up lasting communion, and the point of Christian life in 
this world is precisely to build up the persons and the interper­
sonal relationships which will last forever. Solidarity with the 
saints contributes to the fellowship of human and divine persons 
and so is intrinsically important . Moreover, the saints give us ex­
amples of how to live the apostolic life, besides helping us in our 
common efforts . 

Devotion to the saints helps a person maintain the right rela­
tionship between this life and everlasting life. People conscious 
that they truly collaborate with the saints by trying to do in their 
lives and times the same sorts of things the saints did, keep the 
lasting significance of their efforts in view. 

So, for example, a priest who understands that he is a real col­
laborator with all the saintly pastors of other times and who takes 
certain of them as his special models , knows that his ministry is 
part of something greater than the limited service he can render 
here and now in this particular parish or apostolic undertaking. 
He has a true sense of the relationship between what he is doing 
and the whole apostolate-past , present, and future-considered 
as a participation in Jesus' saving mission, as well as the relation­
ship of the apostolate to the everlasting kingdom being bui lt up 
throughout the course of history. 

Without such an attitude, one is likely to think: "I'l l  do what I 
can, but I have no real obligation either to the past or to the fu­
ture. And when it comes to the truly intractable problems of the 
present ,  there's no point butting my head against brick wal ls . If 
God wants them solved, he can solve them himself or find some­
body capable of doing it." By contrast , an apostolic person, aware 
that he or she is a col laborator with the apostles of the past and 
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those yet to come, will recognize his or her responsibilities to the 
tradition and work hard to lay a solid foundation for the future. 

I t  is true, nevertheless, that what we cannot do ourselves we 
can do through others. This is Jesus' approach to the apostolate. 
Instead of trying to do everything himself, he enlists others to 
cooperate with him . So, the truly apostolic person tries to get 
other people to accept their Christian responsibilities, too-not 
least, so that their Christian lives will develop and they will grow 
in holiness. Part of the lesson of the present shortage of priests 
and religious may be the need to enlist people in the apostolate 
who otherwise would not think of becoming involved. 



32 . Penance, Anointing, and the 
Life of Self-denial 

Vatican II speaks of Christian life, as well as the history of the 
Church, as a pilgrimage; the "pilgrim" metaphor is among its 
favorites. Pilgrimages, however, typically involve hardships, and 
in the pilgrimage of Christian life these are self-inflicted hard­
ships-sins. Of necessity, therefore, Christian life also is a process 
of continuous conversion or purification, a struggle, as the sixth 
mode of Christian response (requiring purity of heart) indicates, 
to make up for past sins, overcome present sin and imperfection, 
and by self-denial prepare for suffering and death, so that in these 
experiences one will offer oneself in Christ to God. 

From this perspective, the sacraments of penance and anoint­
ing of the sick organize all of Christian life. This chapter covers 
four points: the sacrament of penance considered in itself; how it 
organizes the whole of Christian life; the three main forms of pen­
ance; and the sacrament of the anointing of the sick. 

We need to bear in mind the Council of Trent's teaching that 
Catholics should "keep [God's] severity and judgment in view 
as well as mercy and goodness" (DS 1549/8 10) . Presently, much 
preaching and religious writing stress divine mercy while passing 
lightly over "severity and judgment." But these, too, are realities, 
and important ones. God is a loving Father, not a careless and 
permissive one; he requires us to behave uprightly and permits us 
to suffer the consequences when we do not. 

367 
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A: The Sacrament of Penance Considered in Itself 

The sacrament of penance is necessary for the remission of 
grave sins committed after baptism. Apart from the sacrament , 
not even sorrow for sin arising from love of God suffices . True, 
one may receive grace before the sacramental rite is performed. 
But as Trent teaches : "Although it does sometimes happen 
that . . . contrition is made perfect through charity and reconciles 
man to God before the sacrament is actually received , nevertheless 
the reconciliation must not be attributed to contrition exclusive of 
the desire for the sacrament included in the contrition" (DS 1677/ 
898) . There must be some sort of desire, at least implicit, for the 
sacrament of penance. (Protestants in good faith and, indeed, 
people of good will in general implicitly desire this sacrament and 
all the others insofar as, helped by God's grace , they sincerely try 
to discern what is right and to do it . )  

Similarities exist between baptism and penance in that both in­
volve a conversion: the overcoming of sin, the conferring of divine 
life. Penance also involves a renewal of the baptismal commitment 
to turn away from sin and follow Jesus . Unlike baptism, however, 
penance requires that one specifically confess one's sins and make 
up for them. 

In the case of baptism it is sufficient for forgiveness of sins that 
the recipient sincerely say, "I reject my former life and take up 
this new one ." After all ,  he or she is entering into the covenant 
for the first time and beginning a new life in the Lord Jesus . But 
penance deals with a different situation: Someone already in the 
covenant has been unfaithful; an existing relationship has been 
damaged. The sinner must face the facts, acknowledge them to 
the other parties concerned, that is ,  to Jesus and the Church, and 
try to make up for the wrongdoing. 

Like baptism, penance also is joyous in its own way, but it can 
be difficult. That is usually so when someone who has deliber­
ately damaged a relationship repents and seeks to restore it . 

Suppose a single man is a playboy ; he has had many casual 
"relationships" but never experienced a real , loving human rela­
tionship. Then he meets a good woman, falls in love, and with 
her help comes to see how exploitative his behavior has been . He 
proposes and she accepts . But he feels obliged to tel l her: "You 
know, I haven't led a very good life up to now." "That's over 
and done with ," she says . "You've changed." And so he has . His 
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former life can be written off. He need not make up to the woman 
he loves for being unfaithful to her, since all that belonged to a 
time before he knew her. This suggests something of the situation 
as far as baptism is concerned. 

But suppose that after five years of happy, faithful married life, 
this man has an affair. Now he has been unfaithful to his wife. He 
has done real injury, to her and to their relationship, by disap­
pointing her rightful expectations based on their marital com­
mitment. Although he repents and wants to be faithful again, 
correcting the situation is not so easy now. He has no right to his 
wife's forgiveness, and even if she does forgive him, he still needs 
to make up for what he has done by making compensation for his 
infidelity. Penance is something like that. 

Because it involves the confessing and the judging of sins, pen­
ance has a judicial character: it is as if the sinner were on trial for 
a crime. But why not simply confess one's sins in one's heart di­
rectly to God? Why is confession to a priest necessary? Basically, 
the reason lies in the incarnational principle at work in this and 
the other sacraments-the principle which empowers the priest to 
act in the person of Christ in absolving while enabling penitents 
to cooperate in a human way in their own reconciliation with 
Jesus and the Church. In confessing one's sins to the priest, one 
confesses to Jesus, who is God, and so one confesses directly to 
God; but one does this in a human, bodily way, rather than in a 
purely interior, spiritual way. 

As the incarnational principle also suggests, confession of sins 
is necessary from another perspective. In sinning, a Christian is 
unfaithful not only to God but to Jesus as man and to the Church. 
Even mortal sins which someone might consider merely "private" 
faults-those which may offend God but harm no one else­
do injury to the Church at large. For, as we saw in chapter six­
teen, every mortal sin is radically incompatible with life within 
the community of faith which is the Church. As Vatican II says: 
"Those who approach the sacrament of penance obtain pardon 
from the mercy of God for offenses committed against him. They 
are at the same time reconciled with the Church, which they have 
wounded by their sins, and which by charity, example, and prayer 
seeks their conversion" (W 1 1) .  

The sacrament of penance requires contrition, which ranks, in 
the words of Trent, "first among [the] acts of the penitent." It 
consists in "sorrow and detestation for sin committed, with a 
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resolution of sinning no more" (DS 1676/897) . Merely being sorry 
for the past is not enough; one must give up sin now and deter­
mine to avoid it in the future. 

Genuine contrition also involves a sincere intention to fulfill 
the other requirements for valid reception of the sacrament, 
including confessing mortal sins according to their kind and 
number. This is more or less unpleasant, yet someone unwil­
ling to meet this condition is not really contrite. People who feel 
badly about their wrongdoing but are not willing to meet the 
reasonable conditions for setting things right are not really 
sorry. To return to our earlier example: A wife whose husband 
has been unfaithful sets a reasonable condition in insisting that he 
sever the relationship which led to the extramarital affair. If he 
refuses ("She's really a very nice person, and I'd still like to have 
her for a friend"), he is not really sorry. In the case of the recon­
ciliation effected through the sacrament of penance, Jesus sets the 
reasonable condition (reasonable in light of the incarnational 
principle cited earlier) of confession; either one meets it or one is 
not really sorry, and if one is not really sorry, there can be no 
reconciliation. 

The specific confession of mortal sins according to kind and 
number also has other, secondary good results. One concerns the 
evasiveness and duplicity of human beings in their fallen condi­
tion. Unless one must say, "This is what I did, and this is how 
often I did it," there is a good chance that one will avoid facing 
the facts and determining to change one's life. Confession of sins 
makes it more difficult to be evasive. This is a psychological ad­
vantage of confession which those who abuse general absolution 
on "pastoral" grounds seem to overlook. 

Trent teaches that, with God's help, people can have humanly 
good motives for repentance-awareness of the evil of sin and 
fear of punishment-before being restored to charity. This is what 
is called "imperfect contrition" or sometimes "attrition" (see DS 
1678/898, 1705/915). Very likely it is the kind of sorrow people 
often bring to the sacrament of penance, where it is adequate for 
receiving God's forgiveness and, with it, his gift of charity. But 
what of "perfect contrition," the sorrow for sin out of love for 
God which secures God's forgiveness even before someone re­
ceives the sacrament? Here it is important to realize that the 
"love" required is charity, the gift which the Spirit pours forth in 
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our hearts, and that charity is not psychologically recognizable. 
So, one cannot be certain one's contrition is "perfect." 

That has practical significance. People aware of having commit­
ted a mortal sin should not put off confessing, on the ground that, 
having made an "act of perfect contrition," they are free to re­
ceive the Eucharist and need be in no rush . For they do not, and 
cannot, know they have made an act of contrition motivated by 
charity. 

Of course, someone truly unable to receive the rite of penance 
here and now should pray to the Holy Spirit for help and try to 
make an act of perfect contrition (indeed, anyone who commits a 
mortal sin ought to do that), hoping he or she succeeds . But those 
who can confess should do so as soon as possible, instead of rely­
ing on the undemonstrable presumption that their contrition 
is "perfect ." They have no good reason to take the chance of be­
ing wrong. 

In a general sense, "doing penance" refers to making up for 
sin . Even after sin is forgiven, it is necessary to repair its conse­
quences . We are not speaking here of repairing tangible, concrete 
damage (monetary loss , destruction of property, and so on) , 
which one should certainly try to make good to the extent possi­
ble, but of existential damage-division within one's self, disrup­
tion of one's relationships with other people, alienation from God . 
Our own inner harmony and integrity need to be reconstituted; 
our relationships with other people, with the Church, and with 
God need to be rebuilt. 

This is the function of the "penance" assigned to the repentant 
sinner. But plainly this penance-certain prayers ,  particular good 
deeds, whatever it may be-is only a token of the reparation and 
restoration needed. Beyond this token, a repentant sinner's whole 
life, especially sufferings accepted and undergone in union with 
Jesus, can and should serve as the fuller "penance " required to 
correct the existential damage done by sin. 

Take the man who commits adultery. His wife says, "I forgive 
you," and she real ly does . Even so, he has a long way to go to set 
matters right .  He must reconstitute himself as a faithful husband. 
He must strive to undo the harm to his relationship with his wife . 
He must try to restore his relationships with others who know of 
his infidelity and are scandalized by it. And, supposing he is a 
believer who thinks in such terms, he must work to rebuild his 
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friendship with Jesus . So with the consequences of every sin for­
given through the sacrament of penance : One sti ll has the task of 
"doing penance" in order to restore the integrity and harmony 
which sin disrupts at every level. Sin is not just a mistake, to be 
corrected by sincerely saying "I'm sorry" ;  it i s  a reality whose 
consequences persist and need to be set right even after the sin 
itself is forgiven. 

B: How the Sacrament of Penance Organizes Christian Life 

While the sacrament of penance is obviously essential to the 
Christian lives of persons who actually commit mortal sin, that 
does not make it an organizing principle in the lives of all .  How­
ever, everyone can be tempted to commit mortal sin, and in vari­
ous ways the sacrament of penance helps to prevent surrender to 
such temptations .  Not least of these ways is by helping one deal 
with venial sin, which otherwise could lead to mortal sin . Venial 
sin is universal and pervasive; to one degree or another, it perme­
ates everyone's life, including even the lives of truly saintly 
people. Moreover, venial sin really is evil in itself, and Christians 
are bound to try to overcome it . While this can be done apart 
from penance, the sacrament is an appropriate instrument in the 
struggle . This is one reason why it is an organizing principle for 
the whole of Christian life. 

The Council of Trent, Popes Pius XII,  John XXIII,  and John 
Paul II ,  and the Introduction to the New Rite of Penance all com­
mend the use of this sacrament as a way to Christian perfection, 
which includes overcoming all sin. Here, for example, is Pius XII 
on the subject: 

But to ensure more rapid progress day by day in the path of virtue , 

We wil l  that the pious practice of frequent confession , which was in­

troduced into the Church by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit , 

should be earnestly advocated. By it genuine self-knowledge is in­

creased, Christian humility grows, bad habits are corrected , spiritual 

neglect and tepidity are resisted, the conscience is purified, the wi l l  

strengthened, a salutary self-control is  attained, and grace is  increased 

in virtue of the Sacrament itself. 23 
As the Introduction to the New Rite remarks, frequent confession 
of devotion-that is, reception of the sacrament when one only 
has venial sins to confess-"is not a mere ritual repetition or psy-
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chological exercise, but a serious striving to perfect the grace of 
baptism."24 

Yet venial sins can be dealt with in other ways. Why, then, this 
emphasis on dealing with them in and through the sacrament 
of penance? Because, as the passage from Pius XII makes clear, 
frequenting the sacrament as part of one's struggle to overcome 
venial sin realistically acknowledges the facts of the human condi­
tion and of God's plan for salvation. 

To begin with, although the recipient acts in the sacrament of 
penance (like all the sacraments, it is a cooperative divine-human 
action), he or she does no more than admit his or her situa­
tion and need. That makes it plain that the grace which comes 
through the sacrament is entirely God's gift. Without grace we 
can achieve nothing, and not only forgiveness but repentance is 
God's gift. That is a salutary reminder for someone trying to cul­
tivate humility and gratitude. 

Still, we really do cooperate in the sacrament, and our cooper­
ation is conscious and explicit. In line with the incarnational prin­
ciple which underlies the sacraments, our action is part of the 
divine-human cooperation which leads to reconciliation. More­
over, the human action in the sacrament is ecclesial in part, that 
is, action by the Church through its minister, the priest, and this 
also is something God has in view. It is a good thing to have one's 
venial sins forgiven on one's own, so to speak, but a better thing 
to have them forgiven with the help of a friend, for then the 
friend has the merit of having helped. One of the advantages of 
the legitimate communal rite of reconciliation lies in dramatizing, 
as it were, the fact that we bear one another's burdens and help 
one another overcome our sins. 

Because venial sin is pervasive, the struggle to overcome it 
involves repeatedly reaffirming and strengthening one's commit­
ments of faith and personal vocation. In this way, too, the sacra­
ment organizes one's life .  Moreover, the pervasive character of 
venial sin requires that, over a period of time, someone struggling 
against it take up every aspect of his or her life and try to root out 
all the sinful elements. Thus one's whole life comes under scru­
tiny in the process of ongoing conversion. 

The sacrament of penance also organizes Christian life by pro­
viding a good reason for not committing mortal sin. That is par-
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ticularly clear in the case of legalistic individuals who say, "I 
don't want to commit that mortal sin because I don't want to have 
to confess it ." Certainly there are better, holier motives for avoid­

ing sin, but one should not make the mistake of highmindedly 
dismissing an acceptable motive which helps some people avoid 
some sins. Christian life is a journey toward moral maturity and 
holiness, and on that trip most Christians need all the help they 
can get. 

Avoiding sin also involves avoiding occasions of sin . (We are 
speaking here primarily of mortal sin, but for the most part what 
we say also applies to venial sin.) In this respect, too, penance 
organizes life by giving us a reason to avoid temptation. The lives 
of people consistently trying to avoid temptation are very different 
from the lives of those not making the effort. 

Avoiding occasions of sin means avoiding situations and actions 
which lead to or intensify temptation, or else modifying them so 
that the temptation either does not arise or is less intense . This 
requires planning, so that good options will be available and bad 
options less interesting. It requires exercising control over one's 
life,  in order to regulate the situations in which one finds oneself. 
While no one can anticipate every eventuality, foresight and plan­
ning can provide for many. 

Sometimes occasions of sin can be avoided entirely. For exam­
ple, someone with a drinking problem . may be able to decline 
some invitations to social events where alcohol is served .  Other 
times, it is possible to modify situations so that temptation is re­
duced. If a person with a drinking problem has a good reason for 
not refusing a particular invitation, he or she can at least explain 
the situation to the host or hostess beforehand, so as to make sure 
that there will be no pressure to indulge . Situations can also be 
modified by placing them in a different context through prayer 
and reflection. For instance, by considering matters in a wider 
perspective, people who find certain other individuals excessively 
annoying can come to see them as brothers and sisters in Christ 
and in  this way master the tendency to get angry at them. 

In sum, the effort to avoid occasions of sin means reshaping 
one's life .  Many things not wrong in themselves must be evaluated 
by the effects they are likely to have on oneself. For example, even 
though there is nothing wrong in itself with watching television , 
a Christian should ask, "If I watch this program, what options 
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will it hold out as appealing? Are these among the options I ought 
to consider? Are there other, better things I could be doing in­
stead?,,  (If these questions were asked regularly and answered 
truthfully, there would probably be much less television viewing 
in Christian households, rectories, and convents .)  

Finally, penance organizes life in the sense that one is  led to 
direct one,s whole life to the work of making up for sin.  Self­
denial is involved in every good act. In doing what is right, the 
wrongful self-assertion and self-love involved in sin are subdued 
and conquered. Thus, for someone striving to avoid evil and do 
good, the whole of Christian life assumes a penitential character. 

C: The Three Primary Forms of Penance 

Still, penance takes certain definite forms, whether it is as­
signed in the sacrament, prescribed during penitential times, or 
freely chosen. It is worthwhile to consider why that is so. 

In both the Old and New Testaments and throughout the his­
tory of the Church, prayer, fasting, and almsgiving have been 
regarded as the three basic, typical acts of penance. Obviously 
people can perform these acts hypocritically or in a legalistic spirit, 
without interior dispositions corresponding to the external behav­
ior. Done in the right spirit, however, they are meritorious, "and 
your Father who sees in secret will reward you" (Mt 6:4, 6, 18) . 

To understand the role of prayer, fasting, and almsgiving in 
Christian life,  recall that there are four levels of existential har­
mony or integration: moral goodness itself (integration of the self 
at the level of practical reasonableness and free choice), harmony 
with God, harmony with other people, and harmony among ele­
ments of the self which are not themselves involved in moral ac­
tion but are presupposed by it, for example, emotions and sense 
experience. 

Repentance-sincerely saying "I'm sorry',-corresponds to the 
first of these levels, namely, moral goodness. That leaves the other 
three, and it is here that prayer, fasting, and almsgiving come 
into play. 

Take fasting. Commonly thought of only as self-denial in food 
and drink, it is rightly understood as any voluntary restriction of 
impulses, desires, and feelings not bad in themselves. Thus, fast­
ing contributes to self-integration at the level of emotions and 
sense experience.  
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Almsgiving clearly can be a help to harmony in one's relation­
ships with other people. It can involve giving money, but it can 
also involve giving one's free time and all sorts of help to others 
when one is not strictly obliged to give it . 

As for prayer, it plainly contributes to friendship and harmony 
with God. This is especially the case when it takes the form of 
resignation, the acceptance of hardships and suffering as part of 
God's will for oneself. 

These three practices are related to one another: To overcome 
evil in oneself, one denies oneself some good; then one freely 
gives what one has denied oneself to others, while offering the 
whole of what one has done to God as an act of worship. 

The contemporary reaction against prayer, fasting, and alms­
giving would have it that they are irrelevant to the lives of serious 
Christians. If they are understood as isolated and merely external 
acts, that may be true. Understood from the existential perspec­
tive and in relation to one another, however, prayer, fasting, and 
almsgiving are essential to Christian life. They provide the only 
way to "make up" for sin by rectifying the existential damage re­
maining after sin is forgiven. 

D: The Sacrament of the Anointing of the Sick 

To the sacrament of penance, the Council of Trent links the 
sacrament of the anointing of the sick; indeed, Trent calls anoint­
ing a "culmination not only of penance but of the whole Christian 
life which itself ought to be a continual penance" (DS 1694/907) . 
Although, if God wishes, the sacrament may lead to the renewal 
of health and life, basically and specifically it consecrates the re­
cipient for suffering and death with Jesus, a penitential comple­
tion of Christian life in this world in the hope of resurrection to 
eternal life. 

The essence of anointing is expressed clearly in the Introduc­
tion to the sacrament's new rite: 

This sacrament provides the sick person with the grace of the Holy 

Spirit by which the whole man is brought to health, trust in God is 

encouraged, and strength is given to resist the temptations of the Evil 

One and anxiety about death. Thus the sick person is able not only to 

bear his suffering bravely, but also to fight against it. A return to 

physical health may even follow the reception of this sacrament if it 
will be beneficial to the sick person's salvation. If necessary, the sac-
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rament also provides the sick person with the forgiveness of sins and 

the completion of Christian penance. 25 
Today one sometimes encounters a significantly different view. 

In its simplest form, it is that anointing is a cure-all for whatever 
ails people, including psychological as well as physical ills . The 
sacrament is treated as a healing service. Sometimes, too, because 
it does not require individual confession of sins, it is used in place 
of penance. 

This has several problems, including the fact that it confuses 
the effects of anointing with those of other sacraments . It is the 
Eucharist, after all, which Christ provides as our daily remedy as 
well as our spiritual food. Moreover, the sacrament of penance, 
not anointing, is the ordinary source of forgiveness of sins. Pen­
ance and the Eucharist are meant to sustain day-to-day Christian 
life, but anointing has a special purpose; it is for situations in 
which death is a real, foreseen possibility. 

One can easily see how the present confusion came about. Be­
fore Vatican Council II, the "last rites" or "extreme unction" was 
frequently delayed as long as possible-almost to the moment of 
death, and sometimes beyond. (Not uncommonly, priests found 
themselves administering the sacrament conditionally to people 
who seemed already dead.)  This putting off of sacramental prep­
aration for death plainly was an abuse. Vatican II sought to cor­
rect it by calling the sacrament "the anointing of the sick," a 
name which makes it clear that it need not-indeed, should not­
be delayed until the point of death. 

However, Vatican II did not contradict the teaching of the 
Council of Florence: "This sacrament should not be given except 
to the sick whose death is feared" (DS 1324/700) . Thus, the In­
troduction to the new rite makes frequent use of the words "dan­
ger," "dangerous,'' and "dangerously" to describe the condition 
of people who should be anointed. It is not necessary to be scru­
pulous about this, but neither should it simply be disregarded. 
Depression, anxiety, routine illnesses, and most chronic condi­
tions do not place people in "danger" of death by any ordinary 
standards. No less than the preconciliar practice, it is an abuse to 
administer the sacrament when death is not at all in prospect. 

People are in danger of death when they can reasonably regard 
death as a real prospect because of their illness or weakness . This 
is the case, for example, with those facing major surgery and with 
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elderly persons with no specific life-threatening illness who nev­
ertheless live with the awareness that death might come at any 
time. Here anointing is appropriate . But that is not the case for 
someone no more in "danger of death" than most people are all 
the time. 

As a matter of pastoral practice, it is far better to encourage 
people to receive the Eucharist and penance frequently than to 
offer mass anointings .  Penance and the Eucharist lead us through 
Christian life up to its culmination-suffering and death in 
Christ; in that sense, a Christian should be constantly preparing 
to receive the sacrament of the anointing of the sick, which con­
secrates this culminating experience and sees us safely through it. 



33 . Eucharistic Life as 
Fulfillment in the 
Lord Jesus 

The Eucharist integrates the other sacraments and indeed the 
whole of Christian life .  It does this by bringing together all the 
good works of Christian life as the Church's offering in the Mass . 

Bread and wine are symbols and instances of our works-fruit 
of the earth which human hands have made, fruit of the vine and 
work of human hands, as the offertory prayers express it . They 
stand for our natural gifts and our work , that is , for all we bring 
to the Mass. There they are gathered up and offered in Jesus to 
the Father. Everything in Christian life should prepare for and 
follow from the Mass . 

The Eucharist, moreover, makes real and builds up the ever­
lasting fellowship of fulfil lment in Jesus. Throughout our lives 
God is forming us into the heavenly communion of divine and 
human persons. We experience success and fai lure , and finally 
we are overcome by death, yet whatever good we do in Christ is 
saved, endures, and forms part of the everlasting divine-human 
fellowship. The Eucharist makes everything in the life of faith ex­
cept sin part of the kingdom's building up. 

Here we discuss three topics: the complexity and the unity of 
the Eucharist; the five purposes for which Jesus instituted the 
Eucharist; and the extension of the Eucharist through daily life by 
the Liturgy of the Hours and the sacrament of matrimony. 

379 
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A: The Complexity and the Unity of the Eucharist 

The Eucharist is a complex reality. As we shall see at greater 
length below, Trent distinguishes five purposes for which Jesus 
instituted it : as a memorial, to keep his sacrifice present; as 
spiritual food to sustain Christians ; as a remedy for and , as it 
were, an immunization against sin; as a pledge-that is , a down­
payment-or anticipation of heaven; and as a sign of the Church's 
unity, which it also perfects. 

Besides this complexity in its purposes, the Mass has two other 
distinct aspects. On the one hand, it is a revelatory act consisting 
of words and deeds which communicate divine truth and life. Re­
ceiving Jesus bodily in the Eucharist, we share in his divine life 
and also have his human life as a principle of our lives . At the 
same time, the Eucharist is a human response to God's revelation . 
Not only does Jesus offer himself to the Father, but we offer our­
selves with him and thank God for his gifts. To put it another 
way, the Mass is an exchange of gifts: God gives (its revelatory 
aspect) and we give, in and with Jesus (its aspect as sacrifice or 
human response) .  

Despite this complexity, however, the Eucharist is not compli­
cated. It is simple because it has a real principle of unity. 

As we saw in chapter nineteen, God is constantly building a 
marriage of divine and created persons. It is founded and cen­
tered on Jesus, a divine person who is also fully a member of the 
human family. Heavenly communion is the union of the Trinity, 
inseparable from Jesus as God, with the human community 
formed by fellowship with this man, Jesus, with whom all human 
persons are cal led to be friends. 

Being both God and man, Jesus is the bond of fellowship be­
tween God and human persons.  Just as a man and woman enter 
marriage by making their wedding vows, so we enter this fellow­
ship by baptism. But just as a married couple's unity must grow 
gradually as they live together, our Christian lives do not become 
integrated al l at once . As a result of baptism we have faith and are 
united with Jesus in principle.  Yet faith has not yet permeated our 
lives and our institutions and culture, so that al l these exist-as 
they are meant to do-"in"  Christ . How is that to be accom­
plished? How is everything human, indeed the whole created or­
der, to be restored to God through Christ? 
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The Eucharist is the answer. It centers upon the carrying-on of 
Jesus' central act, his offering of himself, which includes his fun­
damental commitment to give everything to the Father, even to 
the laying down of his life . This act did not end with Jesus' death . 
As his self-determining, free choice, it lasts, it continues , and it is 
outwardly performed again in every Mass. In saying "Do this in 
memory of me" at the Last Supper, Jesus commissioned not only 
the apostles but those who would come after them to keep carry­
ing out his act . We do this when we do now what he told us then 
to do: we do it in the Mass. 

This provides us with the way to make our personal contribu­
tion to restoring all things to God in Christ . As Vatican II ex­
presses it, speaking of the laity (though it applies not only to 
them), all human activities, if done in the Spirit, 

become spiritual sacrifices acceptable to God through Jesus Christ 
(cf. 1 Pt 2:5) .  During the celebration of the Eucharist , these sacrifices 
are most lovingly offered to the Father along with the Lord's body. 
Thus, as worshipers whose every deed is holy, the laity consecrate the 
world itself to God . (LG 34) 

In offering these spiritual sacrifices, the faithful as a whole act as 
a priestly people, and everyone who devoutly participates in the 
Mass exercises his or her own personal share in Jesus' priesthood 
(see PO 2) .  

The Mass, moreover, allows us not only to share in Jesus' act 
but to experience the communion we enjoy by sharing in it . For 
from our perspective it is a fully human act which we ourselves 
do. And in receiving Holy Communion we experience our union 
with Jesus and one another much as a husband and wife experi­
ence their unity in marital intercourse . Thus, our participation in 
the Eucharist draws us together and, at least to a degree, makes 
manifest our everlasting communion with God and also with one 
another in Jesus. The Mass, one might say, is heaven breaking 
into our experience here and now. 

B: The Purposes for Instituting the Eucharist 

As we have said, the Counci l of Trent distinguishes five pur­
poses for which Jesus instituted the Eucharist (see DS 1638/875 ) ,  
and this teaching i s  restated by Vatican I I  (cf. SC 47) . 

Trent says first that the Eucharist is a memorial . This does not 
simply mean that it reminds us of something Jesus did in the past . 
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The Eucharist is a memorial which makes his action here and now 
present for us to participate in, while at the same time keeping 
present and building up the covenant community he formed. 

Jesus' action was not individualistic. He established the new 
covenant so that others could enter into it, and the Eucharist 
keeps it present and living. True, Jesus' community-forming act 
began in the past, but the act itself is not past. It did not-and 
will not-end. As a moral reality, any human act lasts until the 
one who has chosen to do it changes his or her mind, and in this 
matter Jesus will never change his mind . For our part, we join in 
his covenant-forming act in baptism, but we bring our participa­
tion to maturity and experience our sharing in it in the Eucharist . 

In the Old Testament Passover readings, the people are ex­
horted yearly to remember the Passover events and the Exodus. 
This remembering is more than just recalling something that hap­
pened long ago. It is an affirmation that the people today are still 
the community of the Passover and the Exodus; it is a renewal of 
commitment. The Eucharist transforms and perfects that cove­
nant community. It replaces the old with the new, as the Epistle 
to the Hebrews says (see Heb 8-10) . It makes Jesus' sacrifice 
present for us to participate in by the offering of our lives-our 
selves-along with his self-offering to the Father. 

This brings us to the second of the purposes for Jesus' insti­
tuting the Eucharist which Trent distinguishes: to be spiritual 
food. We consume Jesus' living, bodily self. But he is not trans­
formed into us; instead, we are transformed into him (see LG 26) . 
This must be understood in its depth, not simplistically or 
sentimentally. 

Human life operates on more than the moral plane , involves 
more than choices and what pertains to them. People are more 
than intellects and wills .  They are bodily beings whose wi l­
ling and acting involve bodily action and bodily contact. For 
example, two people who choose to be friends not only wil l  good 
to each other but express their friendship in outward ways like 
exchanging gifts and bodi ly contact: shaking hands , embracing, 
and so on . 

Similarly, in the Eucharist, the head , Jesus, and the members 
of the new covenant community act together by bodily contact 
and cooperation in a central human act-a meal- but one which 
is sacred because it consists of Jesus and also perpetuates his sac-
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rifice to God and enables us to share in it . In the Eucharist we are 
joined bodily to Jesus and, in Jesus, with one another. Our unity 
in the body of Christ is real bodily unity, though obviously unlike 
any other. We also share in Jesus' human acts and in divine life, 
and are united with one another. These several kinds of union and 
sharing depend on or are sustained by bodily unity with Jesus in 
the Eucharist . 

How it all works is a mystery, but Jesus assures us that it is real 
and necessary: "Very truly, I tell you, unless you eat the flesh of 
the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you" (Jn 
6:53). Bodily unity with Jesus and, in him, with one another is a 
real, irreducible aspect of the Eucharist . It is fundamental to our 
cooperation with Jesus' work of redemption and to sharing in his 
divine life .  

Third, the Eucharist is  a kind of medicine and immunization 
against sin. It motivates us to try to be more like Jesus. This is 
easy to understand, since the more we love someone else, the 
more we want to be like that person. 

In this way the Eucharist helps us to avoid mortal sin and over­
come venial sin. One thinks: "I do not want to commit mortal 
sin, for then I will not be worthy to receive Holy Communion. I 
want to struggle even against venial sin, so that I can receive com­
munion more worthily." Or, in a more mature form: "I do not 
wish to be unfaithful to Jesus, for then I would be unfit for bodily 
union with him." 

It is not unlike a good husband's or wife's determination to be 
faithful, so as not to be unworthy of marital intimacy. But the 
situation is different for someone who reasons:  "It doesn't matter 
if I commit this sin-I'm only human, after all ." That is the at­
titude which leads both to infidelity in marriage and to sacrile­
gious communions. 

On a deeper level, the Eucharist is at the center of a kind of 
"virtuous circle" of love. Receiving gifts from God in the Eucha­
rist and experiencing receiving them, we are motivated to respond 
with gratitude and with gifts of our own. But no sooner do we 
begin to give gifts to someone than we begin to feel more attached 
to that person-we have, as it were, a greater stake in him or her. 
In ordinary human experience, the people we love most are those 
for whom we have done most-children, other family members, 
close friends. So it is in our relationship with God. 
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God loves us so much because we are, and are good, by reason 
of his gifts in us . To speak in human terms, God the Father sees 
himself in Jesus, sees Jesus in us, and loves us on that account. 
And we, loved by God and experiencing his loving gifts , are 
moved to love him in return, which is itself a gift of God . So in 
the Eucharist we are drawn into a continuing exchange of gifts 
with God, and the more we give, the more we care for him . Thus, 
as Vatican II puts it, "the mind is filled with grace" (SC 47) . 

Living and acting within this virtuous circle increases unity. 
That brings us to the fourth purpose of the Eucharist enumerated 
by Trent: to be a pledge-a downpayment-or anticipation of 
heaven. 

The ideal consummation of any process of growing closer is 
perfect unity. To take a simple case, if a young man and woman 
find themselves becoming steadily friendlier and friendlier, they 
are probably on the way to getting married. In the Eucharist 
there is no doubt about the matter: if growth in intimacy contin­
ues without interruption, it can only end in the perfect commu­

. nion of heavenly fellowship. 
The Eucharist joins us to Jesus not as he once was but as he 

now is : we are united with him in resurrection life. This unity 
with the resurrected Christ comes to completion in full sharing in 
his life and in our own rising from the dead . The Eucharist is 
central to the process ; in the Mass we really experience the fel­
lowship of everlasting life. 

Fifth, and finally, Trent points to the unity of the Church-a 
unity which it perfects-as a purpose of the Eucharist. In being 
perfected in unity with Jesus, Christians are also perfected in 
unity with one another. The process begins in baptism and comes 
to fulfillment in the Eucharist. 

Vatican II expresses this very clearly in its decree on ecumenism: 
Baptism, therefore, constitutes a sacramental bond of unity linking 

all who have been reborn by means of it. But baptism, of itself, is 

only a beginning, a point of departure, for it is wholly directed to­
ward the acquiring of ful lness of life in Christ. Baptism is thus ori­

ented toward a complete profession of faith , a complete incorporation 

into the system of salvation such as Christ himself wil led it to be, and 

final ly, toward a complete participation in Eucharistic communion . 

(UR 22) 

Our covenant with God not only joins us to him but makes us 
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more and more united to one another. The Eucharist brings us 
together as a covenant people, unites us in bodily communion in 
Jesus, and allows us to experience our unity. At the same time, 
nevertheless, the Eucharist is primarily a sacrament of unity with 
Jesus, not of our unity with one another. Although our union with 
him does unite us, heavenly communion will be primarily a mat­
ter of union with his resurrection life . 

In practical terms, then, there is far more to the Eucharist than 
our coming together, sharing a meal, and having a religious expe­
rience with other believers. To be sure, in one aspect the Mass is a 
sacramental meal, the Church does come together for this celebra­
tion, a social act, and participating in the celebration should be a 
worthwhile religious experience. Moreover, pastors must work to 
develop genuine community and their flocks should cooperate in 
this effort so that everyone will experience fully the consolation 
and joy of sharing in the communion of the Church. Still, our 
union with Jesus clearly takes priority over our unity with one 
another, and the reality of communion is more important than the 
experience. As St. Paul says, "we, who are many, are one body in 
Christ, and individually members one of another" (Rom 12 :5 ) .  
Unity in Christ i s  the basis of unity with the other members of 
his body. 

Even more concretely, this means that a good, vital parish or 
faith community of any sort is one where unity with Jesus in the 
Eucharist has priority. It is this which brings people together, not 
manipulative-though well-intended-attempts to "build com­
munity" on the basis of merely human solidarity, in the hope that 
sociability will lead to something authentically religious . 

The danger in the latter approach is obvious: it risks reducing 
the Church to a club. Even where it succeeds, the success is shal­
low and distorts the Church's reality. But where unity with Jesus 
is the starting point and basis of community, people are led to 
consider how they can share with one another in practical ways, 
give mutual assistance and support, and build solidarity on a va­
riety of other levels, especially by cooperating in apostolic living 
and works. This does not happen automatically, however; it re­
quires catechesis regarding the practical implications of Eucharis­
tic unity. But where these are explained, understood, accepted, 
and lived out, people have the firmest foundation and best motive 
for true religious "community" in all its aspects . 
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C: The Extension of the Eucharist through Daily Life 

The Eucharist acts as an organizing principle of Christian life 
in many ways. Faith, prayer, the other sacraments, sacramentals, 
and devotions all find their center in the Eucharist. Everything 
else in Christian life prepares for, extends, carries out, or shares 
in this central reality: Eucharistic communion with God in Jesus 
and, in consequence, communion with one another. 

However, two other ways in which the Eucharist extends 
through Christian life are especially noteworthy because of their 
liturgical character. They are the Liturgy of the Hours and the 
sacrament of matrimony. 

The Eucharist organizes Christian life through the Liturgy of 
the Hours in a very simple manner. At best, one's participation in 
the Eucharist is limited to a brief time daily; yet, as we have 
stressed repeatedly, the whole of a Christian's life should be Eu­
charistic . The Liturgy of the Hours, which is liturgical prayer and 
therefore the prayer of the Church, brings this about by, as it 
were, extending the Mass throughout the day. As the General In­
struction of the Liturgy of the Hours expresses it: 

The Liturgy of the Hours extends . . . to the different hours of the 

day the praise and thanksgiving, the commemoration of the mysteries 

of salvation, the petitions and the foretaste of heavenly glory, that are 

present in the Eucharistic mystery, 'the center and apex of the whole 

life of the Christian community' .  . . . The Liturgy of the Hours is an 

excellent preparation for the celebration of the Eucharist itself, for it 

inspires and deepens in a fitting way the dispositions necessary for 

the fruitful celebration of the Eucharist: faith, hope, love, devotion 

and the spirit of self-denial. 26 

Of its nature, then, the Liturgy of the Hours is not only for 
clergy and religious but for lay people, too. In seeking its renewal, 
the principal objective of the Second Vatican Council was that it 
be the daily prayer of the whole Church, celebrated in parishes, 
neighborhoods, and homes. It is different from devotions like the 
rosary and the stations of the cross, good and important as these 
are, in that it is part of the Church's common and universal 
prayer life. 

Yet the Church has not mandated it for everyone, for not all are 
ready to participate in it . For the Council's vision to become re­
ality, the Liturgy of the Hours must be well understood and ap-
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predated by bishops, priests, and religious-who have a strict 
duty to say it on behalf of the Church as a whole-then shared 
with others . Up to now, this sharing has not even been attempted 
in most places . 

How the sacrament of matrimony extends the Eucharist through 
daily life is more mysterious, but that it does so is no less a 
fact. Obviously, marriage does shape the lives of married couples : 
most husbands and wives spend the greater part of their time on 
their duties as married people and parents. They set up and 
maintain a household, work to support themselves , raise their 
children. 

But how does marriage extend the Eucharist through daily life? 
Start with the fact that the choice to be married and the commit­
ment to carry out the duties of marriage constitute a Christian 
vocation. To live in fidelity to this vocation is to live an apostolic 
life, consecrated by the sacrament of confirmation . 

But how is that different from any other vocation, and why is it 
specifically Eucharistic? St . Paul points to the answer in the epis­
tle to the Ephesians: The marriage bond symbolizes the unity of 
Christ and the Church (see Eph 5 : 2 1-33) . 

Love means personal fulfillment in interpersonal relationship. 
The more perfectly persons are united in love, the more they are 
also distinct and perfected; they are, one might say, both more 
themselves and more in communion. The perfect model of this is 
the Trinity, whose persons are perfectly in communion with one 
another but also perfectly distinct, completely themselves. The 
situation is similar in the heavenly communion of divine and hu­
man persons which God is building up in Christ: the more united 
we are with Jesus, the more our own distinct identities are per­
fected. And as the divine persons are inseparable from one an­
other, so Jesus and his Church are indissolubly united forever. 

Marriage mirrors that. The union of husband and wife is a 
"great mystery," St. Paul says , adding: "and I am applying it to 
Christ and the Church" (Eph 5 : 32).  A married couple are real ly 
one principle of generation, one organism, biological ly speaking, 
for the purpose of begetting a child. Indeed, as  a marital cove­
nant, the whole relationship fosters unity and distinction of per­
sons in procreative love. The more united the couple are , the 
more the individual personhood of each is fulfilled. And their 
union is lifelong. 
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Today many married people do not see it that way. Implicitly or 
explicitly, they approach marriage in an individualistic spirit and 
reject the idea of self-fulfillment in and through the communion 
of an indissoluble marriage. The result is self-alienation . The 
"liberated" man or woman seeks fulfillment in possessions (which 
tend to dominate the one who has them), in pleasurable experi­
ences (which are not the lasting self), and in status and power 
over others (which make one,s identity depend on ones inferiors). 

Yet marital union remains a sign, a sort of natural sacrament, 
of the everlasting heavenly communion which God is bringing 
about. This is scarcely an accident . It is not as if God, having 
created sex, only then noticed that it somehow mirrors the Trin­
ity. Rather, as three persons in communion who wish to bring us 
into their eternal fellowship, the Trinity creates sex as an experi­
ence and beginning of that relationship for us . 

In short, marriage is a commencement and a symbol of the 
Eucharistic commwiion which will last forever in heaven. It is 
in this way above all that the sacrament of matrimony extends 
the Eucharist into life. When a married couple live within the 
Eucharistic communion of the new covenant, what they naturally 
are-an enduring human communion and sign of heavenly com­
munion-becomes part of that of which they are a sign. In the 
fellowship of marriage, an interpersonal relationship pertaining 
to heavenly communion is made actual and experienced in a par­
ticular way. 

Someone might object that in heaven there is no marrying or 
giving in marriage (see Mt 22: 30) . That is true. But why is there 
no marriage in heaven? Not because bodily communion and per­
sonal fulfi l lment by relationship wil l  be absent . They wi l l  not . 

In heaven, however, bodily communion wil l  not be limited as it 
is in this life. Even as the sexual character of bodi ly communion 
drops away, the reality of "two in one flesh" wil l  be universal­
ized; all the saints wil l  share in the bodily communion of Jesus, 
resurrection life ,  not only with him but with one another. The 
interpersonal communion of sharing in bodi ly life , in a single 
commitment of love, and in divine life wi l l  continue forever in 
heaven , but no longer marked by the exclusivity which is part of 
the reality of marriage. In heaven the union of the blessed wil l  be 
ful ler than the ful lest union of married couples-that union 
which now is a sign and token of what is to be . 



34 . Christian Life 
Animated with Hope 
of Everlasting Life 

We have seen how Christians follow Jesus by prayer, by living 
out their personal vocations, and by receiving the sacraments . 
Now it is time to summarize the vision of Christian life which we 
have been developing since chapter nineteen. 

Life in this world is related to life in the next . How we live now 
has a bearing on our fulfillment in heavenly communion with 
Christ. But what is the connection? How is this present life both 
related to eternal life and distinct from it? 

We consider three topics: first , three inadequate views of this 
relationship; then, how Christian humanism improves on these in­
adequate views; finally, how the Christian should view human 
goods in this life. The teaching of the Second Vatican Council is 
central to this treatment. 

A: Three Inadequate Views of the Relationship between 
This World and the Next 

The three inadequate views are the classical view, secular 
humanism, and liberalized Christianity. The first two are diamet­
rically opposed, whi le the third is an unhappy compromise com­
bining their worst features. As for the Christian humanism which 
we shal l examine later, it is the diametric opposite of liberalized 
Christianity, and it avoids the failings of the classical view and 
secular humanism whi le incorporating their strengths. 

389 
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The first position, called "classical" here, has its historical roots 
in neo-Platonism. This was a philosophical-theological school in­
fluential among intellectuals in the early Christian centuries. Its 
basic tenet was that everything comes from a transcendent One. 

A Christian might wish to call this "God," but in fact the One 
of neo-Platonism bears scant resemblance to the God of Christian 
belief. Rather than creating, the One radiates like the sun. In dif­
fusing its essential goodness, the One brings about things more or 
less distinct from itself, including those we call creatures; but 
they are not creatures, since the One does not create-it only 
gives rise to other things through a process of self-diffusion about 
which it has no choice. 

Material things are on the furthest edge of this process. As for 
human beings, they stand at a certain distance from the One, and 
can either slip further away, toward nothingness, by becoming 
more immersed in matter, or else can turn from the outer world 
to the interior life, and move from the lower toward the higher, 
until finally they are reunited with the One. The multiplicity and 
individuality of finite human selves will disappear when merged 
into perfect unity with the One. This is not redemption; it is sim­
ply finding one's way back to where one came from and being 
reabsorbed into the One. 

Obviously, no Christian can accept all this. Yet it does offer a 
seemingly coherent account. Needing a theological framework for 
their reflection on revelation, the intellectuals among the early 
Christians naturally turned to neo-Platonism. Some of the Greek 
Fathers were heavily influenced by this way of thinking, among 
them the so-called Pseudo-Dionysus, a Christian thinker who 
wrote under the name of a disciple of St. Paul and whose works 
were prized all during the Middle Ages. 

St. Augustine, before his conversion, also was much taken with 
neo-Platonism. Eventually he came to realize that he, and the 
school to which he subscribed, had made the disastrous mistake 
of leaving Christ out of account. Even then, however, imbued 
with the thinking of the neo-Platonists, he continued to hold to 
their ideas insofar as they seemed consistent with Christian faith. 
In moving beyond neo-Platonism, he worked out a profound 
Christian theology; but because of neo-Platonism's role in his in­
tellectual development, his theology also embodies a great deal of 
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its way of thinking. His enormous prestige helped carry it into 
later Christian thought. 

Hence the "classical" view. In general terms, it is as follows. 
Human beings must turn away not only from sin but from mate­
rial things, then turn back to God and move toward the divine­
from the outer to the inner, the lower to the higher. What we do 
in this life is not important in itself; it has merely instrumental 
value, as a means of reaching heaven. And heaven? It is intellec­
tual union with God, understood in a largely individualistic way. 
(Note, though, that Augustine was a much better theologian than 
many of his followers, and so, nourished by Scripture, he some­
times speaks of heaven as a community, even a banquet. Also, his 
great appreciation for the Incarnation helps introduce healthy hu­
manistic elements into his thought. Unfortunately, that cannot be 
said of all those who came after him.)  

In this view, religion became confused with the divine life 
in which Christians share by adoption. As a result, the good of 
religion seemed not only supreme but the overriding good, taking 
precedence over every other human good-justice, human friend­
ship, knowledge and scientific truth, even human life.  This men­
tality naturally found crusades and inquisitions reasonable and 
good, for it seemed reasonable and good to set aside, even violate, 
other goods for the sake of the religious good. This was not far 
removed from the view that, where religion is concerned, the end 
justifies the means. 

Without ever denying bodily resurrection, this classical spiritu­
ality tended to give it short shrift. Indeed, it is difficult to see 
how bodily resurrection fits into its scheme of things. Where the 
emphasis is on saving one's soul so as to enjoy intellectual union 
with God in heaven, what good purpose does bodily resurrection 
serve? This way of thinking also tends to foster legalism. Good 
human acts cannot bring about the Beatific Vision, but mortal sin 
can prevent one from reaching heaven. So, the relevant practical 
question becomes: "What must I do to stay out of hell?" That is 
a very important question, but many positive things drop out of 
sight and a legalistic outlook takes over when it dominates moral 
reflection. 

Then Christianity becomes vulnerable to those who, fleeing 
the truth of the gospel because of the judgment it passes on 
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them and their way of life, wish to rationalize their behavior by 
attacking the faith. The more intelligent such people are-and, 
historically, some have been very intelligent indeed-the more 
persuasive their critique is . For, to repeat, the classical spirituality 
leaves the Church open to such attacks. Thus, the critics accuse 
Christianity of denying authentic human values, paying little at­
tention to justice and the goods of this life, and fostering a false 
otherworldliness which discourages people from struggling against 
human misery and thereby makes it easier for exploiters to go on 
exploiting. Even making allowance for hostile exaggeration, there 
is a good deal of truth in all this, if by "Christianity" one means 
the classical view. 

In this way secular humanism emerged as a reaction to classical 
piety. During the late Middle Ages and especially in the Renais­
sance one finds a humanism which, though not antagonistic to­
ward faith, does lend support to the search for an alternative to an 
exclusively religious appreciation of the human. This humanism 
evolved through the Enlightenment, with its rejection of miracles 
and revelation and its skepticism regarding transcendent reli­
gion generally, into the thoroughgoing atheism of nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century secular humanism. 

The differences between Marxist secular humanism and the 
secular humanism of Western liberal democracies are not impor­
tant for our present purposes. What matters are the likenesses . 

In the name of human values, secular humanism holds that 
there is no source of meaning and value beyond the human. It 
considers looking and living for any life beyond this one to be a 
distraction and a delusion. This is the only life we have, and we 
must make the most of it. To be concerned with God, heaven, and 
immortality is an evasion of the real challenges and problems of 
living. "Yes, man is his own end," says Albert Camus. "And he is 
his only end. If he aims to be something, it is in this life."27 

The values emphasized by this antireligious humanism are real 
ones: human dignity, justice, freedom. Marxists and Western sec­
ular liberals agree in wishing to make the human person godlike, 
the ultimate source of meaning and value. As Camus says, "To 
become god is merely to be free on this earth, not to serve an 
immortal being."28 

But despite all its talk of freedom, secular humanism denies the 
reality of free choice. In its place it sets the dialectic of history, 
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psychic or social evolution, or some other deterministic develop­
mental process thought to explain the human condition . With free 
choice gone, personal moral responsibility natural ly is denied . 
Thus, paradoxically, secular humanism radically undermines the 
dignity of the person which it set out to uphold and promote . 
Ultimately, individuals do not count; one may-perhaps even 
must-kill  some people in order to make this a better world for 
others. Thus, in the twentieth century totalitarian regimes killed 
tens of millions of persons and the worldwide holocaust of legal­
ized abortion wiped out hundreds of millions more . 

Secular humanism is appealing not only because it affirms 
some real values but also for other, less attractive reasons . Its de­
nial of free choice and the responsibility it entails is attractive to 
people who commit sin and do not wish to repent . If one has no 
personal moral responsibility for what one does , one might as 
well relax and enjoy oneself in doing it . 

Moreover, the high status of creator and arbiter of meaning and 
value which secular humanism assigns to human beings readily 
leads to arbitrariness and despotism in society, and this is at­
tractive to those who have power or hope to get it . Since differ­
ences about meaning and value cannot be settled by appealing to 
God (who does not exist) or to human nature (which is only raw 
material to be shaped), and since differences cannot always be set­
tled by persuasion leading to consensus , they often must be 
settled by deception, manipulation, or force. Intellectual, moral , 
and cultural life are radically politicized in secular humanist soci­
eties; the ultimate struggle is the struggle for power. As the Free­
mason Ludovico Settembrini puts it in Thomas Mann 's The 
Magic Mountain: "The friend of humanity cannot recognize a 
distinction between what is political and what is not . There is 
nothing that is not political . Everything is politics ."29 

Liberalized Christianity emerged gradually as secular human­
ism grew increasingly powerful. While there are undoubtedly 
many explanations for that, one concerns the academic environ­
ment in which this version of Christianity arose .  Many academi­
cians in other fields were moving away from faith , and theologians 
wished to be accepted as members of the academic community. 
They also felt it their duty to salvage what they could of their 
religious traditions, and to make faith as respectable as possible to 
cultured modern people .  Therefore, the academic theologians 



394 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

began making concessions, partly in a quest for more defensible 
positions and partly for the sake of academic respectability. 

Why not? Neither classical piety nor biblical fundamentalism 
seemed defensible. To the complaint of old-fashioned believers 
"You're denying the faith," the natural response of academic theolo­
gians was, "You unsophisticated believers don't get the point"­
after which further concessions followed in the cause of appeasing 
secular humanism. Through such a process as this, liberalized 
Christianity arose in European universities, beginning in the sev­
enteenth century, peaking in the nineteenth century, and continu­
ing into this one. 

At first liberalized Christianity resembled the classical view in 
taking seriously matters like heaven and hell.  To be fair about it, 
even today liberal Christians continue to believe in something 
transcendent, namely, God. But hell was a great embarrassment, 
and over time liberalized Christians managed to dispense with it . 
By doing so, they detached life in this world from serious conse­
quences in the next world, while moving closer to secular human­
ism in emphasizing this world. 

At the same time, liberalized Christianity came to downplay, 
even deny, the idea that there is anything fundamentally wrong 
with this world, anything which cannot be repaired by human ef­
fort or the working out of some evolutionary process . In this ac­
count, the problem with the human condition is not original and 
personal sin; it is that we are at an early stage , a comparatively 
low level, of human development.  Perhaps people who act badly 
have psychological · problems or lack information, or perhaps de­
fects in social structures prevent them from behaving better. 
Progress is bound to correct such problems. 

With sin de-emphasized, it next becomes easy to ignore or deny 
free choice and moral responsibility. Original sin is a myth, while 
personal sin is not "sin" at al l but only a flaw in a developmental 
process . Excluding moral responsibility also suits theories of grace 
according to which grace does everything and good works are un­
necessary. With hel l denied and forgotten, life becomes a golden 
escalator carrying everyone automatical ly to heaven . But one need 
not think about something far in the future that is a sure thing, so 
the significance of heaven also fades . Indeed, in this view every­
thing having to do with an afterlife comes to have value (to the 
extent it has any value at al l) as symbol rather than reality. 
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No freedom or personal responsibility, no heaven or hell, hu­
man life caught up in an evolutionary process or historical dialec­
tic leading inevitably to betterment in this world: that does make 
Christianity a cozy and comfortable system. Just the sort of sys­
tem against which figures like Kierkegaard and Newman were 
warning during the nineteenth century. 

It is, of course, a system with no place for the cross . Suffering 
is meaningless for those who suffer, the moral significance-the 
sacredness-of bodily life is frequently ignored, and the reality of 
bodily resurrection is called into question. It is a system which 
empties life of moral seriousness because human acts have neither 
the everlasting significance they had in classical piety nor the ul­
timate this-worldly significance they have for serious nonbeliev­
ers. Still, this world view gained liberal theologians a measure of 
respectability among their secular humanist academic colleagues. 

Liberalized Christianity became even more acceptable when its 
leading theologians began to agree with secular humanists that 
meaning, value, and moral requirements are human constructs ,  
established by society, by public opirion, by cultural consensus . 
The theory that it is acceptable to sacrifice some human goods for 
the sake of a greater good made headway. An emerging moral 
theology adopted legalistic devices for dispensing people from 
accepting responsibility for their behavior. Where the "rules" 
are not clear and certain, people are entitled to follow their 
"consciences," and of course there are very few clear and certain 
rules in a system like this . At the same time, political and social 
schemes are accepted which, assuming the perfectibility of this 
world, are at once grandiose in their goals and questionable in 
their means. This fits in well with the current emphasis in some 
theological circles on "liberation" understood largely in socio­
political terms. 

Liberalized Christianity does emphasize this-worldly values 
while retaining a residue of traditional Christianity-those as­
pects of it which are most easily accepted. But it is not an ade­
quate synthesis of what is true in secular humanism and in 
classical piety. Instead it combines the worst features of both. 

The secular humanist, after al l ,  attaches ultimate importance to 
this life,  but liberalized Christianity sti l l  must acknowledge some­
thing after death . Lacking classical piety's belief in hell as a real 
possibi lity, however, it is comfortable and complacent. It caters to 
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self-indulgence and spiritual laziness. Its characteristic vice is 
sloth. To avoid a fatal boredom with religion itself, its adherents 
find themselves needing stimulation, either from emotionally ex­
citing religious experiences or from involving religion in the 
socio-political causes approved by secular humanism-or both . 

B:  How an Authentic Christian Humanism Improves on 
These Inadequate Views 

Plainly there is need for a better alternative to classical piety 
and secular humanism. Such an alternative does exist. It is inte­
gral Christian humanism. 

One finds it beginning to emerge in the writings of Pope Leo 
XIII and stil l  more clearly in Pius XI and Pius XII .  It is articu­
lated authoritatively by the Second Vatican Council,  especially in 
Gaudium et Spes. Pope John Paul II not only constantly repeats 
the Council's humanistic teaching but draws out its implications 
and adds many details, for example, in his encyclicals Dives in 
Misericordia (on divine mercy) and Laborem Exercens (on work) . 

Where classical piety emphasizes, to the point of exclusivity, 
fulfillment in divine life,  Christian humanism emphasizes integral 
human fulfillment in Jesus . But fulfillment in Jesus, as we have 
seen repeatedly, is more than fulfillment in divine life .  Since 
Jesus is not only God but man, and now man with a glorified, 
resurrected body, union with him also means fulfillment in hu­
man life and in human goods, including bodily resurrection life . 

As this authentic Christian humanism emerges, Christian life 
comes to be seen more clearly as communal life. So, for instance, 
Pius XI, stressing the restoration of all things to God in Jesus, 
established the feast of Christ the King; the implication is that 
Christians are fellow citizens of his kingdom, which is already 
present (though imperfectly so) on earth. Similarly, the Church 
comes to be seen not simply as an institution providing spiritual 
services, but as the community of Christian faith and apostolic 
life . Pius XII presents it as the Mystical Body of Christ, Vatican 
II as the People of God. These are communal, corporate concepts: 
the Church is one bread, one body, one people. 

As for secular humanism, while it emphasizes some human 
goods, it overlooks others and more or less distorts those it does 
recognize . But integral Christian humanism honors all true hu­
man goods. Bodily life is not viewed as instrumental to happiness 
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(whether "happiness" be understood in this-worldly or other­
worldly terms) . Truth is not subordinated to justice , as Marxism 
has no qualms about doing. Human creative work-art, poetry, 
and the rest-is not instrumentalized for the sake of selling prod­
ucts or political propaganda; it is given its due. So also with other 
human goods . 

Christian humanism views integral human fulfillment as an at­
tainable ideal which will be realized in heavenly fulfillment in 
Christ. While liberalized Christianity finds it hard to say why hu­
man acts are significant, and so tends to trivialize life in this 
world, the fulfillment of everything in Jesus-an attainable pos­
sibility-makes human cooperation in God's redemptive work im­
perative and urgent. One has a fresh incentive for living a serious 
life when one knows that one is sharing in God's work and that 
what one does here and now will have an impact forever and ever. 

Even as it stresses the continuity between this life and the next, 
however, Christian humanism also recognizes the discontinuity. It 
is important to make clear wherein lie both the continuity and the 
discontinuity in all three ways of being united with Jesus-that 
is, in divine life, in human acts, and in bodily union . 

In general, the discontinuity is of two kinds . One is the discon­
tinuity of maturation, the imperfect becoming perfect. There is 
also a more radical discontinuity of reversal . The evil now present 
in creation will be eliminated or overcome in the heavenly king­
dom: there will  be no injustice, no death , no evil at all .  

The basic principle of continuity is  that the goods we share in 
by being united with Christ persist. Let us consider each one in 
turn, along with the relevant discontinuity. 

First, we are united with Jesus in respect to divine life. Conti­
nuity here concerns the fact that we are now chi ldren of God and 
wil l  remain his children in heaven . The only discontinuity is that 
of maturation. That which is now imperfect in our divine filiation 
will  be perfected in heavenly communion with God . "We are 
God's children now; what we wil l  be has not yet been revealed . 
What we do know is this: when he is revealed , we will be like 
him, for we will see him as he is" ( 1  Jn 3 :2) .  In other words, 
when faith gives place to sight, we shal l grow up to the status of 
mature, adult members of God's family. 

Second, we are united to Jesus in respect to human acts . We 
shal l be included in heaven as his loyal members , self-constituted 
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by acting in him, through the grace he won for us . Our self­
determination by the commitments of faith , vocation , and appro­
priate relationships with other people will last. Hence continuity: 
We shall be the persons we have made ourselves , and our bonds 
with other people-spouses, friends, fellow members of the 
Church-will not be discarded but perfected. But there will also 
be a twofold discontinuity. First, of maturation: In heaven the 
possibility of choosing wrongly or betraying commitments will be 
outgrown. Second, a radical discontinuity: The sin and imperfec­
tion which cripple our personalities, twist our relationships, and 
cause misery to us and other people, will be completely over­
come. 

Third, we are united with Jesus in respect to bodily life. In the 
Eucharist we share even now in Jesus' resurrection life and enjoy 
true bodily union with him; we are "incorporated" into him . The 
continuity here concerns the fact that we shall rise in our own 
bodies and share perfectly in the resurrection life of Jesus . The 
discontinuity of maturity means that in heaven we shall enjoy 
positive immortality-we shall never die again. The radical dis­
continuity lies in the fact that God will do away not only with 
sickness, suffering, and death but with all the evils arising from 
sin which now infect the human condition, including defects in 
the products of our work, in our culture, and in our interpersonal 
communication. 

In sum, the heaven for which we hope does indeed signify the 
maturation of divine life in us; but it also signifies the restoration 
and perfection of our human action, bodily life, and everything 
else which pertains to us. Our fulfillment will not be individual­
istic but communal, a true heavenly banquet, corresponding to 
the vision set forth by Vatican II in a passage which , with good 
reason , we have cited before . 

For after we have obeyed the Lord, and in his Spirit nurtured on 

earth the values of human dignity, brotherhood and freedom, and in­

deed al l the good fruits of our nature and enterprise, we wil l  find 

them again ,  but freed of stain ,  burnished and transfigured . This wi l l  

be so when Christ hands over to the Father a kingdom eternal and 

universal : "a kingdom of truth and life,  of holiness and grace , of jus­

tice, love, and peace" [Preface of the Feast of Christ the King] . On 

this earth that kingdom is already present in mystery. When the Lord 
returns, it wi l l  be brought into ful l flower. (GS 39) 
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C: How the Christian Should Regard Human Goods in This Life 

Good human acts ennoble us . We fulfill ourselves in respect to 
human goods by our choices and our actions-by doing good and 
living well. Among the human goods which last is our friendship 
with God, into which we enter by the covenant of faith . But our 
good acts also contribute to the fulfillment of all things in Jesus , 
a fulfillment in which all good human relationships and whatever 
perfects human persons also will last. 

As we have just seen, Vatican II clearly teaches that in the res­
urrection everything worthwhile in our lives will be perfected and 
raised up. As real cooperators in carrying out God's plan, it is 
important that we do our best. 

Plainly, then, human actions and human lives have a more than 
merely instrumental relationship to heaven. Life in this world is 
not just a kind of test which one must pass in order to be saved . It 
is one's contribution to the building up of heaven itself. As the 
Council says, everything good in human work and human culture 
has a place in heaven. 

From this point of view, we can understand how a good life in 
this world merits heaven, without being merely instrumental. The 
Eucharist gathers in all the good fruits of human nature and ef­
fort, which provide material for the kingdom. At the same time, 
human acts in their Eucharistic aspect are gifts to God . He will 
raise us up in response to that gift. For we do not simply give our 
works to God-we give them in Christ and in the unity of the 
Spirit. Small as our part is, the Eucharist would be emptied of 
much of its meaning if we did not live good human lives and offer 
them united with Jesus' offering. 

The importance of human life becomes still clearer when we 
consider Jesus' life.  Not even God could have brought about his 
human life without his living it. But suppose he had not lived it? 
Without having lived, suffered, and died, would he live now in 
glory? God could not have raised up Jesus in glory if he had not 
lived and died . 

And now we, in our diverse ways, go on doing what Jesus did . 
The heavenly kingdom is sti l l  being bui lt up by him in the life of 
his Church on earth, that is, in the lives of us who are the mem­
bers of the Church . Here is the significance of Christian life on 
this earth , the essence of Christian humanism . 
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Obviously, then, a faithful Christian will have a distinctive at­
titude toward this world and toward human goods . 

The Christian will love human goods indiscriminately. That 
does not mean pursuing them randomly, for such behavior would 
be contrary to vocation and commitment . No one can do every­
thing; each of us must devote himself or herself to the service of 
particular goods and particular people. At the same time, all of us 
should have a deep appreciation and reverence for all the goods, 
just as we should love every neighbor as ourselves . One should 
not regard religion, say, as tremendously important while dismiss­
ing the physical well-being of people as unimportant; one should 
not prize truth while viewing the lives of the unborn as insigni­
ficant. All human goods are important. And because no good 
intrinsic to persons is a mere means to something else, the Chris­
tian must hold that there are some means which no end can ever 
justify. 

Christians will detach themselves from everything not required 
by their personal vocations. This means more than giving up bad 
things, more even than giving up good things which interfere 
with fulfil ling one's vocation. It means giving up everything 
which lies outside the range of personal vocation, because any­

thing else will be more or less a hindrance. Yet even while the 
Christian cultivates this detachment, he or she seeks and uses ev­
erything legitimately available for fulfilling personal vocation . 

Christians wil l  be as energetic as the most energetic of nonbe­
lievers . They will not be troubled or work any less hard if their 
personal vocations call for them to play modest roles . They will 
be eager that human goods be realized, in others as well as in 
themselves, but no more ambitious than their vocations require . 
Ordinarily, people either are energetic and ambitious with an eye 
on winning recognition and power, or else they lack ambition and 
settle for undemanding positions because they want to avoid hard 
work and struggle. The Christian, however, is able to combine 
these seeming opposites-ambition and energy on the one hand , 
selflessness and readiness to occupy a small role on the other-in 
light of the first and second modes of responsibility which rule 
out inertia and individualism .  

For such a person , success i s  unimportant by comparison with 
faithfulness. Indeed, what passes for success is worthless if its 
price is unfaithfulness (the fourth mode) . Fai lure does not matter, 
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provided one keeps faith . Recognition and respect by others-su­
periors, professional peers, and so on-count for nothing if they 
require that one be unfaithful. 

To think and live this way places faithful Christians in a posi­
tion of alienation from much of the surrounding culture and many 
people with whom they come in contact . In one way or another, 
they will suffer. But they will not seek revenge . In the fallen hu­
man condition, people hate those who hurt them and make them 
fail. But the faithful Christian combines a healthy disdain for hu­
man opinion with a nonretributive attitude . Helping one's ene­
mies is the Christian thing to do; one does not try to destroy evil 
but to heal it and to save those who do evil to oneself, just as 
Jesus did. 



35 . The Truth of Christ Lives 
in His Church 

Having completed our treatment of Christian moral principles 
in chapter thirty-four, we turn now to a kind of appendix. In this 
chapter and the next we defend the theological sources we have 
used and how we have used them . 

We have assumed throughout that it is possible to engage in 
theological reflection on the basis of what the Church teaches and 
on the basis of Scripture and tradition as the Church understands 
them. Catholic theologians took this for granted until the recent 
past, but today it is rejected by many who also reject various ele­
ments of Catholic teaching. 

We shall not attempt to prove the truth of the Church's teach­
ing here. These two chapters are a theological clarification rather 
than an apologetic. They should nevertheless help readers under­
stand what the issues are and why many of the arguments used by 
dissenting theologians fail .  

The present chapter proceeds constructively, by addressing five 
questions: the general idea of infal libi lity; the inerrancy of Scrip­
ture; the notion of magisterium; the infallibi lity of nondefined 
moral teachings; and religious assent to noninfallibly proposed 
teachings. Chapter thirty-six presents a critique of radical theo­
logical dissent. 

A: The General Idea of Infallibility 

To understand infal libility, one must begin with the apostles . 
They were Jesus' companions and friends, but also something 
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more. Their unique role was to be the authorized recipients of 
God's revelation in Jesus . 

Authorized recipients were needed. The communication of God's 
revelation in Jesus would not have been complete without some­
one to receive it, and this "someone" could not have been just 
anyone. Jesus communicated divine truth to many people, but 
only a few-the apostles-had the responsibility of being the 
official recipients, who would keep his revelation intact and hand 
it on, so that it would be available to all humankind . 

Humanly speaking, however, even the apostles could have 
made mistakes in matters of faith. But if these authorized recipi­
ents had misunderstood it, revelation would have been thwarted . 
Thus, some special divine intervention was required to prevent 
this from happening. In the New Testament, Jesus frequently 
promises to send the Holy Spirit, and eventually does so , for just 
this purpose. "When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you 
into all the truth" (Jn 16: 13) . The Spirit ensures that the apostles 
do not and cannot err in believing. 

That sure gift of recognizing revealed truth is essentially what 
is meant by infallibility. Although the term itself did not come 
into use until the Middle Ages, the reality was present from 
the beginning. The apostles received and believed only what God 
wished to communicate, and they received and believed all of it . 

Not that they all believed and preached identically the same 
things .  As individuals ,  they naturally tended to emphasize differ­
ent aspects of Jesus' message, cal ling attention to particular words 
and deeds of his which they found especial ly significant . John 
emphasized things which Peter did not; Peter stressed things John 
did not stress ,  and so on . 

The gospels and epistles reflect this diversity. The New Testa­
ment embodies a harmonious pluralism rooted in unified apostolic 
faith. Conflict and incompatibility among different apostolic be­
liefs were precluded, whi le at the same time the apostles' collegial 
unity and communication with one another were required to en­
compass the whole body of revealed truth . 

Yet the apostles did not compile a list of revealed truths and 
transmit it to those who came after them. At first , much that 
Jesus had revealed was only implicit in the practice and worship 
of the apostolic Church . One searches the New Testament in vain, 
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for example, to find the seven sacraments named, and indeed it 
took many centuries for the very idea of sacrament to be worked 
out clearly. It does not follow, however, that the seven sacraments 
were ever lacking in the Church. Even though it was not fully 
articulated, the reality was present in the community's worship 
and life from the start. 

This point is important to the idea of doctrinal development. 
Because it was precisely the apostles' appropriation of their expe­
rience of Jesus which constituted Christian revelation , revelation 
was complete with the death of the last apostle. As Vatican II 
says,  repeating a traditional point, " we now await no further new 
public revelation before the glorious manifestation of our Lord 
Jesus Christ" (DV 4) . But development neither implies nor re­
quires new revelation, for it is an unfolding, a making explicit, of 
what is already implicitly there. 

Today's Church is founded on and continues the apostolic com­
munity, and its faith is the faith of the apostles. Just as in the 
past, of course, individual Christians can and do make mistakes . 
Popes and bishops, as individuals ,  can err. But the Church as 
such cannot err in its faith. For to the extent it did, revelation 
would be lost, and so God's communication would have failed. 
But God cannot fail in what he sets out to do, and in revealing 
divine truth in Jesus, he set out to communicate to all human­
kind, down to the end of time. In carrying out this task his ap­
pointed instrument is the Church, whose mission is "a continuing 
one" (AG 5),  extending to all generations. 

Thus, the gift which made the apostles incapable of mistaking 
the truth revealed in Jesus must still be given to the Church . This 
gift of the Spirit is the infallibility of the Church . As Vatican II 
expresses it: 

The body of the faithful as a whole, anointed as they are by the Holy 

One (cf. Jn 2 :20, 27) , cannot err in matters of belief. Thanks to a 
supernatural sense of the faith which characterizes the People as a 
whole, it manifests this unerring quality when , "from the bishops 

down to the last member of the laity," [note to St . Augustine] it shows 
universal agreement in faith and morals.  

For, by this sense of faith which is aroused and sustained by the 

Spirit of truth , God's People accepts not the word of men but the 

very Word of God (cf. 1 Thes 2 : 13). It clings without fail to the faith 

once delivered to the saints (cf. Jude 3), penetrates it more deeply by 
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accurate insights, and applies it more thoroughly to life. All this it 

does under the lead of a sacred teaching authority to which it loyally 

defers . (LG 12) 

This should not be understood triumphalistically, as if the whole 
Church always lived up to what it believes or as if it had immedi­
ately at hand the correct answer to every new question . Nor, as 
noted earlier, does it mean that individual members of the 
Church, including popes and bishops, cannot err. It only means 
what it says: The Church as a whole does not and cannot make 
mistakes in matters of faith and morals. 

But how does the Church as a whole believe and teach some­
thing? One suggestion must be rejected at the start , namely, the 
idea that the "sensus fidelium" (the views and opinions of lay 
Catholics) stands as an independent witness and norm of truth, so 
that if "the faithful" hold a position different from that of re­
ceived teaching, the received teaching is mistaken and must be 
corrected. 

This, Pope John Paul II points out, is not the teaching of the 
Second Vatican Council .  "The 'supernatural sense of faith' . . . 
does not consist solely or necessarily in the consensus of the faith­
ful .  Following Christ, the Church seeks the truth , which is not 
always the same as the majority opinion ."30 Rather, as the Council 
understands it ,  the sense of faith is that of the whole People of 
God, the whole Church-including, and under the leadership of, 
the pope and bishops. 

While members of the Church might be said to participate in 
the infallibility of the Church as a whole as long as , in a tradi­
tional phrase , they "think with the Church," the fact is that not 
every Catholic always thinks with the Church. Indeed, "the Spirit 
expressly says that in later times some will renounce the faith by 
paying attention to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons , 
through the hypocrisy of liars whose consciences are seared" ( 1  
Tm 4: 1-2). 

Within the Church, however, the episcopal col lege , with the 
pope at its head, continues the apostles' work of discerning and 
communicating the divinely revealed truth . Vatican I I ,  for ex­
ample ,  prefaces its treatment of papal and episcopal infallibility 
with the statements that bishops are "successors of the apostles" 
who receive from Christ "the mission to teach al l nations" (W 
24) and that , "teaching in communion with the Roman Pontiff, 



406 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

[they] are to be respected by all as witnesses to divine and Cath­
olic truth" (W 25).  The Council makes the crucial point that the 
Church's infallibility is founded on the infallibility of the apos­
tolic college-an infallibility in which the college of bishops now 
shares under its head, the pope. This is what guarantees that, 
while individual members of the Church can err regarding faith, 
the Church as a whole cannot err. 

At the same time, of course, both papal and episcopal infalli­
bility must be understood in the context of the infallibility of the 
whole Church. Otherwise the infallibility of the pope and bishops 
takes on a magical character, as if certain persons were preserved 
from error by occasional, miraculous divine interventions into the 
normal course of things in the Church. 

To repeat, however : Unless the Church as a whole is always 
infallible in discerning what is revealed from what is not, revela­
tion-that is, God's communication to humankind-has failed; 
for communication which is misunderstood is failed communica­
tion. To deny the infallibility of the Church is to deny the conti­
nuity of revelation, and that is tantamount to denying revelation 
itself. 

B: The Inerrancy of Scripture 

Scripture is an expression of the faith of the Church, that is , of 
God's people . But God's people of the old covenant were already 
the Church (though obviously not in a fully developed form), and 
Jesus did not abolish the old law but brought it to perfection in 
the new covenant community. Thus, in speaking of the inerrancy 
of Scripture, one is speaking both of the New Testament and also 
of the Old. 

Scripture both expresses and bears witness to divine revelation. 
As Vatican II says, it is "the word of God inasmuch as it is con­
signed to writing under the inspiration of the divine Spirit" (DV 
9) . Moreover, the Bible expresses not just belief within the Church 
but the belief of the Church. The New Testament is a unique, 
normative expression of apostolic faith, and thus a continuing 
norm of the faith of the Church ; the Old Testament, too, is nor­
mative for Christian faith inasmuch as the New Testament pre­
supposes it and bui lds on it. 

Vatican II, reaffirming traditional belief, teaches that the books 
of the Bible have God as their author. But they also have human 



The Truth of Christ Lives in His Church 407 

authors who truly are authors of what they have written. There is 
no contradiction here, provided one bears in mind that a human 
author and a divine author plainly will do their work in very dif­
ferent ways. The human authors of the Bible wrote what they 
wrote-their human causality was at work. But God's causality 
also was at work, through the mysterious process called "inspira­
tion," so that one correctly speaks of God as the author of the 
Bible. 

In practical terms, then, these humanly written books contain 
precisely what God wants. The Council says: 

Therefore, since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred 

writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that 

the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching firmly, 

faithfully, and without error that truth which God wanted put into 

the sacred writings for the sake of our salvation. (DV 11 )  

The assertions of the human writers are the assertions of God; 
whatever Scripture asserts is without error. 

This is what the "inerrancy" of the Bible means. While Vati­
can II does not use the word (perhaps because it had taken on 
polemical overtones and had sometimes been given inadequate 
theological explanations), Dei Verbum, 1 1 ,  restates traditional 
Catholic belief about Scripture's inerrancy. 

This Catholic position on inerrancy must be distinguished from 
fundamentalism. A fundamentalist rightly holds that what the 
Bible asserts is true, identifies the propositions he or she person­
ally considers to be asserted, and accepts them as true. A liberal 
Christian holds that some less important things asserted in the 
Bible are not true, establishes personally acceptable criteria for 
distinguishing important propositions from unimportant ones, 
and believes some things the Bible says while disbelieving others. 
A Catholic, believing that everything asserted in the Bible is true 
and that the whole Church cannot err in identifying divine truth, 
tries to share in the Church's understanding of Scripture and the 
Church's faith in the divinely revealed truths found there. 

In all this, "asserted" is the key word. An assertion is a prop­
osition proposed as certainly true. All assertions in the Bible are 
true, but not everything the Bible says is an assertion. For in­
stance, some passages are poetic formulae of adoration, others 
merely report what somebody said or thought, and so on. Thus, 
in the book of Job, the human author constructs a theological 
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dialogue, in which he recounts the views of Job's friends concern­
ing his troubles and Job's attempts to defend himself. Since these 
several views are more or less in conflict, the author obviously 
cannot be asserting them all, and in fact he most likely is not 
asserting any of them. At the end of the book, however, Job ac­
knowledges his inadequacy to understand, much less criticize , the 
ways of God (see Jb 42 :2-6) . This presumably constitutes the 
point of the dialogue, and, considering it in context, one must 
disengage from it what the author means to assert . 

What is not asserted in the Bible need not be true, and Dei 
Verbum and the Church's teaching in other places do not suggest 
otherwise. In reading Scripture, one must try to determine 
whether and when the human author is saying, in effect, "This 
certainly is true; you ought to believe it ." It is to these assertions, 
and only to them, that biblical inerrancy applies. Vatican II does 
not say there are no mistakes in the Bible; it says no false propo­
sitions are asserted there. 

This distinction also applies to the moral teaching in Scripture. 
The Bible does propose moral norms, and those which are as­

serted are true. But one needs to examine the text and take into 
account the Church's traditional reading of it to see whether a 
particular norm is being asserted or merely reported (as if to say, 
"This is how people thought about the matter" or "That is how 
they acted") . 

Even the fact that certain norms are taken for granted in the 
Old Testament does not necessarily mean they are asserted by the 
sacred writers. In some cases, the authors may simply be describ­
ing accepted beliefs and practices, without asserting them. One 
must also bear in mind that, when a scriptural author does assert 
a moral norm, he should not be supposed to be asserting it be­
yond its limits. For example, as we saw in chapter ten, affirmative 
norms are never absolute-there are situations where one should 
not do what is positively enjoined; thus , a true affirmative norm 
asserted in Scripture will always admit of exceptions . 

Thus, the presence in the Bible of norms which seem unsound 
or which admit of exceptions does not lead to the conclusion that 
the absolute norms asserted there are unsound or untrue . Like 
everything else real ly asserted in Scripture, such moral teaching is 
inerrantly true. 

And clearly some absolute moral norms are asserted in sacred 
Scripture. The Decalogue is not only presented as the very words 
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of God (see Ex 34:27-28; Dt 5 :22, 10: 1-4) but often reaffirmed 
in the Old Testament. It is also repeated in the New Testament: 
Jesus interiorizes and deepens it in the Sermon on the Mount (see 
Mt 5 : 2 1-37) and reaffirms it as indispensable for entering eternal 
life (see Mt 19: 16-20;  Mk 10: 17- 19; Lk 18: 18-2 1) ;  Paul also as­
sumes the Decalogue's truth and permanent relevance , for in urg­
ing the superiority of love he makes the point that "love is the 
fulfilling of the law" (Rom 13: 10) . In short, no reasonable read­
ing of the Decalogue and its treatment throughout the Old and 
New Testaments can escape the conclusion that the Decalogue 
and its norms are fundamental revealed moral truth . Common 
Christian practice in moral instruction always has accorded the 
Decalogue that status and has interpreted its negative norms as 
exceptionless . So, to take one example, it is inescapably a revealed 
moral truth that adultery is always wrong . 

C: The Notion of Magisterium 

It is a matter of faith that the pope and the other bishops are 
successors of the apostles in regard to the elements of the apos­
tolic office which could be handed on. Of course, not everything 
it meant to be an apostle could be communicated. Only the apos­
tles them8elves could be the official recipients of God's revelation 
in Jesus, and so they are the foundation of the Church as the pope 
and the other bishops cannot be. But other elements of the apos­
tolic office are communicable: being leaders whose faith and 
preaching are normative for the rest of the Church, acting sacra­
mentally in the person of Christ, and so on. These things could 
be, and were, shared and communicated. We see this happening 
in the New Testament, for example, in the "pastoral" epistles 
(Timothy and Titus) . The earliest Fathers of the Church simi larly 
make much of the fact that they not only belong to the Church 
founded by the apostles but are in continuity with them. 

The First Vatican Counci l teaches solemnly and definitively 
that, by the wil l  of Christ , the pope is Peter's successor as head of 
the Church (see DS 3058/ 1825) .  The Second Vatican Counci l con­
firms this teaching and adds to it that the bishops are the apos­
tles' successors: 

Just as the role that the Lord gave individual ly to Peter, the first 

among the apostles, is permanent and was meant to be transmitted to 

his successors, so also the apostles' office of nurturing the Church is 

permanent, and was meant to be exercised without interruption by 
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the sacred order of bishops. Therefore, this sacred Synod teaches that 

by divine institution bishops have succeeded to the place of the apos­

tles as shepherds of the Church, and that he who hears them, hears 

Christ, while he who rejects them, rejects Christ and him who sent 

Christ (cf. Lk 10: 16). (LG 20) 

Thus, the pope and bishops succeed Peter and the apostles as au­
thorized guardians and teachers of the truth revealed by God in 
Jesus . This role of theirs is called "the magisterium" (teaching 
authority or teaching office) . Although the term was given its 
technical meaning only in modern times, the reality is present in 
the Church from the beginning. 

But what does "authority" mean here, and why is it vested in 
the bishops? 

Infallibility, as we have seen, belongs to the Church as a whole; 
individuals, as such, are not infallible. But even though the 
Church as a whole is infallible in what it believes and teaches, the 
question remains how one can know what this is. 

We have no complete, definitive list of doctrines dating back to 
apostolic times. Nor is it enough to say, as some Protestants do, 
that one can find the Church's belief in Scripture. Certainly 
one can find the belief of the Church there, but simply leaving it 
at that offers no scope for authentic doctrinal development, which 
is essential for the faith to be explained and applied in relation 
to new questions and new contexts . Scripture says once and for 
all what it says; alone, it cannot be the norm for determining 
whether something said to be a "development" is authentic-that 
is, whether it is part of God's revelation. Moreover, Scripture does 
not interpret itself. Something else is needed. 

This "something else" is the magisterium of the bishops in 
union with the pope . Vatican II expresses it this way: 

The task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether writ­

ten or handed on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living teach­

ing office [magisterium] of the Church, whose authority is exercised 

in the name of Jesus Christ. This teaching office is not above the 

word of God, but serves it, teaching only what has been handed on, 

listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously, and explaining it 

faithfully by divine commission and with the help of the Holy Spirit; 

it draws from this one deposit of faith everything which it presents for 

belief as divinely revealed. (DV 10) 

As that makes clear, the magisterium does much more than 
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find a consensus and give voice to it . It  decides-that is, judges­
what does and does not belong to revelation. The members of the 
magisterium obviously must make their judgment by using their 
own faith as a sample of the Church's faith, yet they make the 
judgment not in a personal capacity but precisely as the Church's 
leaders, speaking in Jesus' name and assisted by his Holy Spirit, 
and so their judgment is authoritative. Consequently, when all 
the bishops together and in union with the pope propose some­
thing as the Church's belief and teaching, these successors of the 
apostles are pointing to what is the Church's belief and teaching. 
Those who reject what they say place themselves outside their 
communion, that is, outside the Church itself. (There are, never­
theless, degrees of union and disunion-the "separated brethren" 
are not totally separated.)  

To put it  another way: The community of the twelve apostles, 
who were the authorized witnesses to Jesus, was the core of the 
Church as an identifiable human community; in apostolic times, 
communion with this apostolic community constituted others as 
members of the Church. Now, too, the communion of the pope 
and the bishops in union with him distinguishes the Church from 
every other group of people; to be in communion with them is to 
be a member of the Church, while not to believe and teach what 
they believe and teach is to separate oneself from the Church. 

But how do the pope and bishops express belief and teaching? 
In several ways. 

One way is in an ecumenical council. Here the pope and bish­
ops deliberate together, reach a conclusion, and formulate a 
common position. Even if the pope is not physically present, the 
council cannot exist except as a gathering of the bishops in colle­
gial union with him, and his agreement is required to validate its 
conclusions. 

Also, the pope, as center and principle of unity within the 
communion of the apostles' successors, can define a proposition 
of faith or morals which is to be held by all .  Then, according to 
Vatican I ,  what he says is irreformable and must be accepted, be­
cause he teaches with the infallibility of the Church (DS 3074/ 
1839) . He is, one might say, the official spokesman for its faith. 

A papal act of this kind presupposes the Church's faith and the 
collegial unity of the apostles' successors. The pope cannot simply 
make things up and define them as revealed truth. Rather, as 
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head of the college, he acts for the whole leadership of the 
Church and solemnly declares what the Church believes . Because 
of God's gift of infallibility to the Church, his act of teaching 
participates in that infallibility. His teaching is infallible not be­
cause it is his personally but because it officially articulates the 
Church's faith. 

D: Infallibility of Nondef'med Moral Teachings 

There is, however, another way, much more interesting for 
moral doctrine, in which the pope and bishops teach together. It 
is teaching proposed infallibly by the ordinary magisterium-the 
bishops' united witness in matters of faith and morals, given in 
their day-by-day teaching. 

Vatican II states clearly the criteria for an infallible exercise of 
this kind of teaching authority by the bishops: 

Although the bishops individually do not enjoy the prerogative of in­

fallibility, they nevertheless proclaim the teaching of Christ infallibly, 

even when they are dispersed throughout the world, provided that 

they remain in communion with each other and with the successor of 

Peter and that in authoritatively teaching on a matter of faith and 

morals they agree in one judgment as that to be held definitively. (LG 

25; translation supplied) 

For obvious reasons, this is not a thought which theological dis­
senters receive with great enthusiasm. Efforts to discount it have 
therefore been underway for a long time. What exactly does it 
mean? 

It means that, quite apart from solemn definitions,  ecumenical 
councils, and papal declarations ex cathedra, the bishops around 
the world teach infallibly when they all ,  being in communion 
with the pope, teach the same position on a point of faith or 
morals, and propose it definitively as the view which Catholics 
must hold. Each element of this conciliar statement deserves 
examination. 

The first condition, that the bishops be in communion with 
one another and with the pope, does not mean they must act in a 
strictly collegial manner-formally, that is, as a single body. In 
their day-to-day teaching, they plainly do not act that way, and 
from the evolution of the text it is clear that what is envisaged as 
necessary and sufficient is simply that they be bishops in the 
Catholic Church. 
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Authoritative teaching on a matter of faith or morals means the 
bishops are not expressing personal opinions but acting officially 
in their capacity as teachers . As for "faith or morals ," nothing in 
the expression's long history suggests that "morals" does not in­
clude specific moral norms, such as the norm forbidding adultery. 

That the bishops "agree in one judgment" signifies universality 
in episcopal teaching. This is not absolute numerical unanimity 
but moral unity. Furthermore, if the condition has been met in 
regard to some teaching in the past , it is not necessary that it 
always be met in the future; otherwise one would have to con­
clude that it can never be met until the end of time, since there is 
no way of knowing in the present what bishops in the future 
might conceivably say. In other words, what has once been taught 
infallibly remains infallibly taught, even if disagreements break 
out later. 

"Definitively" in Vatican II's formula clearly does not refer to a 
solemn definition, since the Council is speaking here about ordi­
nary teaching. It means that the point in question is not being 
proposed as merely probable but as certain, not as something op­
tional but as something which bishops are obliged to teach and 
Catholics are obliged to accept. 

What Vatican II says is not substantially new (one finds at­
tempts to formulate the same idea as early as the fifth century) .  
But i n  the Council's very clear and specific formulation it comes 
as a surprise to people unaccustomed to adverting to the infalli­
bility of the ordinary magisterium and perhaps not eager to do 
so. It should be borne in mind, however, that infallibility is not 
something extraordinary and occasional , nor is it a property of 
particular persons and documents; it is a gift from God by which 
the Church consistently receives, believes , and hands on al l of 
God's revelation . It follows that, when the pope and the bishops 
in communion with him around the world, acting as the official 
teachers in and of the Church, believe and teach the same thing as 
Jesus' teaching, what they believe is the Church's faith, what they 
teach is the Church's teaching, and their belief and teaching par­
ticipate in  the infal libi lity of the Church. 

One should also bear in mind that bishops "teach" in various 
ways. Obviously they do this by preaching,  publishing pastoral 
letters, and the like . But they also teach by authorizing text­
books for use in their seminaries (assuming they actual ly involve 
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themselves in this matter, as they used to do) , by making it clear to 
their priests that something is to be treated as a norm in confes­
sional practice, and so on. On moral questions, they teach as de­
finitively as they can when they take a position, tolerate no other, 
and make it clear that what is in question is the matter of grave 
sin. The last phrase is important, because bishops almost always 
are very careful not to say that something is a grave matter unless 
they are sure it is and convinced they must insist on the point . 

There is an extensive body of Catholic moral teaching, includ­
ing many specific moral norms. One finds this body of teaching 
in many places, among others in the New Testament, the Fathers 
of the Church, lists of sins used by confessors, canon law, the 
works of doctors of the Church like St. Thomas Aquinas, cate­
chisms, individual and collective statements by bishops, the doc­
uments of ecumenical councils including Vatican II, and many 
documents from popes and Roman congregations. 

That this body of teaching includes exhortation and nonabso­
lute norms taught without explicit qualifications, and reflects 
variations of emphasis and even substance on some matters, is 
true but beside the point. The point is that for many centuries 
Christian teachers, including the bishops of the world in com­
munion with the pope, did condemn certain acts absolutely and 
without exception-for example, adultery, direct abortion, con­
traception, remarriage after divorce of persons who were sacra­
mentally married. 

To see that this is so, one need only examine the textbooks used 
in Catholic seminaries between, say, the years 1700 and 1950. Ev­
idently this body of teaching was an obligatory standard, known 
and approved by the bishops , for the education of priests and for 
confessional practice. It was also the consensus-broken only be­
ginning around 1960-of modern theologians, whose agreement, 
at a time when theologians were understood to be, and acted as , 
authorized agents of the bishops, progressively eliminated what­
ever vagueness or inconsistency had existed in the tradition on 
various details pertaining to acts condemned as immoral . 

Thus, at least for several centuries , the conditions for an infal­
lible exercise of the ordinary magisterium were met in the case of 
this common body of Catholic moral teaching-or, rather, Chris­
tian moral teaching, since up to the nineteenth century Orthodox 
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Christians and Protestants taught most of the same norms . That 
does not mean this body of teaching was not infallibly proposed 
before then, but only that, during these centuries, the evidence is 
exceptionally clear. 

Repeatedly, the norms which make up this body of moral 
teaching were proposed as being divinely revealed . The Ten Com­
mandments and other passages in Scripture were cited in this re­
gard. For example, the story of Onan (see Gn 38 :9- 10) was used 
in support of the teaching on contraception. Here , it makes no 
difference whether the evidence used to show that these norms 
were divinely revealed did or did not prove the point or whether, 
for instance, the story of Onan does or does not mean what it 
was taken to mean. Our point is a limited one: In teaching moral 
norms in this way, bishops and theologians were by implication 
calling on people to make an assent of divine faith; they proposed 
these norms as truths which Catholics were obliged to hold, since 
to deny them would be to deny the faith. In doing so, the bishops 
of the world together with the popes most surely proposed these 
norms as truths to be held definitively. Thus, this body of moral 
doctrine was proposed in a manner which satisfies the conditions 
identified by the Second Vatican Council for an infallible exercise 
of the ordinary magisterium. 

As Vatican I and Vatican II make clear, even when a doctrine is 
defined, nothing is added to divine revelation . The Church's in­
fallibility in believing and teaching extends only as far as revela­
tion extends; it pertains to those things "which belong to the 
revealed deposit, or are required to guard it as inviolable and ex­
pound it with fidelity" (LG 25 ; translation supplied). Still, the 
latter phrase-"required to guard it as inviolable and expound it 
with fidelity"-rules out limiting the object of infallibility to 
truths explicitly contained in revelation as it has already been ar­
ticulated. Such a limitation would block development of doctrine 
and prevent the Church from rejecting new errors which are in­
compatible with divinely revealed truth. 

Final ly, against the claim one sometimes hears that the Church 
has never defined any moral doctrine, it is important to note that 
it has. The Counci l of Trent specifically condemns polygamy and 
teaches the indissolubility of Christian marriage (DS 1 802/972 , 
1805/975 , 1807/977) . Since some moral teachings have been 
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defined, others can be. That up to now the Church has not often 
done so (presumably because it was not necessary) does not limit 
its ability to do so in the future. 

E: Religious Assent to Noninfallibly Proposed Teachings 

Vatican II teaches: 
In matters of faith and morals, the bishops speak in the name of 

Christ and the faithful are to accept their teaching and adhere to it 

with a religious assent of soul. This religious submission of will and 

of mind must be shown in a special way to the authentic teaching 

authority of the Roman Pontiff, even when he is not speaking ex ca­

thedra. (LG 25) 

Popes and bishops do not always teach by doctrinal definitions 
and infallible exercises of the ordinary magisterium. Here the 
question of religious assent arises. As the passage just quoted 
makes clear, in some circumstances it is an obligation for Catho­
lics. But the obligation has limits. 

A bishop may have opinions on matters outside the area of faith 
and morals, and may badly want people to agree with him, but no 
one has to give religious assent to what he says on those matters. 
Again, a bishop may express views on faith and morals without 
presenting them as truths which must be accepted. Here, too, no 
one is obliged to give religious assent. For example, the U. S.  bish­
ops' collective pastoral letter on war and peace ( 1983) says many 
of its concrete recommendations are proposed only as "prudential 
judgments." From the context it is clear that, as the bishops see 
it, on those matters there also are other, alternative positions 
which Catholics can legitimately hold. Thus, these "prudential" 
elements of the pastoral letter do not demand religious assent, al­
though they do require respectful consideration inasmuch as the 
bishops state them. (We shall see below when the views expressed 
in such collective documents do require religious assent.)  

But suppose that, in the absence of both a solemn definition 
and unity of teaching by the whole episcopal college in union 
with the pope, he and/or some bishops do propose some teaching 
on faith or morals as certainly true. Not all the conditions for an 
infallibly proposed teaching are met; the teaching could be erro­
neous. Yet the pope and/or bishops, speaking as pastors and 
teachers, are saying that something which concerns faith or mor-
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als is certainly true and that the faithful must accept it . In such a 
case, the teaching could be recognized as infallibly proposed, ex­
cept that the whole college has not agreed in one judgment. Here 
religious assent short of faith is required . 

By no means is the possibility of this happening merely hypo­
thetical. New issues arise and, in fulfilling their duty, popes and 
bishops must teach what has not been taught before. New ques­
tions also arise out of disputes concerning things already taught 
infallibly. In reaffirming the teaching, popes and bishops are 
likely to assert things not previously taught by the magisterium, 
since this is part of the dynamic of any dispute . Although a unan­
imous judgment by the whole college is lacking , Catholics have a 
duty to give religious assent. 

Sometimes, too, collective statements by bishops require reli­
gious assent. This is so when, as often happens, they teach some­
thing which on other grounds requires religious assent, or when 
what is said is endorsed by the pope and/or one's own bishop 
and meets the other conditions under which religious assent is 
required. 

Lumen Gentium, 25 , describes religious assent as a "submission 
of will and of mind." The teaching could be mistaken , but , be­
cause it is proposed authoritatively by one's bishop, or especially 
by the pope, one accepts it. The acceptance is real , but, because 
what is involved is not clearly a matter of faith, it is not accepted 
as matters of faith are. At the present time, for instance, this is 
the case with the question of in vitro fertilization . Pope Pius XII , 
some bishops and groups of bishops, and the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith, with the approval of Pope John Paul I I ,  
have taught clearly and authoritatively on this matter, but up to 
now the whole col lege has not become involved . Similarly, much 
of the Church's constantly developing social doctrine falls into 
this category when it is first proposed. 

In such cases, the teaching concerns something which could 
eventually be recognized to pertain to revelation and turn out to 
be a matter of faith . Bearing in mind that the pope and the other 
bishops have a responsibility to safeguard the Church's faith and 
to direct Christian life, Catholics wil l  be ready to give religious 
assent to what they teach . Catholics wi l l  also be mindful that , as 
we saw in chapter twenty-three, one important reason for forming 
conscience in accord with the Church's teaching is that dissension 
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and a pluralism of incompatible life-styles make it harder to com­
municate Christ's truth to the world. 

Under the appropriate conditions, then, faithful Catholics will 
agree with what is being taught and try to act accordingly. Per­
haps, left to themselves, they would consider a different view 
more likely; perhaps they do not understand or agree with the 
arguments advanced in support of the teaching. Even so, they 
will not dismiss it on the grounds that it is "noninfallible" and 
therefore possibly mistaken. 

Preconciliar theological manuals argue the need for religious as­
sent, using either that term or another. Often, though, they make 
the case legalistically, as if the issue were simply obedience. What 
is most fundamental to religious assent, however, is not obedience 
but the possibility that what is being proposed pertains to re­
vealed truth. There is good reason to suppose this is so when, 
even in the absence of a common judgment by the whole episco­
pal college, the pope or a bishop firmly teaches something on 
faith or morals .  That reason is the divinely given office of the 
pope and bishops, and the grace which accompanies it. And be­
cause these latter realities are matters of divine faith, religious as­
sent, though an act of human faith, is grounded in divine faith. 

Still, there are limits to the obligation of religious assent. The 
duty comes into play only when the pope or one's own bishop, 
acting in his official capacity, proposes a teaching which pertains 
to faith or morals and calls for its acceptance as certain. Vatican II 
suggests this latter condition-the teaching must be proposed as 
certain-when it says, in the case of the pope, that Catholics must 
assent to papal teaching of this kind according to his "manifest 
mind and will, which he expresses chiefly either by the type of 
document, or by the frequent proposal of the same teaching, or 
by the argument for the position" (LG 25 ; translation supplied) . 

Briefly, then, religious assent is not required: to opinions which 
the pope or bishops express on anything other than faith or mor­
als; to their merely private views on faith or morals, which they 
express when not acting in their official capacity; to teachings 
they propose in their official capacity but only tentatively rather 
than as certain; to the supporting arguments and observations 
they offer for a teaching without insisting that these be accepted 
as the teaching itself must be; and to disciplinary directives, in­
cluding those about what should be taught or how to teach it, 
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which stop short of demanding assent to the teaching itself. But 
even though in these five kinds of cases religious assent is not 
required, one should give respectful attention, try to understand 
what is being said, and, in the case of disciplinary directives, 
obey them. 

There are times, nevertheless, when a teaching falls in none of 
these five categories and yet an individual is unable to assent to it . 
Sometimes that is because the teaching presupposes a factual 
claim which one who knows the facts knows to be mistaken . 
Imagine, for example, that a bishop, having been told that a cer­
tain medical treatment involves the use of tissues from aborted 
babies, firmly condemns the treatment on that basis . But in fact 
the treatment only involves the use of tissues from nonhuman em­
bryos. In that case, anyone who knew the facts would be unable 
to assent to the bishop's mistaken teaching (and, obviously, 
should tell him the facts so that he can correct his mistake) .  

Also, and more interestingly, if a higher source drawn from 
faith itself makes it clear beyond reasonable doubt that some 
teaching, although proposed authoritatively, is mistaken , one can 
only judge according to the higher source . But one should be slow 
to trust one's own interpretations and, when interpretations con­
flict, should prefer those of the magisterium to others . Moreover, 
one must be careful about qualifying sources as "higher" than the 
authoritative teaching of the pope and bishops. Scripture, defined 
doctrine,  and teaching proposed infallibly by the ordinary magis­
terium are higher sources; a consensus of dissenting theologians 
and a "sensus fidelium" contrary to received teaching are not . 

So, to take a fanciful example, if some bishop or bishops were 
to teach, or even to insist, that adultery is sometimes moral ly 
obligatory behavior, the teaching should not be accepted, since 
there is a higher source to the contrary: namely, Scripture and the 
continuous teaching of the Christian tradition that adultery is al­
ways wrong-a teaching clearly proposed infallibly by the ordi­
nary magisterium. Similarly, if a few bishops teach something 
contrary to a clear but (up to now) nondefinitive papal teaching, 
the papal teaching should be followed , because in these circum­
stances it, too, is a "higher" source . 

As a practical matter, does al l this provide a loophole to justify 
the kind of radical dissent we shal l examine in the next chapter? 
Not at al l .  For, in the first place , that dissent is much more than 
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nonassent, as we shall explain. And , in the second place, the limits 
on the obligation of religious assent are simply not relevant to 
most moral issues currently disputed in Catholic circles: abortion, 
contraception, adultery, remarriage after divorce of persons who 
were sacramentally married , masturbation, premarital sex, homo­
sexual behavior, and so on. Bishops for centuries have universally 
taught the norms on matters like these. The question of withhold­
ing religious assent only arises with regard to matters where that 
kind of consensus is lacking. 



36 . A Critical Examination of 
Radical Theological Dissent 

As we saw in chapter thirty-five, one sometimes need not, and 
indeed cannot, assent to a teaching, although the pope or one's 
bishop proposes it as certain and it concerns a matter of faith or 
morals .  We do not maintain that one must always assent to what­
ever popes and bishops say. Our critique instead concerns radical 
theological dissent. 

Three assumptions underlie radical dissent: first, that , defined 
doctrines aside, the Church's teaching is only one factor among 
others which Catholics should consider in forming their con­
sciences; second, that theologians should judge moral questions 
by their own scholarly standards rather than by what the magiste­
rium teaches; and, third, that dissenting moral theologians may 
and should propose their views as norms which people may follow 
in practice, despite constant and most firm Church teaching to 
the contrary. 

A statement published immediately after Humanae Vitae by a 
group of theologians and others led by Charles E. Curran provides 
a clear example of radical dissent: "Spouses may responsibly de­
cide according to their conscience that artificial contraception in 
some circumstances is permissible and indeed necessary to pre­
serve and foster the values and sacredness of marriage . " 3 1  

But radical dissent extends to much else besides contraception . 

Within a dozen years of Humanae Vitae, some theologians were 
arguing that virtual ly every kind of act which the Church 
condemns as intrinsically evil can sometimes be permissible or 
even obligatory for the sake of realizing greater goods or avoiding 

42 1 
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greater evils. Their views were generally associated with the 
method of proportionalism, criticized in chapter six. 

Other views linked to radical theological dissent have also been 
criticized earlier. Chapter twenty-three dealt with the obligation to 
form conscience according to the Church's teaching; chapter 
thirty-five with the infallibility of the Church and the obligation 
of religious assent. In this chapter, therefore, we consider only 
certain arguments for dissent. We shall treat four topics: some 
specific grounds used to justify radical dissent; the theory of the 
magisterium used to defend dissent; dissent as alleged reformula­
tion and development of doctrine; and why some seek to change 
the Church's moral teaching. 

Only a few theologians are mentioned here by name. This is 
not meant to single them out for special opprobrium, but because 
they are representative figures whose views are shared by a sub­
stantial number of others. We take for granted their sincerity and 
good character. The question, however, is not whether they are 
sincere and have good characters, but whether they are right. 

A: Some Specific Grounds Used to Justify Radical Dissent 

The statement by the Curran group quoted above contains this 
assertion: "It is common teaching in the Church that Catholics 
may dissent from authoritative, noninfallible teachings of the 
magisterium when sufficient reasons for doing so exist."32 By 
1978 Curran had laid down the general principle that dissent from 
any specific moral teaching can be legitimate. 33 He and others 
maintained that common teaching in the Church justifies this 
position. 

Practically speaking, this assertion was based on what standard 
theological manuals in use before Vatican II had to say about this 
matter. But an examination of these manuals shows that they do 
not justify dissent. They discuss something different-nonassent; 
that is, cases in which someone might be unable to assent to a 
teaching which has been proposed. They do not envision theolo­
gians challenging received, constant, and very firm teaching, and 
telling Catholics to follow their dissenting views rather than the 
magisterium. 

Since this fact soon became apparent, dissenting theologians 
shifted to another argument: Vatican II justified dissent. But since 
the documents of the Council,  and especially Lumen Gentium, 25 , 
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offer no support for this assertion, it was necessary to appeal to 
the spirit of the Council or something of that sort. Evidently, 
however, this "spirit" of Vatican II could not be harmonized with 
what Vatican II actually taught. So, Curran and his associates said 
"that the documents of Vatican II were 'dated' on the first day 
after solemn promulgation,"34 while Richard McCormick, S . J. ,  
wrote in 1977 that Lumen Gentium, 25,  embodies a "very dated 
and very discussable notion of the Church's teaching office."35 

Such claims are a tacit admission that Vatican II does not sup­
port dissent. 

Appeal was then made to certain declarations by bishops' con­
ferences . Many issued statements after Humanae Vitae appeared, 
and these have been collected and translated into English. 36 Most 
not only support Humanae Vitae unambiguously but, on the 
whole, fail to support radical dissent. Some, to be sure, do take a 
view of dissent which cannot be squared with the previous teach­
ing of the Church, but they also tend to contradict and cancel out 
one another. 

Actually, the most important collective episcopal statement on 
dissent was not published after Humanae Vitae but before it-by 
the bishops of West Germany in 1967 . They note that the ordi­
nary magisterium can propose teachings infallibly, and they insist 
that when it does, there is no room for dissent. However, they 
also discuss "the possibility or the fact of error in nondefined 
statements of doctrine on the part of the Church," along with the 
possibility that a theologically well-informed individual could 
adopt a dissenting position "in his private theory and practice."37 

This is not necessarily inconsistent with what was said in chapter 
thirty-five, but it is incomplete insofar as it fails to clarify the 
very limited reasons why one might be unable to assent; it also 
confuses matters by using "nondefined statements of doctrine" as 
if it were equivalent to "noninfallible teachings" -thus not consis­
tently recognizing the infallibility of the ordinary magisterium. 

Undoubtedly, however, the events of the late 1960s did leave a 
certain residual confusion and disharmony within the magiste­
rium. That may be one reason why marriage and family life 
was chosen as the theme of the 1980 assembly of the Synod of 
Bishops. 

Various views were aired on that occasion, and eventually a 
consensus took shape. It was expressed in propositions which 
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the synodal Fathers submitted to Pope John Paul II .  He in turn 
stated this consensus in a synthetic document, the post-synodal 
apostolic exhortation Familiaris Consortio, which reaffirms tradi­
tional Church teaching on contraception, remarriage after di­
vorce, and other such matters; insists that preaching, teaching , 
and pastoral practice be in accord with the teaching of the magis­
terium; and says that, while theologians have an important role , it 
is mainly to help people understand and accept the truth which 
the Church teaches. "It is useful to recall ," John Paul remarks , 
"that the proximate and obligatory norm in the teaching of the 
faith-also concerning family matters-belongs to the hierarchi­
cal Magisterium."38 

In sum, the Synod assembly of 1980 and Familiaris Consortio 
supersede whatever disarray existed in the magisterium immedi­
ately after Humanae Vitae. Therefore, episcopal statements from 
that era can no longer reasonably be used to support radical 
dissent. 

The statement by Curran and his associates immediately after 
Humanae Vitae said: "The Encyclical is not an infallible 
teaching."39 But they did not consider whether the teaching it 
contains had already been infallibly proposed by the ordinary 
magisterium. Since then, of course, the argument " not infallible" 
has been used against received moral teaching on many matters 
besides contraception. Not surprisingly, the defenders of radical 
dissent have generally ignored the infallibility of the ordinary 
magisterium. 

Yet, as we saw in chapter thirty-five, many specific norms in 
the body of received moral teaching do meet the criteria for teach­
ing proposed infallibly by the ordinary magisterium. For ex­
ample, in collaboration with John C. Ford, S .J. ,  one of the 
authors of the present work presented the evidence in the case of 
contraception in a long article which has not been refuted up to 
this time.40 

On this point, it is interesting to recall that , ten years before 
Humanae Vitae, Karl Rabner, S .J. ,  made the general argument for 
the infal libility of the ordinary magisterium in very clear terms . 
The Church teaches God's commandments with divine authority, 
he wrote, not only through ex cathedra definitions of a pope or a 
general counci l ,  "but also through her ordinary magisterium, that 
is in the normal teaching of the Faith to the faithful in schools , 
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sermons and all the other kinds of instruction." He added : " In 
the nature of the case this wil l  be the normal way in which moral 
norms are taught, and definitions by Pope or general council the 
exception; but it is binding on the faithful in conscience just as 
the teaching through the extraordinary magisterium is ."4 1  

B: ne Theory of the Magisterium Used to Defend Dissent 

Predictably, the effort to justify radical theological dissent gave 
birth over time to broader arguments implicating increasingly 
fundamental issues . Eventually a new theory of the magisterium 
began to take shape. 

Richard McCormick, S .J. ,  noting that Vatican II had contrib­
uted to a more participatory, less legalistic approach to teaching 
in the Church (as indeed it had), contended that in order to teach, 
the magisterium must persuade, that the correct immediate re­
sponse to magisterial teaching is "docile personal assimilation 
and appropriation . . . rather than an unquestioning assent,U and 
that theological reflection is essential for the magisterium to 
function. 42 (He further contended that if one had to accept what 
the magisterium taught on the basis of its authority rather than its 
arguments ,  one would have to agree with everything the magiste­
rium said.43 We have already seen that this is not so.) 

Along with this view of the limited authority of the magiste­
rium, the idea arose that theologians have a magisterium of their 
own which in practice is superior to the magisterium of the 
pope and bishops; certainly, it was said, the episcopal magiste­
rium could not firmly reject an opposed theological consensus . 
Avery Dulles , S . J. ,  contended that the episcopal magisterium 
should teach nothing without first consulting theologians and , at 
most, in the absence of theological consensus, should express its 
own opinion while conceding that good Catholics were free to 
disagree. 44 McCormick, following Dulles's lead , set rules for the 
use of theology by the magisterium: Bishops may not choose theo­
logical advisers on the basis of their assent to received teaching,  
may not teach contrary to a significant theological consensus , and 
may not object to theological dissent . 45 

In applying this view of the magisterium in the moral field, 
McCormick and others apparently made one or both of two 
assumptions. 
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One is that the moral norms which the Church teaches are not 
revealed truths; rather, Christian moral teaching reflects the men­
tality of New Testament times or is a cultural accretion acquired 
in the course of centuries. But if no moral norm is part of God's 
revelation, then any norm, or all of them , can be repudiated. If 
that were so, of course, there would be no reason for thinking that 
the magisterium has any special competence to settle disputes 
about moral teaching (though whether in any particular time and 
place it had the power to enforce such determinations as it might 
make would be another question) .  

The other possible assumption is that the magisterium resem­
bles public authority in civil society, which can deal effectively 
with problems to the extent that it seeks and takes the advice of 
people with appropriate technical expertise. Administrators who act 
in this way tend to make sound decisions and please the public. 

This, however, is  not an appropriate model for understanding 
the magisterium of the pope and bishops, since it leaves out of 
account the sacramental role of the bishop , ordained to teach in 
the name of Christ and given divine assistance in doing so . In 
fact,  it denies the magisterium the status enjoyed even by estab­
lished academic theologians. The latter are free to consult and col­
laborate with whomever they please and to say what they wish , 
but in this view the pope and bishops could not do the same . 

What of the claim that only experience and arguments can set­

tle moral issues, so that the pope and bishops must be guided by 
the consensus of the academic theological community? Implicit in 
this is the idea that theologians have access to moral truth which 
other Christians do not have. But, to say the least , it is hardly 
clear what this access is . 

Moreover, the so-called theological consensus to which dissent­
ing theologians appeal is actually quite limited . Many able theo­
logians and philosophers do not share the views of dissenting 
theologians. The latter naturally ignore these others as much as 
possible while commending one another's views; but the politics 
of academic theology (and the interventions of media glad to pub­
licize views at variance with received Catholic teaching) can 
hardly be said to constitute a "consensus" in theology. 

In any case , one is obliged to ask why theologians who have 
detached themselves from the authority of the collegial magiste­
rium should be believed . No one is required to believe a theolo-
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gian in preference to the pope or a bishop; on the contrary, as we 
saw in the preceding chapter, the testimony of faith and the teach­
ing of the Church are that on matters of faith and morals the 
judgment of the collegial magisterium should be accepted. 

To be sure, both in times past and at the present time, theolo­
gians have had an important role in the Church. Historically, too, 
there were times when they participated in the work of the mag­
isterium in ways they no longer do. In all cases, however, their 
status derived from their service to divine revelation and their co­
operation with the pope and bishops. 

But when theologians set aside the Church's teaching and 
throw off the authority of the hierarchy in favor of their own opin­
ions and authority, why should any Catholic rely on what they 
say? Intelligence and training, experience and arguments? For 
every position taken by a radically dissenting Catholic theologian, 
someone else as well trained and intelligent-often a non­
believer-appeals to other experience and arguments and takes a 
more radical view. Adultery sometimes acceptable? One can find 
academic intellectuals who hold that marriage is a bad thing. Pre­
sumably Catholic dissenting theologians do not wish to go that 
far, but once one accepts the idea that technical expertise inust be 
followed in the field of morals, there is nothing in the dynamic of 
dissent to stand in the way. For all their intelligence, training, 
and good intentions, dissenting Catholic theologians, in rejecting 
received teaching and the authority of the magisterium, rejected 
the basis of their own credibility. Hence, no one should believe 
them; their opinions are no better than the arguments they offer 
for them. And the arguments dissenting theologians offer are not 
impressive, as even they implicitly admit when they try to but­
tress their opinions by appealing to the authority of other theolo­
gians who agree with them. 

Besides laying out their claims, of course, it was necessary for 
radically dissenting theologians to put forward arguments show­
ing that they enjoy an authority superior to that of the magiste­
rium. The arguments were of several kinds. 

It was said, for example, that the view of the magisterium's 
authority which they contested was an aberration of relatively re­
cent vintage. So, for example, Avery Dulles states: "In the post­
Tridentine Church, and in the Neo-Scholastic theology of the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the dialectical tension between 
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the charisms in the Church is virtually eliminated . Al l authentic 
teaching power is simply transferred to the episcopal order."46 In 
other words, it happened after the sixteenth century. Daniel 
Maguire, however, finds the trouble beginning in the eleventh 
and twelfth centuries, after which "there is a tendency to see the 
teaching acts of popes and bishops as divinely guaranteed ."47 

Hans von Campenhausen, a Protestant scholar, holds : "In the 
course of the third century the exclusive authority of office attains 
its full stature."48 

When did the aberration begin? In the New Testament, one not 
only finds Jesus teaching "as one having authority" (Mk 1 : 22) 
but handing on teaching authority to the apostles (Mt 16 : 17- 19, 
18 : 18, 28: 18-20). There is no point after apostolic times when the 
apostles' successors began to exercise teaching authority, for it was 
conferred on the apostles and their successors by Jesus himself. 

Dissenting theologians also argued that the magisterium made 
errors in the past and so can be in error now. This requires exam­
ining the alleged instances of error. While some did not involve 
teaching but administrative and technical matters, others indeed 
were errors in teaching. We do not contend, however, that the 
magisterium can never err, but only that it cannot err when it 
teaches in a way that meets the conditions for infallibility. 

Did the magisterium err in some instance where these condi­
tions were met? The Galileo case is frequently cited. In 16 16 Ga­
lileo was told, by the authority of Pope Paul V, not to continue to 
hold and defend the Copernican view that the earth revolves 
around the sun, because it appeared to conflict with some pas­

sages in Scripture. In 1632 Galileo published a book defending 
the Copernican theory. The following year he was tried by the 
Inquisition for violating the order given him in 16 16, was con­
victed, and was sentenced to life imprisonment (though in fact he 
spent the rest of his life under house arrest rather than in 
prison).49 

This episode is certainly not to the credit of the Church author­
ities, and it provides a good argument for not judging new ques­
tions too quickly. But the events of 1633 were disciplinary in 
nature, and are therefore irrelevant to the assertion that the mag­
isterium erred in teaching. As for the 16 16 decision, with Pope 
Paul V's authority-that the Copernican view is at odds with 
Scripture- clearly it was an error. But it was neither an ex cathe-
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dra pronouncement nor a teaching meeting the conditions for the 
infallibility of the ordinary magisterium. The Pope was wrong, 
but not in a way that touches on infallibility. 

A similar analysis can be applied to other cases of real or al­
leged error-certain decrees on interpreting the Bible issued early 
in this century by the Pontifical Biblical Commission, nineteenth­
century papal teaching on religious liberty, and so on-with the 
same results : where there was error, the circumstances were not 
such as to call into question the authority of the magisterium 
when it teaches in a way that meets the conditions for infallible 
teaching. 

Radically dissenting theologians also contended either that 
moral questions are outside the competence of the magisterium or, 
at least, that its authority is limited in such a way that it cannot 
propose any specific moral truth definitively. Charles Curran, for 
example, argued that a specific moral issue like contraception, 
"so removed from the core of faith can never be the place where 
the unity of the faith is to be found."50 Josef Fuchs, S .J. , held 
that because faith and love are central, specific moral questions 
are "only a secundarium/' so that diverse and conflicting moral 
norms could be acceptable in different cultural situations.51  

The first view-moral questions are outside the magisterium's 
competence-is at odds with the very character of faith . Faith ac­
cepts the covenant with God as a way of life, and any way of life 
has moral implications. If the magisterium , and therefore the 
Church, has nothing to say about morality, it has nothing to say 
about this essential aspect of the covenant and therefore this es­
sential aspect of faith. 

As for the second view-the magisterium cannot teach specific 
moral norms as definitively true-we have already dealt with this 
question in chapter thirty-five. It wil l  be recalled that at least one 
concrete norm has been solemnly defined , by the Council  of 
Trent ("If anyone says that Christians are permitted to have sev­
eral wives simultaneously; and that such a practice is not forbid­
den by any divine law [cf. Mt 19 :4-9] : let him be anathema" [DS 
1802/972]),  while a substantial body of other specific norms has 
been proposed in a way that meets the conditions for an infallible 
exercise of the ordinary magisterium . 

There are, moreover, at least two good reasons why the magis­
terium must teach specific moral norms definitively. 
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One is that the Church has the task of guiding people on the 
way to salvation. Following Jesus requires leading an upright life ; 
commitment to human goods is the authentic humanism by which 
people achieve fulfillment. But without the help of the magiste­
rium teaching specific norms, ignorance, confusion, and self­
deception would make this a practical impossibility. 

The other reason concerns the Church's identity. Moral norms 
express the identity of any community, but if the Church's mag­
isterium did not teach specific norms definitively, people would 
be entitled to ask, "What does this community really stand for?" 
The answer, of course, is the truth of the gospel, but what this 
means in practice is the Christian way of life in just those aspects 
which set it apart from the moral standards of the surrounding 
secularized culture. Moreover, while in any other community a 
pluralism of conflicting norms is acceptable about matters outside 
the community's limited purposes and ends (though about some 
matters,  uniformity always is required), the community of friend­
ship with God concerns persons in their entirety, so that Chris­
tian morality necessarily takes in the whole of life. The Church 
therefore must teach on many specific moral questions about 
which other communities could rightly tolerate divergent views . 

C: Dissent as Alleged Reformulation and Development of Doctrine 

Often enough ,  radically dissenting theologians have acknowl­
edged that their views on moral questions are not consistent with 
the received teaching of the Church . In 1978 , however, Richard 
McCormick adopted a new line, arguing that he and others who 
disputed the magisterium's teaching were changing not the sub­
stance of received teaching but only its formulation . 

According to McCormick, both Pope John XXIII and Vatican 
II in the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern 
World, Gaudium et Spes, "explicitly acknowledged" the difference 
between substance and formulation. At the same time, he added, 
there is "an extremely close, indeed inseparable connection" be­
tween the two--"They are related as body and soul"-so that it is 
"difficult to know just what the substance is amid variation of 
formulation . " 52 

McCormick took as an example the received teaching against 
premarital intercourse. Its substance, he contended, is :  "It is 
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morally wrong, scil . , there is always something missing. Hence, it 
should be avoided ." (Other things which the magisterium has said 
about the matter-such as "It is intrinsically evil" and "There is 
a presumption of serious guilt in each act"-were philosophical­
theological addenda, not part of the substance. )  

McCormick drew three conclusions : Substance and formulation 
are distinct, and the magisterium must take part in a process of 
teaching and learning to arrive at appropriate formulations; it is 
"not a stunning theological putdown or an insuperably serious ob­
jection against an attempted formulation" to point out that it is 
contrary to a recent, authoritative statement of the Holy See ; and 
the pope and bishops "should not formulate their teaching against 
a broad or even very significant theological consensus," since the 
existence of such a consensus is a sign that "the problem has not 
matured sufficiently to allow an authoritative formulation ."53 

There are several things to be said about this. 
To begin with, McCormick gives the game away by saying sub­

stance and formulation are "related as body and soul." For when 
body and soul are separated, as McCormick's procedure separates 
substance and formulation , the result is death . McCormick might 
reply that he was only using a metaphor, but this is a case where 
the author of the metaphor spoke more truly than he knew. 

The claim about John XX.III and Vatican II rests on a serious 
misunderstanding. In an address at the beginning of the Council, 
the Pope did indeed call for suitable restatements of Catholic doc­
trine; he added that these are only possible because "the deposit 
or the truths of faith, contained in our sacred teaching, are one 
thing, while the mode in which they are enunciated, keeping the 
same meaning and the same judgment, is another."54 The Council 
made these words its own (in GS 62) .  

Often omitted in translations,  the phrase "keeping the same 
meaning and the same judgment" (eodem sensu et eadem sententia) 
is crucial. It takes for granted that identifiable truths of faith are 
found in different formulations, since otherwise it makes no sense 
to speak of keeping "the same" meaning and judgment when re­
placing one formulation with another. Where does this phrase 
come from? It is taken from Vatican Counci l I ,  which quotes it 
from St. Vincent of Lerins. He used it in the fifth century to call 
attention to the continuity which must characterize authentic de­
velopment of doctrine. Vatican I adopted it in reference to its 
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definitive teaching on faith: that the "meaning of the sacred 
dogmas that has once been declared by holy Mother Church, 
must always be retained; and there must never be any deviation 
from that meaning on the specious grounds of a more profound 
understanding" (DS 3020/1800) . 

McCormick's handling of the example of fornication suggests 
what is really happening when radically dissenting theologians say 
they are simply reformulating the "substance" of Church teach­
ing: they want the substance to consist in what is common both to 
the received teaching and to dissenting views . This approach was 
made familiar--though on dogmatic more than on moral ques­
tions-by liberalized Christian theology throughout the nine­
teenth century. It need hardly be said that it is arbitrary-one 
determines the substance of doctrine by what one finds accept­
able in received teaching, then discards the rest . But it also in­
volves certain other difficulties. 

For instance, in teaching that those who commit mortal sin lose 
the grace of justification, the Council of Trent also teaches : "This 
assertion defends the teaching of divine law that excludes from the 
kingdom of God not only those without faith , but also those with 
faith who are fornicators. . ." (DS 1544/808). This is in fact the 
position of the whole Catholic tradition. In order to defend his 
view, McCormick would have to argue that Trent (and the tradi­
tion) only mean that there is something lacking from premarital 
sex, and so it should be avoided . Naturally, McCormick gives no 
explanation of why his formulation is a better expression of the 
substance of the received teaching than others far better grounded 
in Scripture and tradition than his . 

As for McCormick's three conclusions, they do not follow from 
what he says about formulation and substance. If one denies that 
the magisterium can judge whether formulations are faithful to 
the substance of the Church's teaching, one must deny that the 
magisterium has the right to do so . But the magisterium has al­
ways claimed precisely that right-and duty. It comes down again 
to the question: Whom are Catholics to believe-dissenting theo­
logians or the pope and bishops? Chapter thirty-five made clear 
what the answer is. 

What then of development? Are the views expressed by dissent­
ing theologians not reformulations but developments of the tradi­
tion? Catholic moral doctrine, l ike Cathol ic teaching in general, 
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does develop. Might not a large-scale development be occurring 
now in the field of morals? 

Some development is merely refinement , while in other cases 
(for example, the question of slavery) it is a movement from what 
was tolerated, without a firm judgment, to a clear condemnation . 
For the present question, though, cases like these are not real ly 
very interesting. Much more interesting are those in which the 
development seems to be a reversal of what was previously taught . 

But because merely contradicting what was previously taught 
would not be developing it, dissenting theologians who wished to 
argue that their views represented development faced the problem 
of showing how their apparent denial of the tradition did not con­
tradict it . In general, they argued along the following lines: 

Basic human values underlie specific moral norms. What the values 
require in practical, behavioral terms can vary with circumstances. If 
protecting a value requires proscribing certain behavior in certain cir­
cumstances, the Church rightly proscribes it . In different circum­
stances,  concern for the same value may make it permissible, or even 
obligatory, to engage in the very same behavio� which was previously 
proscribed. In this case the behavior is not really the same act which 
the Church formerly forbade; although it looks the same, from a 
moral point of view it is different . 
Actually, there is a good deal of truth in this . As we saw in 

chapter ten, most moral norms are not absolute. Affirmative 
norms are never absolute, since they can always be specified fur­
ther, and negative norms are usually not absolute either. So, it is 
quite possible to encounter a true norm whose further specifica­
tion seems to lead to its reversal. 

The case of usury is often cited in discussions of these matters . 
John T. Noonan, Jr. , who published a study of scholastic theories 
of usury before the contraception debate began, later argued that 
as the Church once condemned the taking of interest and later 
changed its teaching, so, even though the Church now condemns 
contraception, change in that teaching is also possible . 

But what real ly changed in the case of the teachi ng on usury ? 
In his study, Noonan himself concluded that there was no change 
in the Church's central teaching on the taking of interest. He put 
it this way: 

Moreover, as far as dogma in the technical Catholic sense is con­

cerned , there is only one dogma at stake . . . that usury, the act of 



434 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

taking profit on a loan without a just title, is sinful. . . . This dog­

matic teaching remains unchanged. What is a just title, what is tech­

nically to be treated as a loan , are matters of debate, positive law, and 

changing evaluation . The development on these points is great. But 

the pure and narrow dogma is the same today as in 1200 . 5 5  
In other words, the moral teaching on the taking of interest, 
which would appear to meet the criteria for an infallible exercise 
of the ordinary magisterium, has not changed. 

The teaching about usury is precisely that it is always wrong to 
charge people interest simply for making them a loan, because 
that amounts to charging them for their need : for example, by 
lending a poor man facing a family crisis fifty dollars unti l pay 
day, on the condition that he then pay back a hundred dollars . In 
a modern economy, however, money serves many purposes-for 
example, as venture capital . Thus, lenders can rightly charge in­
terest in proportion to what they give up by not putting their 
money to some other use. So interest taking, within limits, can be 
morally acceptable. For a more specified act there is a different 
norm. This is a legitimate development. 

Why is the case of contraception any different? Simply because 
it is impossible to choose conception-preventing behavior for its 
conception-preventing effect without choosing to prevent the 
coming-to-be of a new life; and, as far as the good of human life is 
concerned, that is contrary to the eighth mode of responsibility 
(one may never choose to destroy, damage, or impede any basic 
human good). Circumstances cannot alter this fundamental fact 
about choosing to do something for its contraceptive results . So 
the specific negative norm against contraception is absolute (in 
the sense that it admits of no exceptions) . 

In his book Contraception, nevertheless , Noonan argues that the 
norm is nonabsolute (though he does not put it that way) . He 
contends that its purpose was to defend certain human values­
procreation, love, and so on-under conditions which existed in 
the past but do not now exist. 56 But Noonan does not prove his 
point, whi le analysis of contraception along the lines sketched 
above, as well as (and especial ly ! )  the constant and very firm 
teaching of the Church , show that the norm is absolute . 

Some dissenting theologians have attempted to argue that their 
views on an issue like contraception are a development . Charles 
Curran supported this position before 1968. In an article pub-
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lished in 1978,  however, he admitted that the argument was never 
really plausible. "One must honestly recognize," he wrote, "that 
'the conservatives' saw much more clearly than 'the liberals' of the 
day that a change in the teaching on artificial contraception had 
to recognize that the previous teaching was wrong."57 

Development can indeed occur with respect to many nonabso­
lute moral norms. But, considering what they dissent from, that is 
of no help to those who engage in radical theological dissent, since 
the norms which forbid the choice to kill the unborn, the choice 
to engage in sexual behavior outside marriage, and so on are not 
nonabsolute but absolute . 

D: Why Some Seek to Change the Church's Moral Teaching 

Avery Dulles provides a rationale shared , it seems, by many 
radically dissenting theologians. Development of doctrine as de­
scribed above is not adequate for his purposes; rather, he wished 
to allow room for outright revisions . 58 The central Christian mys­
tery, he holds, is God's saving work in Christ . Those doctrines 
which express this mystery are primary. As for other doctrines, 
not everyone should have to accept them all .  It is reasonable to 
require acceptance of the minimum needed to prevent "harmful 
deviations from the gospel" from occurring, but otherwise people 
should be free to accept or reject what the Church teaches ; and no 
one should have to accept anything in which he or she can "as yet 
find no meaning, relevance, or credibility."59 

Dulles gave a clear reason for proposing this program , namely, 
"to lighten the burden of assenting to doctrines handed down 
from the past."60 It will not do simply to dismiss this concern out 
of hand. After all ,  many people have drifted away from Christian­
ity in  modern times, especially in the West. Pastoral concern nat­
urally leads one to wonder whether lightening the burden of faith 
and Christian life might not be a reasonable step . It certainly ap­
peared so to the liberal Protestantism of the nineteenth and twen­
tieth centuries . 

The program of Pope John XXIII ,  Vatican Council II , Pope 
Paul VI, and Pope John Paul II is,  however, profoundly different. 

They recognize that over the centuries the Church has acquired 
many merely human , and in some cases unattractive , accretions 
in its structures , practices , and even in the manner in which it 



436 FULFILLMENT IN CHRIST 

teaches. They agree that whatever is merely human and counter­
productive should be eliminated or at least modified so that 
the Church will be more acceptable and effective. Hence the 
strategy underlying such things as the reform of the liturgy since 
Vatican II .  

But all of them-Council and popes-distinguish sharply be­
tween merely human accretions and essentials, and insist that the 
latter be retained, not modified or discarded. This reflects the 
conviction that the Church may not change or set aside any of the 
essentials of Christian faith and moral teaching, because these 
come not from the Church but from God. 

In chapter twenty, considering revelation and faith, we saw that 
faith has a definite propositional content. It is arbitrary to sepa­
rate most of this content (all of which is essential) from a few core 
doctrines, as Dulles suggests, and to insist only on the latter, 
while leaving it to individuals to reject the rest of the Church's 
teaching if they wish. On the contrary, Vatican I says: 

Moreover, by divine and Catholic faith everything must be believed 

that is contained in the written word of God or in tradition, and that 

is proposed by the Church as a divinely revealed object of belief either 

in a solemn decree or in her ordinary, universal teaching. (DS 30 1 1/ 

1792) 

Some truths of faith are more important than others, but that 
does not mean we can knowingly ignore or reject any of them, for 
all of them are essential . 

The program put forward by Dulles, or something like it, was 
needed to sustain the radical dissent of McCormick, Curran, and 
others, since it allows one to change or discard the Church's 
teachings more or less at will. But it is based on an unacceptable 
theory of revelation and faith-unacceptable, that is, to one who 
believes that the Catholic Church is what it claims to be. In the 
end, the project of lightening the burden of faith comes down to 
picking and choosing among the teachings of the Church, using 
as the standard for selection something entirely independent of 
faith, so that even the "core" which one retains is retained be­
cause it meets one's own standard, not because it is God's truth. 

In our review of the field of morals we have seen a multitude of 
diverse theories-proportionalism, subjectivist notions of con­
science, untenable understandings of fundamental option, and so 
on-advanced by various groups of contemporary moral theolo-
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gians. Some of these theories contradict one another (for example, 
subjectivism and proportionalism) but have nevertheless been 
supported by the very same people . Why is that? 

The radically dissenting theologians are intelligent individuals .  
Undoubtedly they recognize that some of their theories are mutu­
ally incompatible and none is very plausible. Yet in their various 
ways all these theories do lighten the burden of faith. They ac­
complish this by allowing people to act contrary to the constant 
and very firm teaching of the Church without giving up hope of 
heaven. 

Lightening, indeed. But at a great price . 
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fillment in, 229, 253, 396-99; per­
sons and, 54-59; sin and, 155-56, 
174-75 , 185-87 

Humanism. See Christian humanism; 
Secular humanism 

Human nature, 162-63,  170, 252-53,  
328 

Human persons, 1 1 ,  12 , 17, 20, 
2 1-24, 54-59, 9 1 ,  168, 172-73, 
242-44, 279-85 ; fulfillment of, 8,  
223-24, 232,  249, 279-89, 387, 
389-401 

Humility, 305-6, 339, 373 

Hypocrisy, 181-82 

Imitation of Jesus. See Following 
Jesus 

Immorality, 80-8 1 ,  15 1-54 
Impartiality, 61 ,  82-85 , 90-91 ,  

1 12-13, 127-28, 13 1 ,  133, 
139-40, 144-45 , 148, 
3 10-1 1  

Impenitence, 2 15-16 
Imperfection, 2 1 1-13 
"Impossible," meanings of, 326-28 
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Incarnation, 1 1 ,  227-29, 232, 249-
50, 252-55 ,  342-43, 347' 380-81  

Individualism, 87-88,  168 , 306-7 
Inerrancy of Scripture, 406-9 
Infallibility, 402-6, 4 10- 1 1 ,  428-29; 

of ordinary magisterium, 205-6, 
409- 16, 423-25 ,  429,  436 

Inquisition, 428-29 
Inspiration, 41-42, 406-7 
Integral human fulfillment, 59, 80-

89, 92, 96-98, 1 12 ,  1 14, 120, 123,  
138,  15 1 ,  156, 187, 191 ,  239, 289-
90, 294-99, 303, 3 14, 3 15 ,  3 18 ,  
396-97 

Interest taking, 433-34 
Intuitionism, 41-42 ,  70-71 
Irenaeus, St. , 282-83 
Islam, 282 

Jesus, 2 1 1- 12 ,  226-29, 249, 257-58, 
286-90, 322 , 324-2 5 ,  334-35 ,  

342-43; actions of, 228-29, 253-

59, 262-64, 267-70, 3 16- 1 7 ,  339, 

346-5 1 ,  380-82; charity and, 226-

27, 282,  292, 294;  Christian's 
union with, 223-29, 267-68, 290, 
293, 295 , 297,  3 16- 17, 343-44, 

346-48 ,  353,  382-83,  397-98 ; 

Church and, 352 ,  384-85 ; cooper­
ation with, 242-44, 25 1 -5 2 ,  255 ,  

268-70, 300-301 ,  3 16- 1 8 ,  347-5 1 ,  

382-83 ;  evil and , 243-44, 260-6 1 ;  

faith and, 188-89, 256,  267-68, 

352- 5 5 ;  fulfi l lment and , 223-29, 

296-99, 3 1 5 ,  396-98; makeup of, 

249- 50, 252-55 ;  as moral prin­
ciple ,  228-29, 266, 268 , 270-76, 

299-301 ,  309, 3 1 5- 1 7 '  354-55 , 

360-64; natural law and , 77, 8 5 ;  

new covenant and , 248-55 ,  258-

59, 260, 267- 69, 295 , 297, 346, 

3 52- 5 3 ,  3 8 1 - 8 3 ;  personal vocation 

of, 257-59, 262-64, 346; prayer 
and , 259,  340-43; as redeemer, 

234,  259, 264, 267- 70, 328 , 347-

5 1 ; resurrection of, 250- 5 1 , 264-
65 , 3 5 3 ,  384, 396, 398 ; revelation 
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and , 236, 253-54, 259-60, 342-
43 , 350, 402-4; sacraments and, 
264-72 , 346-5 1 ,  380-82 ; sin and, 
17 1 ,  195-96, 253,  260-6 1 ,  264, 
266, 273, 343-44, 346-5 1 ,  352-
55, 357-59, 368-71 ,  379-85 ,  398-
99; teaching of, 259-60 , 262 , 270-

72 , 295-97 ' 428 
Job, 407-8 
John Baptist, St . ,  355 
John of the Cross, St . ,  42 , 283 
John Paul II, 2 10, 274, 3 10,  372, 396, 

405 ,  417 ,  423-24, 435 
John XXIII, 372 , 430, 43 1 ,  435 
Justice, 54-55 ,  180,  3 10- 1 1 ,  322-

23,  39 1 
Justification, 242 , 276, 293 , 328-

29, 33 1 

Kant, I . '  47 ' 82-83 , 193 ,  194, 197 
Kierkegaard, S . ,  395 
Kingdom of God, 1 1 ,  43-44, 95 , 

123-24, 176, 197, 225-26 , 229, 

249-5 1 ,  259-60 , 295 , 297 , 306-8 , 

3 14 ,  334, 365 , 389-401 

Knowledge, 2 1 ,  5 5-56, 76 , 138-40, 
198, 2 57, 280 , 34 1 -42 

Laity, 276-77, 38 1 , 386-87 ; aposto-
late of, 325 ,  357-59 

Last Supper, 268-69, 346, 38 1 
Lateran Council, Fourth, 2 17 

Law, 28-30, 75-79, 129-33 , 138-4 1 ,  

150, 246-48 ,  300-30 1 
L aziness, 86-87,  306 

Legalism, 5-8, 10,  1 8 ,  26-28 , 32-36 , 

39-40, 7 3 ,  75 , 140-43 , 1 88 ,  193 , 
1 99, 2 13 ,  220-2 1 ,  260-6 1 ,  30 1 ,  

39 1 ,  4 1 8  

Leo XIII, 7 6 ,  396 

Liberalism, theological , 393-96 , 397 , 

407' 432 , 435 

Liberty, 57- 58 ,  392-93 

Life, 50, 5 5 ,  59, 7 1 , 7 2 ,  78,  8 1 ,  95 , 
1 14 ,  1 17- 1 8 ,  1 2 1 -22 , 228 ,  3 5 3 ,  

384- 8 5 ,  3 8 8 .  See also Christian 

life; Divine life ,  participated ; 

Everlasting life 
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Liturgy, 189, 3 19, 340, 343-45 , 35 1 ,  
379-81 , 385 , 386-87 

Living faith, 241 ,  285 , 292-93, 
329-30 

Love, 193-94, 270-72, 277, 279-8 1 ,  
323-24, 327, 367-7 1 ,  387-88; 
Christian, 24 1 ,  282-90, 294-30 1 ,  
383-84; commands, 79, 187, 270-
72 , 291-96; divine, 226-27, 24 1 ,  
246-48, 265-66, 281-86; of ene­
mies, 296, 3 12 ;  law and, 246-48, 
296-301 ;  modes of Christian re­
sponse and, 300, 305- 14, 33 1-34; 
sin and, 154-56, 186-87, 218,  383 

Lust, 88-89 

McCormick, R. , S . J. ,  423,  425 ,  430, 
43 1 ,  432 , 436 

Machiavelli, N . ,  122-24, 335 
Magisterium, 2-3, 7 1 ,  135, 425-28; 

conscience and, 32, 34-37, 199-
200, 205 , 239-40, 267, 276-78, 
301 ,  3 18-22, 417' 418-19, 421-25; 
dissent from, 42 1-37; infallibility 
of, 205-6, 409- 16, 423-25, 429,  
436; religious assent to, 416-20 

Maguire, D. ,  428 
Mann, T. , 393 
Marriage, 5 5-56, 3 1 1 ,  324-25,  362-

63, 387-88, 414-15,  420 
Martyrdom, 44, 307, 3 13 
Marxism, 9, 53-54, 80, 285 , 296, 

318 ,  392 , 397 
Mary (mother of Jesus), 306, 365 
Mass, 268-72, 379-8 1 ;  Jesus' act in, 

273, 380-82; union with Jesus in, 
346-47, 384-85 

Matter of sin. See Grave matter 
Means and end, 102-3 
Meekness, 306-7 
Mercy, 84, 248 , 25 1 ,  261 ,  303, 3 10-

1 1 ,  3 16, 3 17- 18; God's, 2 15-16, 
218,  247 , 254, 370, 3 10,  367, 369 

Merit, 303, 329-31 ,  399 
Mildness, 3 12 
Minimalism, 6-7 
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Miracles, 235-36, 262, 263 
Missionary activity, 276-77 
Modes of Christian response, 300, 

302-25 ,  327' 331-34, 339, 400 
Modes of responsibility, 8 1-98 , 104-

5 ,  l l l-13,  139, 174-75 ; Christian 
modes and, 300, 303-4, 3 15-
16, 3 18 

Monogenism, 164 
Moral good and evil, 58,  79-8 1 ,  161-

63 ; Christian life and, 187-92 , 
208- 10, 293-94, 3 13-14, 328-3 1 ,  
375; sin and, 150-54, 174-75 

Morality, 16- 17, 165-66, 200, 246-
48, 394-96; charity and, 291-301 ,  
329-30; first principle of, 78-8 1 ,  
295 ,  303 ; in the heart, 20-2 1 ,  28-
30, 58, 73, 99, 1 15-16, 150, 152-
54, 18 1 ,  261 ;  law and, 27-29, 132-
33; revelation and, 28-30, 154-56, 
246-48, 250-5 1 ,  296-301 , 408-9, 
415, 426; voluntariness and, 178-
79, 206-8 

Moral maturity and immaturity, 200, 
206, 21 1-12, 331-32, 361 ,  373-74 

Moral norms, 10, 1 13- 15, 128-29, 
140-43, 296-301 ,  324-27; Church 
teaching and, 32, 276-78, 412-16, 
429-30; specifically Christian, 
296-301 ,  3 18-22, 327. See also 
Absolutes, moral; Church teach­
ing; Magisterium, conscience and 

Moral theology, 1-10, 44-47, 142-43, 
149, 333; dissenting, 60-74, 206, 
419-20, 421-37 

Moral truth, 42-44, 1 13- 14, 133, 
277-78, 303-4, 3 15 ;  Church's in­
fallibility in teaching, 409- 16, 
423-25, 429; divine commands 
and, 129-30, 246-48, 294-96; 
knowledge of, 28-36, 76-77, 134-
35, 137-38, 143, 159-60, 18 1 ,  
198-200, 248, 276-78,  299-
301 ,  3 19 

Mortal sin, 175-79, 185-87, 198-200, 
204-10, 213-15 ,  2 16-2 1 ,  239-40, 
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320-21 ;  conditions of, 176-79, 
190, 198-200; grace and, 209, 
33 1-32; sacrament of penance and, 
205 , 369-74 

Mystical Body of Christ, 225, 23 1-32, 
274, 275 , 306-7, 323-24, 358-59, 
382-83, 396 

Natural law, 29, 35-36, 44-47, 48 , 
1 13, 150, 289-90, 301 ,  3 18-19; 
revelation and, 76-77, 254, 296-
301 .  See also Absolutes, moral 

Nature, 44-47, 252. See also Grace, 
nature and 

Neighbor love, 322-24 
Neo-Platonism, 227, 390-91 
New covenant, 248-55 ,  258-59, 260, 

264-69, 273, 295 ,  297, 3 10-1 1 ,  
346, 352-53, 381-83, 385-86. See 
also Covenant; God, covenant 
with; Jesus, new covenant and 

Newman, J. H . ,  161 ,  395 
Niebuhr, R . ,  161 
Nietzsche, F., 40, 56-57,  74, 159 
Noonan, J. T. , Jr. , 433-34 
Nuclear deterrence, 63-64, 73, 104 

Obduracy, 2 15 
Obedience, S-6, 18, 125-29, 243-44, 

2S4, 307' 324 
Object of the act, 101-3, 174-75 
Occasions of sin, 213-15,  374-75 
Old Testament, 12, 28, 94-95, 129, 

175-76, 227, 230, 247-48, 259-60, 
267, 269, 282, 292-96, 300, 307, 
342, 380, 382, 406, 408, 409 

Omissions, 108-10, 203 
Orange, Council of, 169 
Ordinary magisterium. See Church 

teaching; Infallibility, of ordinary 
magisterium; Magisterium 

Original justice, 163-64 
Original sin,  12-13,  42-44, 161-73, 

212, 224, 241-44, 292, 294, 328-
29, 353,  394 

Otherworldliness, 8-10, 308, 389-92 
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Pain, 52-S3,  54, 7 1 ,  167, 2 18-19 
Partiality, 6 1 ,  82-85 ,  90-91 ,  1 12-13,  

127-28, 13 1 ,  133,  139-40, 144-45 , 
148, 3 10- 1 1  

Parvity of matter, 177 
Pastoral practice, 36-37, 20S, 208-10, 

370, 43S-37 
Patience, 92-93, 3 12 
Paul v, 428-29 
Paul VI, 36, 164, 302, 435 
Peace, 1 1 ,  55-58,  289-90, 317, 398 
Peacemaking, 3 12 
Penance, sacrament of, 18 1 ,  197, 205, 

208, 35 1 ,  367-75 
Pentecost, 357 
Perfection, 2 1 1-12 ,  3 1 1-12, 322-25 ,  

330-34 
"Permissible," defined, 1 15 
Persecution, 3 12-13 
Person. See Human persons; 

Incarnation 
Personal vocation, 2 1-22, 272-78, 

306-14, 3 16-18,  321-25 ,  330-34, 
337-38, 340, 3S4, 356-65; Jesus', 
257-59, 262-64, 268, 346 

Peter, St. , 263 
Petition, prayer of, 340-43 
Pharisees, 260-61 ,  263 
Pius XI, 161 ,  396 
Pius XII, 164, 206, 274, 372-73, 

396, 417 
Play, SS 
Pleasure, S2-S3, 167 
Pluralism, 4, 277, 430 
Political society, authority in, 128, 

13 1-34 
Polygamy, 415 ,  429 
Polygenism, 164 
Pontifical Biblical Commission, 429 
Poor in spirit, 305-6 
Pope, teaching office of, 409-12, 

425-28 
Poverty, 324 
Practical reasonableness, S4-55 
Practical reasoning, principles of, 

77-79 



452 

Pragmatism, 53-54 
Prayer, 259, 32 1 ,  336-45 , 362 , 364-

66, 375-76, 386-87 
Prescriptivism, 40, 70 
Presumption, 196-97, 2 15-16, 218 
Priesthood: of faithful, 38 1 ;  ordained, 

351-352 
Privation, 49-5 1 ,  54, 152, 158, 170, 

242 , 25 1-52, 260-61 
Probabilism, 142-43 
Procreation, 55-56 
Promises, 1 14, 1 16-17, 126 
Proportionalism, 60-74, 78-79, 93, 

122-24, 156, 335, 365, 400, 
421-22 

Propositions: assertion of, 407-8; 
faith and, 236-39, 411-12 

Providence, 67, 93-94, 341-42, 364 
Prudence, 34, 120, 320-2 1 ,  365 
Pseudo-Dionysius, 390 
Psychology, 3-4, 13-14, 19-20, 26-

28, 159-60, 204-8, 328 
Punishment, 41 ,  95, 130, 153, 163 , 

166, 175-76, 2 19-20, 304, 370 
Purity of heart, 3 1 1-12 
Purpose of amendment, 208, 369-70 

Quasi-compulsive sin of weakness, 
204-10 

Radical theological dissent, 42 1-37 
Rabner, K . ,  S .J. , 70-71 ,  195 , 424-25 
Rationalization, 34, 152-53, 157, 183, 

197, 213,  262, 328, 365 
Reconciliation, 369-70, 373. See also 

Penance, sacrament of 
Re-creation, 72, 242-44, 25 1 ,  

266, 350 
Redemption, 54, 163, 172, 234, 248-

60, 262-66, 270-71 ,  273-75 , 284-
85, 296-99, 328, 390-91 ;  Chris­
tian life and, 3 10- 12, 397-98; 
God's work of, 231-32, 241-48; 
human cooperation in, 220-2 1 ,  
241-44, 267-68, 341 ,  346-52; 
Jesus' act and, 243-44, 249-54, 
262-70, 316- 17' 339, 344, 346-49 

Relativism, 42-44, 70 

INDEX 

Religion, 230-3 1 ,  250-5 1 ,  28 1-82, 
297, 342-43, 391 ,  429; as a hu­
man good, 54-55, 130, 238-39, 
247, 400 

Religious assent, 416-25 
Resignation, 376 
Responsibility, 103-5, 140-43, 15 1-

52, 159-60, 198-200, 203; choice 
and, 16-17, 178-79, 207 . See also 
Modes of responsibility 

Resurrection, 169, 299, 334, 376, 
384, 391 ,  395 ; fulfillment in Jesus 
and, 228, 396, 398; Jesus' , 250-
5 1 ,  264-65 , 353, 384, 396, 398 

Revelation, 1-4, SO, 234-38, 241-44, 
276-77, 336, 350, 357, 379-80, 
402- 16, 436-37; Jesus and, 236, 
253-55, 259-60, 342-43, 402-4; 
moral content of, 76-77 , 191-92, 
246-48, 296-301 ,  305-14, 3 19, 
334, 345 , 408-9, 415, 426 

Revenge, 92-93, 3 12 
Rights, 1 1 1 ,  120-22 , 124, 177, 3 10-

1 1 ,  322-23 
Rigorism, 333-34 
Rules, moral norms and, 5-8, 27-28 

Sacramentals, 336, 344 
Sacraments, 265-66, 346-52, 354, 

357, 367-78,  385 ;  Jesus' action in, 
264-72, 346-5 1 ,  380-82; as moral 
principles, 343-44, 352, 383-84 

Sacrifice, 230-31 ,  25 1 ,  254, 263-64, 
272 , 273, 350, 352, 379-82 

Saints, devotion to, 365 
Sanctification of the Christian, 232-

33, 3 13-14, 328-3 1 ,  372-75 , 
383-84 

Sartre, J. P. ,  40 
Scandal, 147-48 
Science, faith and, 3-4 
Scripture, 2-3 , 336-37, 407- 1 1 ;  

moral teaching in, 291-92, 300-
301 ,  305-14 

Secular humanism, 285, 287, 296, 
318,  391-96, 430 

Self-control, 88-89, 308-9 
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Self-deception, 91-92, 152, 157, 

3 1 1-12 
Self-denial, 375 

Self-determination, 100- 104, 337; 

choice as, 20-24, 207 , 2 19-2 1 ,  

268; sin as, 152-54, 18 1-82, 194 

Self-indulgence, 308-9 

Self-integration, 23-24, 54-55 ,  
191 ,  375 

Selfishness, 90-91 ,  155-56, 280-81 
Self-sacrifice, 313 

Sensus fidei (fidelium), 404-5, 419 
Sermon on the Mount, 296, 302 , 409 

Sick, anointing of, 376-78 

Side effects, 101-5, 146-47, 181  

Sign o f  the cross, 284 
Simple willing, 99- 100 

Sin, 29-32 , 34, 54-55 ,  174-76, 179, 
185-87, 194, 2 15-16, 241-44, 270, 

301 ,  393-95 , 398 ; Christian life 
and, 242-44, 275 ; Christian mo­
rality and, 208-10, 243-44, 298-

99; communal, 158,  169-70, 179-

8 1 ;  death and, 166, 168-69, 242; 

defined and divided, 149-56; faith 
and, 188-92 , 234, 239-40, 241-

44, 25 1 ,  262, 285, 287; free choice 
and, 12-13, 18-19; fundamental 
option and, 193-97; God and, 150, 
154-56, 157' 161-63, 242, 245-48, 

284-85 , 288, 297, 300; hell and, 
2 16-2 1 ,  391 ;  as infidelity, 192, 
368-79; Jesus and, 17 1 ,  195-96, 

253,  260-61 ,  264, 266, 273, 343-
44, 346-5 1 ,  352-55 ,  357-59, 368-

7 1 ,  379-85, 398-99; occasions of, 
2 13-15,  298-99, 374-75 ; reality 
of, SO, 25 1-52; redemption from, 
245-48, 250-52, 262-66; sacra­
ments and, 367-78 , 383; self and, 
194, 2 12-13; state of, 142-54, 2 18;  

temptation and, 182,  201-2, 212-

13; of thought, 181-84; of weak­
ness, 202- 10, 328 . See also Guilt; 
Mortal sin; Original sin; Venial sin 

Sincerity, 91-92 

Situation ethics, 41-42 

Slavery, 433 

Sloth, 86-87 
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Social conventions, 42-44, 153, 200, 

32 1-22, 328 
Society: free choices and, 158-59; 

moral norms for, 122-24 

Sociology, 3-4, 12-14 

Specificity of Christian morality, 270-
72, 296-301 ,  302-3, 3 18-22 

Spirituality, schools of, 3 17 

Spitefulness, 92-93 

Stoicism, 94, 145-46 

Suarez, F. , S .J. , 44 
Subjectivism, 29, 40-41 ,  70 

Success, Christian life and, 400-401 

Suffering, 25 1-52, 266, 309, 3 13- 14, 

371 ,  376-78, 395 

Sufficient reason, 15 
Sufficient reflection, 178, 186, 190, 

198-200, 207-9 

Superego, 26-27, 38-39, 153,  200 

Superficiality, 91-92 

Synod of Bishops ( 1980), 423-24 

Teaching of the Church. See Church 
teaching; Magisterium 

Temptation(s), 156-58, 164-65, 182,  

201-2, 204-5, 207, 2 12-13, 258, 

374-75 
Ten Commandments, 76, 79, 18 1 ,  

247, 408-9, 415  

Thanks, 306, 339, 380 

Theological dissent, 60-74, 206, 419-

20, 42 1-37 
Theology, 1-4, 389-90, 414-15,  418-

20, 425-37. See also Moral 
theology 

Thomas Aquinas, St. , 29-3 1 ,  44, 

76, 77, 185-87, 222, 339, 341 ,  

357 ,  414 

Trent, Council of, 12, 162-63, 165-

66, 172, 18 1 ,  195 , 209, 241 ,  303, 

328-29, 330, 349-50, 356, 367-

7 1 ,  372 , 376, 380-85, 415,  429, 
432 ; DS 1511-151788-92, 163; DS 
15351803, 329; DS 15361804, 209, 

328 ; DS 15441808, 197, 432; DS 
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15481810, 303, 330; DS 15491810, 
367 ; DS 15551815, 12; DS 15681 
828, 209, 328; DS 16061849, 349; 
DS 16281871,  3S6; DS 16381875, 
38 1 ;  DS 16761897, 369-70; DS 
16771898, 368; DS 16781898, 370; 
DS 16941907, 376; DS 17051915, 
370; DS 18021972, 41S,  429; DS 
18051975, 41S;  DS 18071977, 41S 

Trust in God, 30S-6 
Truth: conscience and, 198-200, 3 19-

22 ; as human good, SS ;  revealed, 
236-39, 402- 12 . See also Moral 
truth 

Usury, 433-34 
Utilitarianism, 71  

Values, hierarchy of, 70 
Vatican Council I, 223-24, 234-3S , 

238, 240, 409- 10, 4 1 1-12,  41S,  
43 1-32, 436; DS 300411785, 23S ; 
DS 300511786, 76, 23S ;  DS 30081 
1789, 240; DS 301111792, 238, 
436; DS 301411794, 230-40; DS 
302011800, 431-32; DS 305811825, 
409; DS 307411839, 411  

Vatican Council II :  o n  apostolate, 
276-77, 3S8; Christian humanism 
in, 9, 10- 1 1 ,  286-87, 396-98; on 
conscience, 29-3 1 ,  278; on faith, 
240, 41S ;  historicity of the Gos­
pels, 2S6; on the Incarnation, 2S3; 
liturgy and sacraments,  269-70, 
344, 3S7, 369, 377, 38 1 ;  on the 
magisterium, 40S-6, 409-1 1 ,  412-
20; on need for baptism, 3S2; on 
personal vocation, 274; on reli­
gious life, 324; on renewal in 
moral theology, 4-S ; on revelation, 
23S-36, 404-S ;  on Scripture's in­
errancy, 406-8 ;  "spirit" of, 422-

23; on substance and formulation, 
430-3 1 

Vatican Council II documents, cita­
tions of: Apostolicam Actuositatem, 
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276, 286-87, 3S8, 3S9; Ad Gentes, 
277, 3S2, 404; Dei Verbum, 3, 164, 
234, 236, 238, 240, 24S , 246, 2S6, 
337, 404, 406, 407, 410; Dignitatis 
Humanae, 13, 17, 3S,  278; Gau­
dium et Spes, 1 1 ,  17, 29, 3 1 ,  77, 
80, 223, 229, 232, 2S3, 2S7' 274, 
286, 398 , 430-3 1 ;  Lumen Gentium, 
23 1 ,  274, 276, 322 , 324, 3S l ,  3S7, 

3S9, 369, 38 1 ,  382, 404-6, 409-
10, 412, 41S-18, 422-23;  Nostra 
Aetate, 260; Optatam Totius, S ,  9; 
Presbyterorum Ordinis, 269-70, 
38 1 ;  Sacrosanctum Concilium, 230, 
269, 343 , 344, 34S , 38 1 ,  384; Uni­
tatis Redintegratio, 384 

Venial sin, 17S-79, 18S-87, 191 ,  209, 

2 12- lS,  331-32, 372-74, 383 
Vices, 23-24, 3 18- 19 
Vincent of Lerins, St . ,  43 1 
Virtues, 23-24, 84-8S , 299-300; 

Christian, 30S- 14, 3 16-17, 329-
3 1 ;  sacraments and, 372, 383-84 

Vocation. See Personal vocation 
Voluntarism, 39-40 

War, 9S 
Will: acts of, 99-103, 107-10; love 

and, 280-8 1 ;  sin in, 1SO-S4, 18 1 ;  
weakness of, 169, 200-202 

Work, SS ,  339-40 
Works, grace and. See Grace, works 

and 
World: fallen, 43, S9, lSO, 1S6, 160, 

163 , 16S-73, 231-32, 2S l ,  2S4, 
2S8, 263-64, 268, 290, 306, 
308- 14, 322-27; kingdom and 
this, 8-1 1 ,  80-9S , 2SO, 286, 376, 
389-401 

Sacred Scripture 
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