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into him who is the head, Christ, from whom the whole body, 
joined and held together by every supporting ligament, with 
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FOREWORD

Any writer must agree with the inspired author of 2 Maccabees who 
confessed, “the task, far from being easy, is one of sweat and sleepless 
nights, just as the preparation of a festive banquet is no light matter for 
one who thus seeks to give enjoyment to others” (2 M 2:26-27). I could 
not have finished this book without the help of many to whom I am 
deeply grateful. It was drafted while I was teaching at the Pontifical 
John Paul II Institute for Studies in Marriage and Family, Washington, 
D.C. I want to thank Dean Carl Anderson and its faculty for their sup
port and in particular. Rev. Francis Martin, Professor of Sacred Scrip
ture, who read the draft and made helpful suggestions, and Fr. J. 
Raymond Vandegrift, O.P., librarian, who gave me constant and pa
tient help, as did my graduate assistant Gloria Falcao Dodd. Very spe
cial thanks are due to Fr. Romanus Cessario, O.P., Professor of Moral 
Theology, St. John’s Seminary, Brighton, MA, whose fraternal sup
port and encouragement have been essential to the completion and 
publication of this book. Prof. Mark Johnson of Marquette University 
tested the draft in teaching. Sister Paul Jean Miller, Professor of Moral 
Theology, Mt. St. Mary’s Seminary, Emmitsburg, MD, MarkLatkovic 
of Sacred Heart Seminary, Detroit, also read the draft and made valu
able criticisms, as did Fr. Kevin D. O’Rourke, O.P., Director of the 
Center for Healthcare Ethics, St. Louis University. Fr. Victor LaMotte,
O.P. was especially helpful with its final revision.

Quotations from the Scriptures are taken from th& New American 
Bible, copyright 1991 by the Confraternity of Christian Doctrine, and 
used with permission. Full bibliographical information on the abbrevi
ated citations in the notes will be found in the Bibliography. The de
fects of the book are, of course, my own, but my one intention has been
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to promote the teaching of moral theology as theology, that is, as firmly 
rooted in the Word of God, for

Scarce do we know the things of earth, and what is within our 
grasp we find with difficulty, but when things are in heaven, 
who can search them out? Or who ever knew Your counsel, 
except you had given Wisdom and sent your Holy Spirit from 
on high? And thus were the paths of those on earth made straight, 
and men learned what was your pleasure and were saved by 
Wisdom (Ws 9:16-18).

Benedict M. Ashley, OP
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Chapter 1

THE BIBLICAL FOUNDATION OF MORAL THEOLOGY

All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, 
for refutation, for correction, and for training in 

righteousness, so that one who belongs to God may be 
competent, equipped for every good work 

(2 Tm 3:16-17).

Is Moral Theology Obsolete?

As “biology” is the scientific study of life {bios), “theology” is the 
scientific study of God {theos). Many today believe such study is im
possible, either because they think there is no God, or if there is, God 
is unknowable, or if God is knowable it is only by some private expe
rience that could never take on the systematic, critical, publicly debat
able and verifiable character of a science. No wonder then that in many 
modem universities there is no department of theology, or at most there 
is a department of religious studies or of comparative religion devoted 
not to studying God but what various people have believed about God.

In the Catholic tradition of Christianity this possibility of a scien
tific theology is strongly defended.1 Not indeed that we can subject 
God to the kind of controlled experiment that is typical of modem 
science, but in the broader sense of “science” according to which knowl
edge can be called scientific if it is critical, that is, if its assertions are 
testable by appropriate, publicly available evidence. This is so, first of

See Yves Congar, O.P., A History of Theology, trans. by H. Guthrie, S.J., from 
“Theologie,” DTC XV: 221-288. Congar shows (pp. 240-60) that theological pluralism 
is compatible with theology’s scientific character.
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all, because the existence of God and something of what God is can be 
known by the philosophical analysis of the broad features of the same 
human experience as that on which the other human sciences are 
founded. Such a merely “natural” theology, however, is unable to pen
etrate the mystery of the interior life of God or God’s plan for human 
life.

A theology in the strong sense of a study of the mystery of God 
that shares in God’s own self-understanding and purpose for creation 
can only be achieved if God chooses to reveal the divine life to us and 
to instruct us how to enter into that life. In the face of the vast injustices 
of poverty, war, genocide, and lying propaganda which deface our world 
today, it is no wonder that many cry out with Job, “Where is God? Why 
is God silent?”

Yet God is neither absent nor silent. God wants us to share the 
deathless life and joy which is totally shared by the Three Divine Per
sons in the unity of the Godhead. This is the reign of God for whose 
coming Jesus taught us to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will be 
done on earth as it is in heaven” (Mt 6:10). Since Jesus is Emmanuel, 
“God with us” (Mt 1:23) in his presence the kingdom has already be
gun.

Therefore, a theology in the strong sense (a “sacred theology” as 
contrasted to a merely natural or philosophical theology) based on the 
data of God’s public self-revelation is possible, and Catholic tradition 
has attempted to provide such a critical theology. Any valid Christian 
theology must rest on faith in God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ, 
God’s only Word, not directly on the data of our human experience.2 
But as I will show in Chapter 2, this faith in Christ is not a “leap in the 
dark” or mere wishful thinking. It is a reasonable, realistic faith, open 
to public dialogue with all other religions, and even with atheists and 
agnostics.

Where do we hear God’s Word? The first Christians heard it from

2 The Catechism of the Catholic Church (published in French, 1992; in English June 22, 
1994), # 65-67, quoting Heb 1:1-2 and St. John of the Cross who said: “By giving us, 
as he did, his Son, his only Word, God has in that one Word said everything. There is 
no need for any further revelation.” The Ascent ofMt. Carmel, II, 22.
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the lips of Jesus and then from the Apostles who witnessed to what he 
had taught and done.3 Their witness was kept true by the Holy Spirit 
whom the Risen Lord had sent them to guarantee the essential accuracy 
of their preaching. This handing on the Word by the power of the Spirit 
is called Apostolic Tradition (from tradere, to transmit) in distinction 
from mere human tradition which quickly becomes vague and even 
distorted.4 In the apostolic age this Tradition was soon embodied in the 
New Testament writings along with the Jewish Scriptures which these 
writings presupposed and which they guaranteed as consistent with the 
New Testament.

Hence the Bible was recognized by the apostolic Church as a 
trustworthy formulation of this Tradition because written under the 
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. The Catholic Church recognizes Tradi
tion and Scripture as the self-revelation of God which theology stud
ies.5 While the Eastern Orthodox churches also recognize both Scrip
ture and Tradition as God’s self-revelation, the Protestant churches 
stand on the principle of sola Scriptura, the Bible alone.

In many current writers we find the mention of “religious experi
ence” along with Tradition and Scripture as the source of theological 
reflection.6 In our age of pluralism we have become acutely aware that 
the meaning of any traditional formula is colored by the contemporary 
experience of anyone who tries to interpret such formulas. Although

3 Vatican II, Dei Verbum, the most authoritative Catholic statement on the nature of  
revelation, biblical inspiration, and the relations of Bible and Tradition. See also CCC 
#  50-54.

4 CCC #  75-79.
5 CCC #  80-83. See also, on the interrelations of Scripture and Tradition, Edward 

Schillebeeckx, O.P., Revelation and Theology, vol. 1, pp. 3-86. On the strengths and 
limitations of current exegetical methods see Pontifical Biblical Commission, “The 
Interpretation of the Bible in the Church,” Origins, 23, n. 29 (Jan. 6, 1994), 499-524; 
also Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, “Biblical Interpretation in Crisis: On the Question of 
the Foundations and Approaches of Exegesis Today,” in Richard J. Neuhaus, ed., 
Biblical Interpretation in Crisis, pp. 1-23.

6 For an influential discussion see Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An Experiment in 
Christology, pp. 44-62 with clarifications in Interim Report on the Books Jesus and 
Christ, pp. 50-63. For an example of how “experience” is used to de- and re-construct 
Scripture and Tradition through “the lens o f women’s flourishing” see Elizabeth A. 
Johnson, She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, pp. 17- 
41.
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we try to put ourselves into the historical context of those for whom the 
text was originally written, we can never wholly succeed. Ultimately 
we must interpret the Bible and other documents of the past in terms of 
the experiences of our own times.

Since, however, authentic religious experience is the work of the 
same Holy Spirit who has been at work in Tradition, Tradition is not 
merely the faithful transmission of the apostolic message but also in
cludes its faithful reception today. Thus there is no need to add “reli
gious experience” to the conciliar declarations that the source of divine 
revelation is “Scripture and Tradition.” The Bible stands as the in
spired witness of Jesus’ teaching, but it must be understood in the light 
of the Church’s Tradition as it has developed from the Apostles down 
to us in our Christian living here and now.7

Customarily we use the term “dogmatic theology” to refer to 
God’s self-revelation to us, and the term “moral theology” for what 
God has told us of the response required of us if we are to enter and live 
in God’s kingdom. Yet, in fact, moral theology cannot be separated 
from dogmatic theology, since God reveals the Trinitarian divine life 
to us in order that we may come to share in it. Hence moral and dog
matic theology are merely different perspectives on the same reality of 
God.

This unity of faith and morality is evident in the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church8 and the papal encyclical Veritatis Splendor9 in which 
the Holy See has recently formulated the moral teaching of the Church 
as it has been authoritatively proclaimed for our times by the Second

7 In CCC, Book One, Chapter Two, “God’s Initiative” is placed between Chapter One, 
“The Human Capacity for God” and Chapter Three, “Humanity’s Response.” Thus 
God’s self-revelation speaks through human experience, yet transforms it.

8 The plan of CCC is summed up in # 1692: “The Creed [Book One] confesses the 
greatness o f God’s gifts to us in the work of creation and even more in the work of 
redemption and sanctification. What faith confesses, the sacraments [Book Two] 
communicate: Christians have been reborn as children of God and made participants in 
the divine nature through the sacraments. When we recognize our new dignity in faith, 
that same faith calls us henceforth to lead a life worthy of Christ’s Gospel [Book 
Three]. Through the sacraments and prayer, we receive both Christ’s grace and his 
Spirit’s gifts to make us capable o f such a life [Book 4].” Book Three, “Life in Christ” 
covers the topics of moral theology.

9 Origins 23, 18 (Oct 14, 1993), 298-236.
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Vatican Council. Part III of the Catechism, “Life in Christ,” is pre
sented only in the context of the first two parts on the Creed and the 
Sacraments.

It is even less useful (though it is often tried) to separate “moral” 
from “spiritual” theology, as if the exterior and interior life of the Chris
tian could be divorced from each other, or that there were two ways, a 
lower and a higher, of being a Christian.10 A theology of the Christian 
life must deal with the whole of Christian living as a dialogue with 
God.11 This means also that it studies not just the individual Christian 
in relation to God, but also the Christian community centered in God. 
The Christian lives in God’s kingdom, God’s community, as part of the 
very “body of Christ” (Rm 12:5). Hence morality is always a commu
nal morality, a morality of liberation from the enslavement of sin in all 
its phases, individual and social. This, again, is evident in the Cat
echism where Part III on “Life in Christ” is completed by Part IV on 
prayer and spirituality.

Therefore, moral theology should be truly theology and not sim
ply philosophy, sociology, or psychology. Theology is an effort to lis
ten attentively to what God has to say to us, because God is wiser than 
we are and more concerned for us than we are for ourselves. In trying 
to understand and apply what God says to us we must use our God- 
given intelligence and with it all the information and scientific analysis 
which human intelligence has made available to us to date, but we must 
not allow this merely human wisdom to drown out the voice of God, 
even when that voice frightens us and exposes the specious folly of our 
human ways of thinking (1 Cor 1:26-31).

Thus if we ask: “Why study moral theology?” the answer is: (1) 
We humans are immersed in a world where injustice, war, poverty, 
loneliness, and death seem to have the upper hand. (2) Yet God has 
invited us into the divine kingdom of undying joy and mutual love. (3) 
Our human intelligence, however, is not powerful enough to enable us

10 See Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., The Three Ages of the Interior Life, vol 2, “The 
Axis o f the Spiritual Life and Its Unity,” pp. 628-651.

11 Thus in CCC, Book Four on prayer synthesizes both the dogmatic parts (Books One 
and Two) and the moral part (Book Three).
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to understand and follow out that invitation. (4) Therefore, to find our 
way, we need God’s Torah or Instruction, and the careful study of this 
Instruction is that part of theology which is called “moral.”

The Revision of Moral Theology

Since theology is a reflection on the Scriptures as understood in the 
light of the Spirit-guided Tradition, it seems obvious that moral theol
ogy is a reflection on the moral instruction contained in the Scriptures. 
When we open the Bible, however, we find a great variety of moral 
teachings, some of which even seem to contradict others and to lack a 
coherent unity. Hence Tradition has always turned to the moral teach
ings of Jesus in the Bible as the best interpretation and summary of this 
whole body of moral wisdom.

Modem critical scholarship supplies us with powerful tools for a 
better understanding of the Bible in its historical context and its literary 
expression.12 If we are to base moral theology first of all on the authen
tic moral teaching of Jesus who said, “You have but one teacher, and 
you are all brothers... You have but one master, the Messiah” (Mt 
23:8, 10), it is essential that this revised moral theology be freed from 
any fundamentalism that would read the Bible as if it were a “How to 
Do It” handbook published by one of our contemporaries.13 Hence, we 
must be fully aware that critical scholarship raises certain difficulties 
about identifying the exact words of Jesus in New Testament docu
ments written some years after his earthly life.14 Other problems arise 
in relating Jesus’ teaching to the different phases and theological strands

12 For what can be known about the real Jesus by purely historical methods see John P. 
Meier, “Jesus,” NJBC, pp. 1316-1328, and Meier’s, A Marginal Jew, 2 vols. and Craig 
A. Evans, “Life-of-Jesus Research and the Eclipse of Mythology,” TS 54 (March 
1993), 3-36.

13 See the warnings against a naively literal or “fundamentalist” interpretation of the Bible 
by the Pontifical Biblical Commission, note 5 above.

14 The Jesus Seminar, “gospel specialists” who “teach at leading colleges, universities and 
seminaries in the U.S. and Canada” (p. xiii) has voted that of 111 Jesus’ sayings in 
Mark, probably only 17 (15%) meet their historical criteria for authenticity! Robert W. 
Funk with Mahlon H. Smith, The Gospel o f Mark; reviewed by C.C. Carlson, CBQ 52 
(1990), 557-558 and Robert W. Funk, The Five Gospels.
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in the Old Testament,15 in the different Gospels, and in the apostolic 
writings. Due allowance must be made for progressive revelation and 
for the differences of religious perspective of the various biblical writ
ers and the audiences they were addressing.

Nevertheless, for believers the essential continuity of New Tes
tament teaching with that of Jesus is guaranteed by the doctrine of 
biblical inspiration, and this assurance is in no way inconsistent with 
the well-established results of historical research.16 Our problem today 
rather is a hermeneutical (interpretative) one of seeing how Jesus’ teach
ing, preached in times so different from ours, can still serve as a prac
tical guide to living in a world very different from that in which the 
Bible was written.17

We no longer live in a uniform, traditional society where there is 
a general agreement on values, but in one that is constantly changing. 
Ours is a pluralistic culture where we are presented with all kinds of 
models and hear all kinds of opinions about right and wrong. No won
der we are puzzled! But this situation is not absolutely new. The early 
Church existed in the Roman Empire where Christians were in contact 
with pagan society and indeed with a number of cultures. In the Middle 
Ages Europe was invaded by northern pagans and influenced on the 
south by Islam. In the Renaissance the Church had to encounter a whole 
New World of non-European peoples and cultures. Since the eigh-

15 To recognize that Judaism has its own unique history, which Christian history does not 
make obsolete, I considered using in this book “Hebrew Scriptures” or “First 
Testament,” as some do, but the Catholic Old Testament is not coextensive with the 
Jewish canon, and “First” is no improvement over “Old.”

16 “Holy Mother Church has firmly and with absolute constancy held, and continues to 
hold, that the four Gospels just named, whose historical character the Church 
unhesitatingly asserts, faithfully hand on what Jesus Christ, while living among us, 
really did and taught for their eternal salvation until the day He was taken up into 
heaven (see Acts 1:1-2).” Vatican II, DV, n.19. For the reasons that the historical 
context o f Jesus’ teaching makes the authentic tradition of his sayings probable, see 
Rainer Riesner, “Jesus as Preacher and Teacher” in H. Wansbrough, ed„ Jesus and the 
Oral Gospel Tradition. R.E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, pp. xliv-xlvii holds 
that even the highly elaborated and stylized Johannine discourses are rooted in an 
authentic tradition independent o f the synoptics. Yet, this does not exclude valid 
questions about the origins o f any particular dominical saying.

17 See Raymond E. Brown, S.S. and Sandra Schneider, I.H.M., “Hermeneutics,” NJBC, 
pp. 1146-1165.
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teenth century it has been confronted by the rise of secularist cultures. 
Thus the Christian community again and again has had to meet in one 
form or another much the same moral confusion we today experience.

Some contemporary moral theologians think that our times are 
so different from the past that they must construct a “new morality” or 
a “revision of traditional morality.”18 They support this position by 
arguing that Jesus himself, and even more explicitly St. Paul, taught 
that the Gospel abolished the Old Law with its numerous concrete rules 
and replaced it by a freedom of decision unrestricted by fixed moral 
laws and guided only by the Holy Spirit to meet new and unique situ
ations. They point out that in Jesus’ own teaching there are few con
crete norms of action, but rather simply parenesis or exhortations to act 
lovingly, and they interpret the detailed norms of the New Testament 
epistles as temporary guidelines, historically conditioned by local situ
ations and therefore today obsolete; for example, the restrictions on 
women (1 Cor 11:3-6; Col 3:18, etc.) which today we would consider 
sexist.

Consequently, these “revisionists” turn to Scripture and Tradi
tion only for Christian motivation, and mainly rely for today’s concrete 
norms on a purely philosophical ethics. Concrete moral norms, they 
claim, are not specifically Christian but are accessible to believer and 
non-believer alike. They argue also that the Church’s official moral 
teaching does not pertain to the realm of defined and infallible doctrine 
but merely represents the opinions of the “Roman schools” of theology 
which do not take into account the variety of current situations or the 
advance of the human sciences. When other moralists question these 
theses, revisionists often defend their views as the product of the new 
dynamic “historical consciousness” as opposed to the traditional static 
“classical consciousness.”

These revisionists are certainly right in fearing an historical, fun
damentalist literalism in the use of the Bible.19 The advances in biblical

18 For a collection of current opinions on the revision of moral theology, especially in 
relation to the Bible see the Bibliography at the end of this book.

19 See the report of the Pontifical Biblical Commission, note 5 above, rejecting fundamen
talism in exegesis.
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scholarship and in the history of the development of doctrine in the 
Church have to be given full weight in any valid revision of theology. 
That a serious revision of moral theology is long overdue I enthusias
tically grant and also that it should reflect the historicity of human 
existence. Such an appreciation for human historicity is indeed a char
acteristic of the theology of Vatican II. The “static vs. dynamic” di
chotomy, however, is more rhetoric than analysis. Therefore, let us 
approach this issue historically, since any revision of theology must be 
based on a “return to sources,” i.e. to Scripture and Tradition with 
attention to the hermeneutics by which these sources can be related to 
contemporary experience. This is the way pointed out by Veritatis Splen
dor and embodied in the Catechism of the Catholic Church which 
maintain the universality and permanence of the moral law, yet con
firm that historical study of the ways in which our understanding of the 
moral law has developed is essential to its present application.20 21

The Unity of Biblical Torah

Historically, the moral tradition of the Hebrew Bible is primarily the 
written Torah, that is, the first five books of the Bible which all parties 
of the Jews in Jesus’ time as in our own have regarded as the ultimate 
grounds of orthopraxis or right living. These consist of very concrete 
detailed codes of behavior placed in a narrative context of the Creation, 
the Fall, and the Exodus which serves to give authority and sense to 
these codes, illustrating the consequences of obedience or disobedi-

20 “The truth of the moral law, like that of the ‘deposit o f faith,’ unfolds down the 
centuries. The norms expressing that truth remain valid in their substance, but must be 
specified and determined eodem sensus eademque sententia [in the same sense and the 
same meaning] in the light of historical circumstances by the Church’s Magisterium, 
whose decision is preceded and accompanied by the work of interpretation and 
formulation characteristic of the reason of individual believers and of theological 
reflection.” VS, n. 53. Cf. also CCC # 1949-1984; especially # 1952 and 1960.

21 On the Judaic concept o f “Torah” see Jacob Neusner, Torah Through the Ages and R.E. 
Friedman “Torah (Pentateuch),” in ABD, 6:605-622. On Walther Eichrodt’s view that 
“Covenant” is the unifying concept of Old Testament theology and other views see 
Robert B. Laurin, Contemporary Old Testament Theologians, especially the article of 
N.K. Gottwald, pp. 23-62.
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ence to God’s laws. The central concept of this Torah is that of the 
Covenant between God and Israel, initiated by God but demanding of 
Israel a free commitment of obedience to “the way of life” rather than 
“the way of death” (Dt 30:19).21

The rest of the Hebrew Bible consists of literature which received 
canonical status in relation to the Torah: (1) historical narratives (writ
ten in a manner quite different than that of modem history) which fur
ther illustrated the consequences of fidelity or infidelity to the Cov
enant, including the Babylonian Exile and Restoration; (2) prophetic 
writings that interpreted the Covenant by insisting not only on external 
obedience but on an obedience of the heart and warning of the conse
quences of infidelity; and (3) other writings which were wisdom litera
ture praising “the way of life” and warning against “the way of folly” 
with much concrete traditional counsel drawn from daily experience, 
along with books like Jonah, Esther, Tobit, Judith, and others inculcat
ing Torah obedience through morally instructive narratives not intended 
to be strictly historical. Thus from a Jewish point of view the Torah is 
the heart of the Bible encompassed by other literature that serves in a 
variety of ways as its largely homiletic commentary.

Modem historical scholarship has shown that the account of God’s 
handing the Torah to Moses as a ready-made book must be understood 
as a dramatic way of declaring that it is the inspired Word of God 
having definitive moral authority. The codes of the Torah are histori
cally the result of a very long process by which legal material common 
to many Near Eastern countries was gradually shaped and given its 
specific religious monotheistic character culminating in the Covenant 
theology represented by its final book, Deuteronomy.22 There is evi
dence within the Pentateuch itself that the Jews recognized that God 
gave only a qualified approval to these laws, since they did not wholly 
correspond to God’s intentions in the creation. Thus Genesis itself seems 
to say that the dietary law permitting the eating of meat given to Noah

22 On current theories o f the composition and dating of the Pentateuch see Moseh 
Weinfeld, Deuteronomy 1-11, Introduction, pp. 1-84, and J. Alberto Soggin, Introduc
tion to the Old Testament, 3rd ed., pp. 91-186. Its final form and separation from the 
“Deuteronomic History” (Genesis through the books of Kings) probably dates from the 
time of Ezra in the middle o f the 5th century.
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(Gn 9:34) and included in the Mosaic law (Lv 17:10-16) was inferior to 
the vegetarian diet given to Adam (Gn 1:29).23 The Torah, therefore, 
had a certain provisional and eschatological character looking for
ward to further revelation by a prophet like Moses (Dt 18:15).

In the other books of the Hebrew Bible this provisional character 
became messianic, looking to an age when the particularist law of Is
rael would somehow be universalized for all people. Thus it was proph
esied (Is 56:1-8) that the eunuchs and foreigners excluded from the 
Temple by the Torah are someday to be admitted. The Torah, there
fore, was not “static” but underwent a development both of content and 
of interpretation.24

This was reflected in the view taken by the ancient rabbis and still 
maintained in Judaism, that in addition to the written Torah there was 
also an oral Torah or tradition going back to Moses and maintained in 
its development by the chain of leading rabbis. This tradition, enshrined 
after the time of Jesus and the fall of Jerusalem in the Mishnah and the 
Babylonian and Palestinian Talmuds, has an authority in Judaism closely 
linked to that of the written Torah itself. It is this tradition and not the 
written Torah which is specifically that of Judaism,25 while Christian
ity represents a different tradition of interpretation of this same Torah.

The Torah of Jesus

Jesus himself was not a rabbi in the technical sense, although his con
temporaries perceived that he in fact functioned as such, that is, as an

23 For the rabbinic views on the Noahian laws, of divine origin, yet accessible to reason 
and binding all nations see Gersion Appel, A Philosophy ofMizvot, pp. 124-127.

24 On different forms of messianism before Jesus, see Gershom Scholem, The Messianic 
Idea in Judaism, pp. 19-33 (note the quote from Maimonides, Code of Laws, “Laws 
Concerning the Installation o f Kings,” paragraphs 11 and 12, pp. 28-29); Joachim 
Becker, Messianic Expectations in the Old Testament, pp. 25-36; and articles of B.M. 
Bokser, “Messianism, the Exodus Pattern, and Early Rabbinic Judaism,” pp. 239-260 
and J.M. Roberts, “The Old Testament’s Contribution to Messianic Expectations,” in 
James H. Charlesworth, et al., The Messiah: Developments in Earliest Judaism and 
Christianity, pp. 39-51.

25 See Neusner, Torah, pp. 20-24, 38-87.
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authoritative interpreter of the Torah (Mk 9:5, 11:21,14:45; Mt 26:25, 
49; Jn 1:38,49; 3:2; 4:31; 6:25; 9:2; 11:8).26 When we read the Gospel 
accounts of Jesus’ controversies with the Pharisees, we may get the 
impression that he is defending those who break the detailed prescrip
tions of the law, but as scholars have recently shown, in these accounts 
Jesus, although his message is shockingly new, never violates or con
dones the violation of any rule of the written Torah.27 Thus when Jesus 
is criticized for apparent violations of the law by healing on the Sab
bath, etc., he defends his actions with rabbinical arguments based on 
biblical citations and analogies (cf. Mk 2:23-28; 3:1-6). At the same 
time he deepens the understanding of the Torah by returning to God’s 
intentions in the creation, “The Sabbath was made for man, not man for 
the Sabbath” (Mk 2:27).

Jesus denounced some of the Pharisees because they did not prac
tice what they preached (Mt 23:3,25-27); because they proudly scorned 
the ignorant without helping them to know and observe the law (Mt 
23:4-12); because they proselytized only to make sectarians of their 
converts (Mt 23:13); because they evaded the law by dubious casuistry 
(Mt 23:16-21); because they scrupled about minor details while ignor
ing the “weightier things of the law”; and because they persecuted their 
critics out of fanatical attachment to their own views (Mt 23:29-36). 
This is a catalogue of failings which religious people (including our-

26 For the meaning o f “rabbi” in Jesus’ time cf. Riesner, “Jesus as Preacher and Teacher,” 
pp. 186-188 and literature there cited. Was Jesus literate? Certainly he was living in a 
largely oral culture; see Paul J. Achtemeier, “Omne Verbum Sonat: The New  
Testament and the Oral Environment o f Late Western Antiquity,” JBL 109 (1990):3- 
27. A “carpenter” in a small village was not likely to have a scribal or rabbinical 
education. Luke 4:14-21, however, portrays Jesus as reading from the Torah scroll. 
History has many examples o f talented persons o f lowly background who taught 
themselves to read or got others to teach them. Or we can attribute Jesus’ knowledge of 
the Scriptures to a good memory (not uncommon in oral cultures) which retained what 
he heard, read and discussed.

27 Thus E.P. Sanders, Jesus and Judaism (1985) and Jewish Law from Jesus to Mishnah 
(1990). In the latter he concludes, pp. 95-96: “The synoptic Jesus lived as a law- 
abiding Jew... Even if each conflict narrative were literally true [which Sanders gives 
reasons for doubting], however, it would be seen that Jesus did not seriously challenge 
the law as it was practiced in his day, not even by the strict rules o f observance of 
pietist groups —  except on the issue of food” which exception was not due to Jesus but 
to a “subsequent debate in the early Church” (p. 96).
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selves) often fall into, nor should it be generalized to all the Pharisees, 
nor to their tradition which has largely formed the Judaism of today.28 
Jesus himself supported the authority of these learned, zealous (and 
sometimes too human) teachers.

The scribes and Pharisees have taken their seat on the chair of 
Moses. Therefore, do all things whatsoever they tell you, but do 
not follow their example (Mt 23:2).

In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus solemnly declared:

Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets.
I have not come to abolish but to fulfill. Amen, I say to you, until 
heaven and earth pass away, not the smallest letter or the small
est part of a letter will pass from the law, until all things have 
taken place. Therefore, whoever breaks one of the least of these 
commandments and teaches others to do so will be called least 
in the kingdom of heaven. But whosoever obeys and teaches 
these commandments will be called greatest in the kingdom of 
heaven. I tell you, unless your righteousness surpasses that of 
the scribes and Pharisees, you will not enter into the kingdom of 
heaven (Mt 5:17-20).

He then proceeded to give his own interpretation of several of the 
Ten Commandments, each time saying “You have heard that it was 
said..., but I say to you” referring not to what the Torah itself said, but 
to how some had misinterpreted the Torah, and then giving his own 
interpretation in view of the radical Good News he was sent by his 
Father to proclaim.29

What was the nature of this Christian interpretation of the Torah? 
It is most explicit in the discussion of the commandments of the Torah 
on divorce, which permitted husbands but not wives to divorce their

28 Rabbi Michael Hilton with Fr. Gordian Marshall, O.P., The Gospels and Rabbinic 
Judaism: A Study Guide shows very well how different yet alike are the Jewish and 
Christian traditions.

29 On the six antitheses or “hypertheses” of Mt 5:17-48 see Benedict T. Viviano, O.P., 
“The Gospel According to St. Matthew.” NJBC, pp. 641-644.
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mates because of “something indecent” (Dt 24:1-4).30 The great Rabbi 
Hillel had interpreted this vague expression broadly; another rabbi 
Shammai had interpreted it narrowly. Jesus (no doubt recalling the 
words of the prophet Malachi — “ ‘I hate divorce,’ says the Lord, the 
God of Israel” (Ml 2:16) — goes beyond even the strictness of Shammai 
and says:

“Have you not read that from the beginning the Creator ‘made 
them male and female’ and said, ‘For this reason a man shall 
leave his father and mother and be joined to his wife, and the 
two shall become one flesh’? So they are no longer two, but one 
flesh. Therefore, what God has joined together, no human being 
must separate.” They said to him, “Then why did Moses com
mand that the man give the woman a bill of divorce and dismiss 
her?” He said to them, “Because of the hardness of your hearts 
Moses allowed you to divorce your wives, but from the begin
ning it was not so. I say to you, whoever divorces his wife (un
less the marriage is unlawful) [literally “because of something 
indecent”] and marries another commits adultery.” His disciples 
said to him, “If that is the case of a man with his wife, it is better 
not to marry.” He answered, “Not all can accept this word, but 
only those to whom that is granted” (Mt 19:4-11; Mk 10:5-12; 
cf. Mt 5:31-33).31

Thus Jesus took the view, which we have seen is already hinted 
at in the Torah itself and which was not unknown in the rabbinical 
schools, that the Torah of Moses falls short of that originally given by 
God in creation, a law that has tolerated certain aspects of human sin
fulness until the “time of fulfillment,” the Messianic age of the coming 
of the Reign of God in its perfection. Since the chief theme of Jesus’ 
preaching is “This is the time of fulfillment. The kingdom of God is at

30 For a thorough discussion o f this question see J.A. Fitzmyer, S.J., “The Matthean 
Divorce Texts and Some New Palestinian Evidence,” in To Advance the Gospel: New 
Testament Studies, pp. 79- 111.

31 The source of Mt 19:4-11 is usually attributed to Mk 10:5-12; while the doublet Mt 
5:31-33 and its parallel Lk 16:18 are attributed to Q. 1 Cor 7:10-11 is an independent 
(and the oldest) attestation of this dominical saying.
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hand. Repent and believe in the gospel” [i.e the good news of the com
ing of the kingdom] (Mk 1:15), he was indicating that Moses’ Torah 
was now “fulfilled” (Mt 5:17), that is, it has been restored to the origi
nal perfection of God’s creation “in the beginning.”

Hence in one sense Jesus as “the great prophet” (Dt 18:15) and 
Messiah annuls the Mosaic law, but in another and deeper sense he 
“fulfills” it by perfecting it. “Be perfect, just as your heavenly Father is 
perfect” (Mt 5:48). Thus the “law of Christ” (Gal 6:2) transcends the 
Mosaic law but does so not by abrogating it but by returning it to its 
source, freed of the concessions that had resulted from the peculiar 
historical situation of Israel in a sinful world. This Christian reinterpre
tation and perfecting of the law may even involve correction, as in the 
abolition of divorce and the transformation of the ancient “holy war” 
into a purely spiritual warfare based on the love of enemies (Mt 5:43- 
44). Thus Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, speaking in Jerusalem to an in
ternational conference of Jews and Christians, has said:

The law of the gospel fulfills the commandments of the law. The 
Lord’s Sermon on the Mount, far from abolishing or devaluing 
the moral prescriptions of the old law, releases their hidden po
tential and has new demands arise from them: It reveals their 
entire divine and human truth. It does not add new external pre
cepts but proceeds to renew the heart, the root of human acts, 
where man chooses between the pure and impure, where faith, 
hope, and charity are found, and with them other virtues. The 
Gospel thus brings the law to its fullness through imitation of 
the perfection of the heavenly Father.32

This issue became acute for the early Church when it began to 
attract Gentile converts, since the apostles were not at all clear whether 
they ought to require them to observe the Jewish law. Acts (7:2-60) 
tells us that Stephen provoked his own martyrdom before the Sanhedrin 
by reminding his fellow Jews that the law was given to Moses by God 
not directly but through an angel (Ac 7:38, 53), that a prophet succes-

32 “Reconciling Gospel and Torah: The Catechism,” Origins 23 (Feb. 24, 1994), 621, 
623-628, n. 2, pp. 624-625 in which he also quotes CCC # 1968.
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sor to Moses had been promised (Ac 7:37), and that the Temple with its 
rites was only of temporary value (Ac 7:48-50). Then later Peter re
ceived a vision which assured him that for Gentile converts the dietary 
rules of the law are no longer obligatory (Ac 10:1-11:18).

The Torah of Paul

Paul, a rabbi in the strict sense, a student of the famous Rabbi Gamaliel 
the Great, and a zealous Pharisee, was called in a vision to become an 
“apostle to the Gentiles” (Rm 11:13). It is not surprising, therefore, 
considering that Jesus and the Twelve had continued to observe the 
Mosaic law, that Paul was soon confronted in Galatia by a party of 
Jewish Christians who insisted that the Gentile converts be circum
cised and observe all the prescriptions of the law. In fact, Christians 
who were Jews continued for a long time to keep the law, in some 
places as late as the fifth century!

The question of the obligation of the law, not only for Gentiles, 
but for all Christians could not, however, be long evaded. Paul’s solu
tion (stated vehemently and perhaps too one-sidedly in Galatians, yet 
evident throughout all his writings) was that while the law was divinely 
inspired and intended to prepare Israel for the coming of the Messiah, 
of itself it could not save anyone because as a mere set of external rules 
it did not have the power to change the human heart. Individuals might 
conform to it while remaining unconverted to God. They might even 
be made more rebellious against God by its constraints. Salvation could 
come only by faith in the Christ who had the power to send his Spirit 
into their hearts, converting them and enabling them to obey God out of 
love rather than fear.33

33 Controversy has always surrounded the interpretation of St. Paul on law and gospel (cf. 
2 P 3:15-16); however, Catholic and Protestant scholars are approaching a consensus. 
See James D.G. Dunn, Jesus, Paul and the Law, especially Chapters 7 and 8, “The 
New Perspective in Paul,” pp. 183-214 and “Works of the Law and the Curse o f the 
Law” pp. 215-241; and Joseph Fitzmyer, “Pauline Theology,” NJBC, pp. 1382-1416, 
and “Paul and the Law” in To Advance the Gospel, pp. 186-201; also Hans Dieter Betz, 
“Paul,” ABD, 5:186-201.
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Hence, Paul taught that Jewish Christians could continue to live 
under the law (Paul himself sometimes conformed to it to avoid of
fending them; cf. Ac 16:3) as long as they did not put their trust in the 
law rather than in Christ. They were not obliged by the Old Law and 
could not bind Gentile converts to it. He even “opposed” St. Peter “to 
his face” when at Antioch Peter — in order to placate the Jewish Chris
tians — stopped eating with the Gentile converts (Gal 2:11-14).

This first great moral controversy in the Church was arbitrated by 
the council at Jerusalem recounted in Acts 15:1-29, when after Peter’s 
speech in favor of Paul’s practice and the agreement of James of Jerusa
lem, leader of the Jewish Christians, the following decree was issued:

The Holy Spirit and we have decided to lay no burdens on you 
beyond these necessary things: namely, to abstain from meat 
sacrificed to idols, from blood, from meats of strangled animals, 
and to refrain from unlawful marriages. If you avoid these things, 
you will be doing what is right. Farewell. (Ac 15:28-29).

Note that this decree is a compromise with the Jewish party in 
that the Gentiles, although not bound to the Mosaic law, were still 
bound to the “law of Noah” (Gn 9:1-17) which the rabbis usually re
quired of proselytes. In seems, however, that Paul did not insist on even 
this from his converts. Does this mean that for Paul the Mosaic law had 
lost all validity? By no means. Paul in Galatians, after a vehement plea 
to the people not to allow themselves to be enslaved again under the 
Mosaic law (ending with the exasperated wish that the advocates of 
circumcision would castrate themselves! 5:12), goes on to say:

For you were called for freedom, brothers. But do not use this 
freedom as an opportunity for the flesh; rather serve one another 
through love. For the whole law is fulfilled in one statement, 
namely, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” ... I say 
then live by the Spirit and you will certainly not gratify the flesh.
For the flesh has desires against the Spirit, and the Spirit against 
the flesh; these are opposed to each other, so that you may not do 
what you want. But if you are guided by the Spirit, you are not 
under the law (Gal 5:13-18).
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Paul then lists the works of the flesh and of the spirit as already 
quoted above. This shows that for Paul the Mosaic law was transformed 
into the “law of Christ” (Gal 6:2) which is “faith working through 
love” (Gal 5:6; cf. Eph 4:15, “Living the truth in love”), and this “love” 
is the love of God and neighbor which the Lord himself had said sums 
up the whole law (Mt 22:40). Paul explicitly holds that this includes the 
Ten Commandments:

Owe nothing to anyone, 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 kill; you shall not 
steal; you shall not covet,” and whatever other commandment 
there may be, are summed up in this saying, “You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no evil to the neighbor; 
hence, love is the fulfillment of the law (Rm 13:8-10, italics 
added).

Since the Ten Commandments are the heart of the Torah,34 and 
the Torah itself commands us to love our neighbor (Lv 19:18), it is 
evident that Paul never meant that the moral norms of the Old Law had 
ceased to bind. Indeed, by repeating Jesus’ emphasis on the supremacy 
of “love” and founding this love on “faith” in Jesus, Paul proclaims that 
Jesus perfected these moral norms, as is evident in his support of Jesus’ 
abolition of divorce (1 Cor 7:10-11). In light of this Paul is not incon
sistent when in the pastoral sections of his epistles he glorifies Chris
tian freedom and at the same time promulgates detailed norms com
manding and forbidding certain actions. For him morality is above all 
to live “in Christ,” in perfect unity with and by the power of the Risen 
Lord.35

What does this “freedom” consist in if it does not abolish the 
moral norms of the Torah, but in some cases makes them even more

34 It would be a mistake, however, to restrict the moral instruction of the Bible simply to 
literal precepts, since much o f this instruction is found in narrative, poetry, and wisdom 
sayings, cf. Richard N. Longenecker, Galatians, pp. xliii-lvii.

35 On living in Christo see Robert F. O’Toole, S.J., Who is a Christian? A Study in 
Pauline Ethics, pp. 28-50.
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restrictive? The “freedom” of which Paul speaks is twofold. (1) It is 
freedom from the law understood simply as an external coercion re
straining human free choice: “For the kingdom of God is not a matter 
of food and drink, but of righteousness, peace and joy in the Holy 
Spirit” (Rm 14:17). (2) More profoundly, it is freedom from the inter
nal conflict resulting from sin that hinders us in consistently pursuing 
what we know to be good: “For I do not do the good I want, but I do the 
evil I do not want” (Rm 7:19); “Freed from sin you have become slaves 
of righteousness” (Rm 6:18).

Without the grace of faith we find ourselves tempted to rebel 
against the law and indeed unable to keep it integrally, yet threatened 
by God’s punishment for not doing so. But with faith we become free, 
because we now are able to love God, and therefore to obey not merely 
out of fear but out of love, confident that God’s commands are only the 
expression of his love for us. Instead of being forced by the external 
law, we are moved from within by the Holy Spirit and discover that it 
is possible for us in Christ to obey the commands of God willingly and 
freely, although not without struggle and sacrifice. Thus even the hard 
moral precepts of the law are no longer impossible. As Jesus himself 
had said, “For my yoke [i.e., my commandments] is easy and my bur
den light” (Mt 11:30).

Christians, however, do not wish to be freed from the moral law 
summed up in the Ten Commandments and still more succinctly in the 
Great Commandment of love, because these commandments belong to 
the very order of God’s creation and pertain to the very nature of hu
manity and its conscience, as Paul explicitly teaches when he shows 
that both Jews and Gentiles are sinners because they have broken the 
laws of God:

All who sin outside the law [of Moses] will also perish without 
reference to the law, and all who sin under the law will be judged 
according to the law. For it is not those who hear the law [of 
God] who are just in the sight of God; rather, those who observe 
the law [of God] will be justified. For when the Gentiles who do 
not have the law [of Moses] by nature observe the prescriptions 
of the law [of God], they are a law for themselves even though 
they do not have the law [of Moses]. They show the demands of
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the law [of God] are written in their hearts, while their con
science also bears witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse 
or even defend them on the day when, according to my gospel,
God will judge people’s hidden works through Christ Jesus (Rm 
2:12-16; words in brackets mine).

Thus the Gentiles who are ignorant of the Mosaic law neverthe
less know much of its content in a “natural” way and are obliged to it. 
Sometimes it is said that the concept of “natural law” is Greek, derived 
from Stoic philosophy, and hence is without theological standing. Paul, 
however, links the Greek term for “nature” (physis) with that for “law” 
(nomos) and thus speaks (Rm 1:18-32) of a law of God in creation 
accessible to all humanity without the revealed Mosaic law.36 The com
mon content of the Mosaic and the natural law is clearly moral, and 
does not include the ceremonial prescriptions (cultic, dietary, etc.) nor 
the judicial ones (penalties, and civil provisions) peculiar to Jewish 
history and culture. The ceremonial precepts of the law, such as cir
cumcision —foreign to Gentile custom and therefore especially oner
ous to them —are what Paul refers to as the “yoke of slavery” (Gal 5:1) 
from which Gentile Christians (and in principle the Jewish ones also) 
are freed by the Gospel.

Why, if these ceremonial and judicial precepts are commanded 
by God in the Torah, are all Christians, whether Gentiles or Jews, free 
of them? Because the Mosaic law was only given to the Jews to equip 
them for their special mission of witness, but the “law of Christ,” the 
Gospel, is universal. It is given to all humanity and hence extends the 
moral provisions of the Torah — but only those — to all the world. 
This Pauline distinction between the primary, universal and permanent 
character of the moral precepts of the Torah and its secondary and 
provisional precepts was rooted in the rabbinical thought in which Paul 
was trained. It finds full expression in the work of the great medieval 
Jewish rabbi Maimonides who influenced its exposition by St. Thomas 
Aquinas, but it was already present in the Church Fathers.37

36 See Appel’s discussion o f the Noahian laws, note 23 above.
37 Maimonides, The Guide for the Perplexed, Part III, Chapter 32, p. 324 claims that the 

Torah regulates animal sacrifices because they were already customary and hence:
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The Judicial and Ceremonial Torah

Does the abrogation of the ceremonial and judicial precepts of the Torah 
mean that these portions of the Bible are of no significance for con
structing a moral theology? By no means. The judicial laws of the 
Pentateuch are of course entirely relative to the political history of 
Israel in the Holy Land, and cannot be simply applied to other peoples, 
times, and places. Yet throughout the history of the Church, Christian 
statesmen have looked to these laws and the narratives which illustrate 
them and drawn lessons from them for their own times.

St. Thomas Aquinas, for example, derived from these laws sup
port for the Aristotelian political thesis that in most circumstances the 
best form of government is a republic or “mixed” government with a 
monarchical element (a strong executive), an aristocratic element (a 
senatorial body), and a democratic element (election of officials from 
the people) not unlike that of the United States and many modem coun
tries.38 39 The political history of Israel as recorded in the Bible thus re
mains for us an ever interesting example of political wisdom and folly 
from which we can still learn. As St. Augustine showed in his The City 
o f God,i9 this has special significance for Christian ethics because of 
the commentary on that history in the light of monotheism made by the 
biblical writers in the deuteronomic and prophetic traditions.

“God refrained from prescribing what the people by their natural disposition would be 
incapable o f obeying, and gave the above-mentioned commandments as a means of 
securing his chief object, viz. to spread a knowledge of Him [among the people], and to 
cause them to reject idolatry,” III, c. 32, p. 324. See Thomas Aquinas, Summa 
Theologiae, I-II, q. 98, a. 5, and for his use o f Maimonides see Marvin Fox, Interpret
ing Maimonides’ Philosophy, pp. 124-151; Isaac Franks, “Maimonides and Aquinas on 
Man’s Knowledge of God: A Twentieth-Century Perspective” in Joseph A.Buijs, ed., 
Maimonides: A Collection of Critical Essays (1988), pp. 284-305; and Wolfgang 
Kluxen, “Maimonides and Latin Scholasticism” in Shlomo Pines and Yirmiyahu 
Yovel, Maimonides and Philosophy, pp. 224-232.

38 Summa Theologiae, III. q. 105, a. 1, c.
39 De Civitate Dei, Bks. XI-XXII on the “two cities,” their origin (Bks XI-XIV), their 

progress (Bks XV-XVIII), and their final destiny (Bks XIX-XXII). E. Portalie, S.J., A 
Guide to the Thought of St. Augustine, p. 46 says, “The Confessions are theology as 
experienced in one soul and the history of God’s actions in individuals; the City of God 
is theology as living in the historical framework of humanity and explains the action of 
God in the world.”
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The permanent significance of the ceremonial laws is more ob
scure. Yet not only do these cultic practices assist us in understanding 
the development of the Jewish religion, but, as the rabbis (notably 
Maimonides40) saw, they played a crucial role in the education of the 
moral sensitivities of the Jews. Thus the odd commandment, three times 
repeated in the Scriptures, “You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s 
milk” (Ex 23:19; 34:26; Dt 14:21), is said both to forbid a cruel pagan 
superstition and to inculcate respect for life and the mother-child rela
tionship.41

The division of objects into “clean” and “unclean,” elaborately 
regulated in Leviticus 11-15, may sometimes have had health reasons 
or been intended to prevent idolatrous or superstitious practices, but 
anthropologists today believe the general purpose of such rules was to 
inculcate symbolically a sense of the order of God’s creation and the 
unique identity of the Chosen People.42 For the Bible, God above all is 
holy. “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Speak to the whole Israelite commu
nity and tell them: “Be holy, for I, the Lord, your God, am holy” ’” (Lv 
19:1-2). Hence Jesus said in the Sermon on the Mount, “Be perfect, just 
as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48).

The Hebrew root for this term “holy” means “separate” and thus 
indicates the fundamental tenet of monotheism, that God is “the wholly 
Other.”43 This, however, does not mean that God is distant, but that he 
is an absolutely mysterious Presence: “For I am God and not man, the 
Holy One present among you” (Ho 11:9), utterly different from all his 
creatures and in no way to be pantheistically or idolatrously confused 
with them. In this otherness God is purely “spiritual” in the sense of 
free from any of the limitations that obviously condition all visible,

40 The Guide for the Perplexed, Part III, Chapters 26-50. He admits in many places, e.g., 
p. 312 that he was unable to find reasons for certain precepts.

41 The precept “You shall not slaughter an ox or a sheep on one and the same day as its 
young” (Lv 22:28) had a similar purpose; cf. Maimonides, The Commandments, vol. 2, 
Negative Command 101, p. 98.

42 Frank H. Gorman, Jr., The Ideology of Ritual, reviews the extensive recent literature.
43 See Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics, pp. 139-151 on the concept of 

“holiness” as central to Hebrew ethics; and David P. Wright, “Holiness (OT),” ABD, 3: 
237-249 and “Unclean and Clean (OT),” ABD, 6:729-741.
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perishable, material things. God is absolutely “pure,” unadulterated by 
anything imperfect or alien; he is “clean.” Therefore, the opposite of 
the “holy” is the “unclean,” whatever is limited, imperfect, alien, dis
orderly, chaotic, or ambiguous.

Hence, since the Chosen People are called by God to an intimate 
Covenant with him, comparable to a marriage (Ho 1-3; Is 54:4-10; 
62:1-5; Jr 2:2; 3:1-20; Ezk 16:1-63), the people must also be holy or 
clean to offer sacrifices to God (Hg 2:10-14), free of all that is alien or 
adulterating (the English words “adultery” and “adulterate” come from 
the Latin ad-alter, to add alien material to a commodity), of all that 
lacks the order and lawfulness established in creation as that is de
scribed in Genesis 1.

In that first narrative of the Torah, the cosmos is distinguished 
from God and is then divided spatially and temporally and each of its 
spaces and times furnished with its proper contents. This order in space, 
time, and status thus becomes the pattern to which human society and 
life ought to conform. Hence, the Chosen People are to be instructed in 
this order not only by the moral law, but also by rituals and regulations 
that inculcate this law symbolically.

When this cultic system was fully developed, the Chosen People 
had to be kept pure from intermarriage with other peoples who might 
corrupt their faithfulness to the Covenant (Dt 7:1-4; 23:4-9; Ezr 9:1- 
10; Ne 13:1-3; Ml 2:10-12). Their houses and clothing must be kept 
clean from mold (“leprosy,” Lv 13:47-59; 14:33-57); their bodies from 
skin diseases (Lv 13:1-46; 14:1-32); and from seminal or menstrual 
uncleanness (Lv 15). Above all there must be no contact with the corpses 
of the dead: “Order the Israelites to expel from camp every leper, and 
everyone suffering from a discharge, and everyone who has become 
unclean by contact with a corpse” (Nb 5:2); and no consuming of blood: 
“for the life of a living body is in its blood” (Lv 17:11).

The dietary laws were part of this symbol system. For example, 
the eating of hoofed animals was permitted if they had cloven hooves 
and also chewed a cud; but the pig, because it had cloven hooves but no 
cud, was forbidden (Lv 11:1-8). Likewise, to be edible, fish had to have 
both fins and scales, etc. It seems the principle of this classification was 
that ambiguous, borderline creatures that did not clearly fit into cus-
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tomary categories such as those divided by the Creator in the creation 
account of Genesis 1, symbolized a lack of order, a return to chaos, and 
were thus unclean. The maintenance of this ritual purity, which was 
especially rigorous for the priests, required also all kinds of ritual baths 
and washing.

This concept of separating all of life into the sacred and the pro
fane, alien to modem sensibility in which the very sense of “the sacred” 
has been attenuated,44 underlies all liturgy in which there must be sa
cred times, places, things, and persons to signify the presence of God in 
human life. Thus the fundamental moral significance of this compli
cated system was the observance of the First Commandment, the hon
oring of the One God and the people’s covenant with him. Therefore, 
the prophets complained frequently (1 S 15:22; Am 4:4; 5:21-25; Ho 
6:4-6; Is 1:10-17; Mi 6:6-8; Jr 7:21-29; Ps 50) against excessive ritual
ism to the neglect of the moral commandments. Just before the exile 
under Josiah (2 Ch 34-35) and in the post-exilic period under the lead
ership of Ezra (Ezr 9-10), however, this system of cultic purity was 
completed and fixed as necessary to maintain the identity of the Cho
sen People in the face of threatened extinction by the Gentiles.45 Its 
observance was again tightened in face of the Greek occupation in the 
time of the Maccabees, as when the holy scribe Eleazar endured mar
tyrdom rather than taste pork (2 M 6:18-31).46

The Pharisees, who may have originated in this Maccabean 
struggle, and whose very name probably means “separate,” especially 
occupied themselves with the scrupulous enforcement of these regula
tions of ritual purity, some of which they extended beyond the actual 
biblical precepts.47 Jesus, although he was even more zealous than the 
Pharisees (Jn 2:17), like the ancient prophets (Is 29:13) insisted on the

44 See Peter Berger, The Sacred Canopy, for a sociological discussion of our secularized 
culture.

45 See Gersion Appel, A Philosophy ofMizvot, pp. 38-41.
46 See J. Goldstein, I Maccabees (1976); II Maccabees (1983) (Garden City, NY: 

Doubleday Anchor Bible), introduction.
47 E.P. Sanders, Jewish Law from Jesus to the Mishnah (summary, pp. 245-254) refutes 

the notions that the Pharisees observed the ritual purity required of priests or that they 
were mere “legalists.”
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supremacy of the moral precepts over the ritual ones (Mt 23:23-24). He 
especially condemned the way in which the Pharisees had themselves 
undermined these moral precepts by ritual niceties attributed to the oral 
Torah (Mk 7:1-17), saying to them, “You disregard God’s command
ment but cling to human tradition” (Mt 7:8).

On the basis of this interpretation of the law by Jesus (“Thus he 
declared all foods clean,” Mk 7:19), Gentile converts were received in 
the early Church without requiring them to observe the code of ritual 
purity.44 * * * 48 Instead of this “food ritual” which had done so much to edu
cate the Jews in monotheism and its moral implications, the Christian 
Church developed its own liturgy based on Jesus’ commands to bap
tize (Mt 28:19) and to perform the Eucharist (Lk 22:19), with the other 
sacraments (e.g., the Anointing of the Sick, see Jm 5:13-15). The rela
tive simplicity of this fundamental liturgy then left room for the further 
elaboration of religious ceremonies in each local church according to 
its own culture.

The Reformers, especially the Calvinists, in the sixteenth cen
tury attempted to reduce Christian worship to preaching and unaccom
panied hymn-singing, on the grounds of Jesus’ and Paul’s criticisms of 
the Pharisees.49 Thus, they over-spiritualized worship and deprived their 
churches of that symbolic instruction which respects the bodily nature 
of humanity and which has important moral implications.

We can, however, conclude that the ancient Torah of the Old 
Testament in its entirety remains relevant to present day Christian 
morality, and should be a primary source of moral theology and the 
formation of the Christian conscience. Its Jewish particularity and his-

44 Mark 7:1-4 probably rhetorically exaggerates Pharisaic practice in an effort to make the
opposition of the Pharisees to Jesus intelligible to a Gentile audience. See D.E.
Nineham, The Gospel of St. Mark, pp. 188-197 and E.P. Sanders, Jewish Law, pp. 39-
41. But see the extensive review of opinions and discussion in Robert H. Gundry,
Mark: A Commentary on His Apology for the Cross, pp. 357-371.

49 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, n. 435, p. 263, says “The Lord, who 
long ago declared that nothing so much offended him as being worshiped by humanly 
devised rites, has not become untrue to him self’ and quotes Jesus’ denunciation of the 
Pharisees’ “human traditions”; hence Calvinists devised a form of strictly biblical 
worship. See William D. Maxwell, The Liturgical Patterns of the Genevan Service 
Book, pp. 20-40.
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torical conditioning raises a problem of universalization but does not 
devalue its moral precepts.

The Structure of Biblical Moral Theology

The scholastic theologians of the Middle Ages in commenting on the 
biblical Old and New Law came to distinguish between different senses 
of the term “law.”50 The Old Testament “Wisdom” or New Testament 
“Word” (Jn 1:1) they called the divine law, that is, God’s wise plan for 
his creatures leading all created persons to share in the communion of 
his own happiness. Thus no other law has any authority except from its 
conformity to the divine law, God’s Wisdom or Word. “Peter and the 
apostles said in reply [to the command of the high priest not to pro
claim the Gospel], ‘We must obey God rather than men’” (Ac 5:29).

This divine law is known to us in two ways. First, since we are 
created in God’s image and share his intelligence, we can read some
thing of his plan for the world and for our own lives in the embodiment 
of this plan or wisdom in the order of the cosmos and in our own human 
nature and its needs. This is called the natural law as written in what St. 
Bonaventure called “the Book of Creation,”51 but of course it is a “law” 
only in the analogical sense that the functions of a building or a ma
chine or a living organism are “written” into its very structure. A knife, 
a fork, and a spoon obviously have different forms and our reason 
reflecting on these forms has insight into the purposes for which they 
were made. This natural law takes on the full character of law only as 
our reason grasps God’s plan reflected in his creation and comes to 
cooperate with him in completing this plan, using and perfecting his 
creation according to God’s purposes, and our own insofar as they 
conform to God’s. Thus natural law can best be defined as our human 
participation by our reason in God’s wise care o f the world.

This does not mean that the natural law is obvious in all its details

50 St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., I-II, q. 91; cf. CCC # 1952.
51 E.g., Journey of the Mind to God, Chapter I, n. 14, p. 16.
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to everyone, as some philosophers of the eighteenth century (who wanted 
to avoid the necessity of religious faith) contended.52 God’s creation is 
filled with mysteries, and in particular our own human nature and its 
needs are an unfathomable mystery, as Qoheleth says:

I have considered the task which God has appointed for men to 
be busied about. He has made everything appropriate to its time, 
and has put the timeless into their hearts, without men’s ever 
discovering, from beginning to end, the work which God has 
done (Ec 3:10-11).53

Moreover, sin with its passions, pride, and prejudices has dark
ened our insight into our own natures and destiny. Thus natural moral 
laws are discovered by humanity only through long historical experi
ence and earnest thought to which philosophy and science have much 
to contribute. Our understanding of the laws of nature will never be 
total. While outlines of the natural moral law are clear to most people 
in all cultures, its details are obscured.54 For example, it should be 
obvious from the fact that the human race is approximately 50% men 
and 50% women, that monogamy is part of God’s order of creation, yet 
in many of the cultures of the world, including that of ancient Israel (2 
S 3:2-5, 5:13-16), it was considered morally acceptable that men of 
power and prestige have many wives. Again, it seems obvious, as our 
Declaration of Independence says, that all human beings were created

52 See Yves Simon, The Tradition of Natural Law; Johannes Messner, Social Ethics: 
Natural Law in the Western World; M.B. Crow, The Changing Profile of the Natural 
Law, on different concepts o f natural law.

53 NJB, p. 1017, n. 3, comments on verse 1 lb (NAB “put the timeless into their hearts”), 
“This phrase, however, is not to be taken in the Christian sense; it means simply: God 
has given the human heart (mind) awareness o f ‘duration,’ he has endowed it with the 
power of reflecting on the sequence of events and thus of controlling the present. But, 
the author adds, the awareness is deceptive; it does not reveal the meaning of life.” 
Qoheleth’s skepticism is only one side of a dialectical theme running throughout the 
Bible: God has revealed himself and his purposes, yet he and his plans remain 
mysterious, because “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, 
says the Lord. As high as the heavens are above the earth, so high are my ways above 
your ways and my thoughts above your thoughts” (Is 55:8-9).

54C C C # 1960.
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“free and equal” yet slavery was still accepted by the founders of our 
Republic (as it still was in the New Testament, cf. the Epistle to 
Philemon).

Because of this sinful blindness of humanity, God in his mercy 
has revealed the divine plan to us in a second way, by revelation given 
through the prophets in the Scriptures. This revealed law contains both 
the outline of the natural law so that it will be clearly known to all (the 
Ten Commandments) and also some additional guidance for Israel in 
its special vocation and circumstances (the ceremonial and judicial 
prescriptions of the Torah) and for the Church (such as the sacraments 
and the general structure of the Christian community). These com
mands over and above the natural law are called the divine positive law, 
that is, freely “posited” (willed) by divine authority.55

Finally, because the natural law requires us human beings to live 
in civil society and the divine positive law requires us to live also in the 
Church, the civil and ecclesiastical authorities have authority from God 
to make whatever additional laws are necessary for the good order of 
state and church, provided these are in conformity with divine and 
natural law. Such laws are called civil or ecclesiastical (canon)56 posi
tive law because they are made by human beings to implement God’s 
laws in particular situations and are always subject to change as these 
situations change.

Thus in constructing a Christian moral theology we must first 
begin with the following data: (1) The Torah of the Old Testament, 
without which the New Testament teaching cannot be understood, since 
the New Testament presumes the Old, comments on and completes it.
(2) We must then look to the New Testament for the correct interpreta
tion and perfecting of this Jewish heritage of moral teaching. (3) In 
order to discriminate between elements in both Testaments which are 
historically conditioned we must use the concept of “natural law” to 
free this teaching from particular situations and universalize it. For 
example the Torah contains the commandment, “You shall not kill”

55 CC C# 1961-1974.
56 On civil law, cf. CCC # 2234-2246; On church law cf. CCC # 894-896; 2041-2043.
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(Ex 20:13), but does not raise the question of abortion. The New Tes
tament presupposes this commandment and teaches respect even for 
children and unborn life (Lk 1:44; 18:16-17); while natural law con
siderations lead to the conclusion that all human beings have the right 
to life. Thus the reason the New Testament contains relatively few 
concrete moral norms is because it presupposes so much of the Old 
Testament Torah and also leaves the way open for a more universal 
formulation of its unchangeable moral norms in the light of the experi
ence of all humanity.

Some Protestant thinkers have objected that it is a vicious circle 
to admit that our natural reason is obscured by sin and therefore we 
need to submit it to the judgment of the revealed Word, yet at the same 
time to make use of natural law reasoning to universalize the biblical 
precepts. But if the grace of God can heal our natural reason so that it 
becomes again a useful instrument of faith in correctly understanding 
God’s Word, this apparent circularity is resolved.

This development of thought about Christian morality from its 
source in the Bible has always taken place in the context of the Tradi
tion of the Church. For example two of Jesus’ own commands in the 
Sermon on the Mount: “Swear not at all” (Mt 5:34; cf. Jm 5:12)57 and

57 For the history of exegesis of this fourth antithesis see Ulrich Luz, Matthew 1-7, pp. 
310-322. Luz, who assumes that Jesus sometimes abrogated the Old Law, concludes 
that both the divorce and the oath pericopes are eschatological ideals which cannot 
always be observed. But if Jesus never abrogates the Old Law, but only corrects 
misinterpretations, then we can distinguish the two cases: (1) Divorce was not 
approved by the Law, but only tolerated', and Jesus (Mt 5:31-32; 19:1-12) absolutely 
rejected this toleration for his disciples, except for invalid marriages (Mt 19:9). (2) The 
Law actually commanded oaths (Ex 22:10; Nb 5:19-22,), portrayed God as swearing by 
himself (Dt 4:31; 7:8; Nb 14:21; cf. Am 4:2; 6:8; Ezk 20:3, 33:11), and condemned 
perjury (Ex 20:7; Dt 5:11, Lv 19:12; cf. Is 48:1; Ho 4:2; Jr 5:2, etc.). Therefore, the 
error o f the ancestors (Mt 5:33) was not in approving oaths, but, in excusing false oaths 
when taken not in the name of God but of creatures (Mt 5:34-37). Hence, Jesus, in line 
with the cautions against vain swearing in the wisdom literature (Ec 5:1; Si 23:9-11), 
taught that any statement, whether made under oath or not, must be truthful and that all 
casuistic lying was of the devil (Mt 5:37). Evidently, this is because the Decalogue 
implies that oaths made in the name of a creature implicitly refer to the Creator and all 
lies show disrespect to God. Hence the phrase which has given so much trouble, “Do 
not swear at all” stands in antithesis not to the commands of God to swear truly, but to 
the erroneous notion of the ancestors that it is permitted to swear falsely if one swears 
only in the name o f a creature, and means “Do not swear falsely no matter what your 
excuse.”
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“No divorce and remarriage” (Mt 5:31-32) were interpreted more pre
cisely by St. Paul. In the former case, St. Paul took the command as a 
figure of speech meaning “Tell the truth, even when not under oath,” 
not as a prohibition against all oath-taking, since he himself did not 
hesitate to take an oath (Rm 1:9; 2 Cor 1:23; Gal 1:20).58 In the latter 
case, he took the command literally as absolutely forbidding divorce 
and remarriage (1 Cor 7:10-11), yet gave a new solution to the situation 
of converts deserted by their spouses because of their conversion (1 
Cor 7:15-16).59 The Church accepted this development and further re
fined it as we see today in the Code of Canon Law.58 59 60

In the early Church and throughout Christian history, the Sermon 
on the Mount in the version in Matthew 5-7 has been used as the best 
summary of the Savior’s interpretation of the Torah.61 St. Augustine 
and St. Thomas Aquinas say that it “contains the total formation of the 
Christian life.”62 Today the common view of biblicists is that the author 
of Matthew composed this Sermon out of separate sayings of Jesus and 
colored it with his own theology.63 There is, however, an even more 
concise summary, that most scholars would recognize as Jesus’ own,

58 CCC #2153-2155. Of course it is possible that St. Paul did not know of Jesus’ teaching 
on oaths, but, as James 5:12 (cf. Jm 2:8-13) shows, there seems to have been a tradition 
of Jesus’ interpretation o f the decalogue on which Paul, James, and Matthew all 
depend.

59 See Benedict Viviano, NJBC, p. 643; and J.A. Fitzmyer, To Advance the Gospel, pp. 
79-111, who comments, “The Matthean Jesus’ words appeal beyond the Mosaic 
legislation and any ideal to the divine institution of marriage itself,” p. 101.

60 CCL, Canons 1191-1204.
61 According to Luz, Matthew, pp. 218-223, the Catholic interpretation has been 

predominantly “perfectionist,” while the mainstream Reformation tradition with its 
two-level ethic generally has taken it as “unfulfillable” in the present simul iustus et 
peccator condition of humanity. The Radical Reformation, however, took it in the 
perfectionist sense and very literally.

62 Augustine, Sermon on the Mount, PL 34, 1231, quoted by Aquinas, S.T., III, q. 108, a. 
3, sed contra and paraphrased in corpus.

63 According to Luz, Matthew, pp. 213-214, the Sermon on the Mount is based on Q (the 
Sayings Source) as it appears in the Sermon on the Plain (Lk 6:20-49) to which 
Matthew has added other material, partly from Q and partly special to Matthew. See 
also, Jacques Dupont, Les Beatitudes, I, Le probleme litteraire. For a review of 
opinions see Warren Carter, What Are They Saying about Matthew’s Sermon on the 
Mount? (New York/Mahwah, NJ: Paulist Press, 1994), pp. 9-34.
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namely, his reply to the scribe who asked him which was the first of all 
the commandments:

‘“Hear, O Israel! The Lord our God is Lord alone! You shall 
love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your 
soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength’ [Dt 6:4-5].
The second is this: ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself 
[Lv 19:18], There is no other commandment greater than these”
(Mk 12:29-31; par. Mt 22:34-40; Lk 10:25-28).

This saying of Jesus was already known to St. Paul before the Gospels 
were written (Rm 13:8-10; Gal 5:14; cf. Jm 2:8). Paul goes so far as to 
say, “For the whole law is fulfilled by one statement, namely ‘You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself” (Gal 5:14; cf. also 1 Jn 4:7-21; 
Tb 4:15a).

St. Paul further explicates this saying in the glorious Chapter 13 
of 1 Corinthians where he shows that the “more excellent way” (more 
excellent even than the working of miracles and wonders) is the way of 
love, and concludes “faith, hope, and love remain, these three; but the 
greatest of these is love” (l Cor 13:13; cf. 13:7; 1 Th l:3;5:8;Col 1:3- 
5).64 Love is the greatest way of life, but the love of which Paul speaks 
is not just any “love” but the agape (charity) or love rooted in faith in 
God through Jesus by the power of the Holy Spirit and in the hope of 
his salvation, “Calling to mind your work of faith and labor of love and 
endurance in hope of our Lord Jesus Christ, before our God and Fa
ther” (1 Th 1:3). “Hope does not disappoint, because the love of God 
has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has 
been given to us” (Rm 5:5). Thus Paul correctly interprets Jesus’ Love 
Commandment as meaning that the Christian life is summed up as a 
life of love based on faith and hope in Jesus.

Such a life is already a share in the divine life of Father, Son, and 
Holy Spirit because as 1 John (4:8b-16) teaches,

God is Love. In this way the love of God was revealed to us:
God sent his only Son into the world so that we might have life

64 The most thorough exegetical treatment is Ceslas Spicq, O.P, Agape in the New 
Testament, vol. 2, pp. 120-121, 168-172,218-222.
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through him. In this is love: not that we have loved God, but that 
he loved us and sent his Son as an expiation for our sins. Be
loved, if God so loved us, we also must love one another. No one 
has ever seen God, yet if we love one another, God remains in 
us, and his love is brought to perfection in us. This is how we 
know that we remain in him and he in us, that he has given us of 
his Spirit. Moreover, we have seen and testify that the Father 
sent his Son as savior of the world. Whoever acknowledges that 
Jesus is the Son of God, God remains in him and he in God. We 
have come to know and to believe in the love God has for us.

Are the Cardinal Virtues Biblical?

Thus a firm foundation for a Christian moral theology can only be a 
study of Christian love, and the faith and hope such love presupposes. 
Faith, hope, and love (1 Th 1:3; 5:8; 1 Cor 13:13) are technically called 
the theological virtues (or more correctly as the Greek Fathers say, 
theologal virtues65) because their object first of all is the Triune God.66 67 
Yet, in the writings of Hellenistic Jews, such as Philo of Alexandria, 
the Fathers of the Church, such as Clement of Alexandria, Origen, the 
Cappadocians and Maximus the Confessor in the East, and Ambrose, 
Jerome, Augustine, and Gregory the Great in the West, the scholastics 
of the Middle Ages, the post-Tridentine moral theologians and now in

65 The term “theological virtues” can be misunderstood to mean those virtues o f which 
theology treats, i.e., all virtues; while “theologal” signifies only those virtues which 
have God as their direct object and thus applies exclusively to faith, hope, and love.

66 CCC # 1812-1829. For biblical grounding see Ceslas Spicq, O.P., Theologie Morale du 
Nouveau Testament, vol. 1, Chapters VVI, vol. 2, VII; also Hans Conzelmann, 1 
Corinthians, pp. 217-231.

67 CCC # 1805-1809. In the East the tradition begins with Clement of Alexandria (who 
was probably dependent on the Jewish writer Philo), Stromata VI, PG 9:316 (35). 
Clement quotes Wisdom 8:7 and attributes the learning o f the Greeks to Moses. In the 
West St. Ambrose is the first to use the term “cardinal” (In Lucam 5, PL 15:1649) 
where previous writers had spoken o f “primary” or “principal” virtues. He treats them 
extensively (De Ojficiis I, cc. 25-50, ANF, pp.20-43; PL 16:57-102) and accepts Philo’s 
four rivers of Eden allegory (De paradiso, 3. 14-18, PL 14:280-282, FC pp. 295-299), 
but considers temperance the greatest o f the four (De Jacobo 1.2.5, PL 14: 600-601; FC 
pp. 122-123).
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the Catechism of the Catholic Church,61 there was and is also a recog
nition of the so-called cardinal (“hinge”) virtues: prudence, justice, 
fortitude and temperance, terms which were borrowed from the Greek 
philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, and the Stoics.68 Augustine sums it up:

If God is man’s chief good, which you cannot deny, it clearly 
follows, since to seek the chief good is to live well, that to live 
well is nothing else but to love God with all the heart, with all 
the soul, with all the mind; and, as arising from this, that this 
love must be preserved entire and uncorrupt, which is the part of 
temperance; that it give way before no troubles, which is the 
part of fortitude; that it serve no other, which is the part of jus
tice; that it be watchful in inspection of things lest craft or fraud 
steal in, which is the part of prudence. This is the one perfection 
of man, by which alone he can succeed in attaining to the purity 
of truth. This, both Testaments enjoin in concert, is commended 
on both sides alike.69

In order to relate the patristic and medieval development of what 
today we call moral theology to a genuinely biblical foundation, it is 
necessary to ask whether this schema of the cardinal virtues has any 
real basis in the Bible. It would appear it does not, since this fourfold

68 This fourfold division of virtue goes back to Plato (Republic, IV, c. 6) but was 
foreshadowed in the writings o f some Greek poets and orators. Aristotle treats them in 
Nicomachean Ethics (Bk III, Chapter 6 to V, Chapter 11). The Stoics developed them 
(see Diogenes Laertius, Lives of the Philosophers, VII, “Zeno,” 92), and they were 
taken up by Hellenistic Jews. Philo replaces phronesis, “prudence” with eusebeia, 
“piety” and compares them to the four rivers in Eden (Legum Allegoriae I, 19, 63-87); 
cf. also Fourth Maccabees. Cicero (De finibus V. c. 23, n. 67, pp. 469-470) defines 
them neatly: Fortitudo in laboribus periculisque cematur, temperantia in 
praetermittendis volumptatibus, prudentia in delectu bonorum et malorum, iustitia in 
suo cuique tribuendo (Courage is displayed in toils and dangers, Temperance in 
foregoing pleasures, Prudence in the choice o f goods and evils, Justice in giving each 
his due); but then reduced them to the single virtue of wisdom. See Helen F. North, 
“Canons and Hierarchies o f the Cardinal Virtues in Greek and Latin Literature,” The 
Classical Tradition, pp. 174-178 and Marcia L. Colish, The Stoic Tradition, II, pp. 59- 
66; 87-88; 212-220; 297-300.

69 St. Augustine, On the Morals o f the Catholic Church, Chapter 25, 46; PL 32:1309- 
1378, NPF, IV. p. 54. An especially clear presentation of these virtues (following 
Augustine) can be found in Julianus Pomerius, The Contemplative Life, Book III, 
Chapters 18-33, pp. 143-167.
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list is only once explicitly mentioned in the Bible and then only in the 
late Old Testament deuterocanonical Book of Wisdom written not in 
Hebrew but in Greek: “For she [Wisdom] teaches temperance and pru
dence, justice and fortitude, and nothing in life is more useful for hu
mans than these” (Ws 8:7).70

There is, however, an important text in the New Testament which 
implicitly confirms this fourfold list along with the threefold theologal 
virtues:

He [God] has bestowed on us the precious and very great prom
ises, so that through them you may come to share in the divine 
nature, and escape from the corruption that passion brought into 
the world. For this very reason, make every effort to supplement 
your faith (pistis) with virtue {arete), virtue with knowledge 
{gnosis), knowledge with self-control {enkrateia), self-control 
with endurance {hypomene), endurance with devotion {eusebeia), 
devotion with mutual affection (Philadelphia), mutual affection 
with love {agape) (2 P 1:5-7).

Here we see faith {pistis) as the beginning of all virtue {arete), with 
love {agape) of God and of neighbor (Philadelphia) as its consumma
tion. Although the theologal virtue of hope is not named, the context 
shows that it is hope in God’s promises and his power to fulfill them 
which motivates this whole search for virtue. Between faith and love 
the notion of arete is explicated as gnosis, enkrateia, hypomene, 
eusebeia. Gnosis and enkrateia are commonly used synonyms for sophia 
(wisdom; prudence as such isphronesis) and sophrosyne (temperance). 
Hypomene (endurance) is named rather than arete (fortitude) to avoid 
confusion with the use of arete as virtue in general in v. 5 and because 
the New Testament emphasizes the enduring, patient aspect of forti
tude rather than its aggressive aspects. As for eusebeia, this is often 
translated “godliness” (RS V) and used even in pagan literature for righ
teousness or justice.

It is not necessary, however, to depend on these two unique texts 
from Wisdom and 2 Peter to ground the cardinal virtues biblically. As 
I will show in detail in subsequent chapters, they are each well attested

70 See comments of C. Larcher, O.P., Le Livre de La Sagesse, vol. 2, pp. 528-529.
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elsewhere in the Bible under various names, although not listed to
gether as a group. We need to ask, however, “What is the relation of 
these four cardinal virtues, which are primarily directed to one’s neigh
bor and one’s self, to the three theological virtues, which are primarily 
directed to God?” As an answer to this question, I would suggest that 
these traditional cardinal virtues can be integrated with the three Chris
tian theological virtues in the following way:

1. Prudence (Greek phronesis) in the Bible is often called “wis
dom” (Hebrew hokma\ Greek sophia) and true wisdom is identified 
with faith. “The wisdom that is from above is first of all pure, then 
peaceable, gentle, compliant, full of mercy and good fruits, without 
inconstancy or insincerity” (Jm 3:17; cf. 1 Cor 1:17-25). Thus Chris
tian prudence is the practical aspect of faith, the understanding of what 
faith requires of us in response to God’s self-revelation to us.71

2. Justice (Hebrew sedaqa\ Greek dikaiosyne) in the Bible is of
ten translated “righteousness” and is related to “covenant-love” (He
brew hesed or emef, Greek agape). Thus Christian love always in
cludes a respect for the rights of others. “Blessed are they who hunger 
and thirst for righteousness” (Mt 5:6); this is summed up in the Golden 
Rule, “Do to others whatever you would have them do to you. This is 
the law and the prophets” (Mt 7:12) while elsewhere (Mt 22:37-40) it 
is also said that “the whole law and the prophets depend on these two 
commandments,” namely, the love of God and neighbor. It is this jus
tice that makes possible the community of the Church in which our 
response to God’s self-revelation is alone possible.

3. Temperance (moderation or discipline; in Greek sophrosyne 
or enkrateia) and fortitude (courage; in Greek macrothymia or 
hypomone, endurance, or parresia, boldness, confidence) relate to our 
own self-love. In our frailty as creatures and especially as bodily crea
tures we have to learn to love ourselves rightly if we are to “love our 
neighbors as ourselves,” by controlling our desires for immediate bodily 
satisfactions or pleasures (temperance). “For the grace of God has ap-

71 See EDNT, H. Hegermann, “sophia," 3:258-261; K. Kertelge, “d ik a io sy n e 1:325-330; 
H. Goldstein, “enkrateia,” 1:377-378; H.W. Hollander, “makrothymia,” 2:380-381;
H. Balz, “paressia,” 3: 45-47; D. Zeller, “sophrosyne," 3: 329-330; W. Radi, 
“hypomone,” 3:405-406.
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peared, saving all and training us to reject godless ways and worldly 
desires and to live temperately {sophronos), justly, and devoutly in this 
age” (Tt 2:12). “The fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience 
(makrothymia), kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, self-con
trol (enkrateia)” (Gal 5:22-23; cf. 2 P 1:6). We must also learn to en
dure the sufferings, sacrifices, and spiritual warfare of life and yet cou
rageously witness to the truth in word and deed (fortitude). “Pray... 
that speech may be given me... to make known with boldness (parresia) 
the mystery of the gospel... so that I may have the courage {parresia) 
to speak as I must” (Eph 6:18-20). Thus these virtues are integral to 
Christian hope, since hope of ultimate joy in God overcomes the im
moderate search for earthly pleasure and the fear of suffering.

FAITH---------------> HOPE--------------- > LOVE
Prudence Fortitude & Justice

Temperance

Therefore, the following introduction to moral theology will be 
organized around the three theological virtues and the four cardinal 
virtues integrated with them in the way just shown. The three supreme 
virtues will be further unified by the ordination of faith to hope and 
hope to love. It is love alone that attains to the everlasting life of the 
Trinity, but the One God is not only Love, he “is light and in him there 
is no darkness at all” (1 Jn 1:5). Hence, when the light of faith has 
become vision and all we hoped for fulfilled, love will rest in God’s 
infinite Truth. This Truth even now shines forth to us in the glory of the 
life of the New Adam, Jesus and his saints, of whom the New Eve, 
Mary, is first of all.72

You [the Messiah] are the most handsome of men; fair speech 
has graced your lips, for God has blessed you forever... All 
glorious is the king’s daughter [the Bride, Israel, the Church,
Mary] as she enters, her raiment threaded with spun gold. In 
embroidered apparel she is led to the king (Ps 45:3, 14-15).

72 VS, nn. 1, 28-34, 116-117 on how morality must be grounded in the Truth, who is 
Christ. Hans Urs von Balthasar has especially developed the theology of beauty (glory) 
as the “splendor of truth” which begets love and thus draws us to live in harmony with 
God who is Truth. See John O’Donnell, S.J. Hans Urs von Balthasar.
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Chapter 2

LIVING BY FAITH

Are we then annulling the law by this faith [in Jesus Christ]?
Of course not! On the contrary, we are supporting the law (Rm 3:31)

A: THE VIRTUE OF FAITH

How Jesus Knew God

According to the faith of the apostolic Church recorded in the Gospels, 
John the Baptist, who was the last and greatest of the prophets of the 
Old Testament (Mt 11:11), testified that Jesus was far mightier than he, 
since Jesus would bring down the Holy Spirit on the baptized (Mk 1:7-
8). The Gospels present Jesus in his human nature not only as the great
est of the prophets but also as a mystic, who in his own baptism heard 
the voice of the Father, and experienced the presence of the Spirit de
scending upon himself, as he again heard the divine voice in the trans
figuration on the mountain (Mk 9:2-8), and also spoke with Moses and 
Elijah, the great prophets of old who had been taken up to God. The 
Gospels report that he foresaw his own destiny on the Cross and his 
resurrection (Mk 8:31-33; 9:30-32; 10:32-34; Mt 16:21-23; 17:22-23; 
20:17-19; Lk 9:22-27; 9:44-45; 18:31-34; cf.Jn2:19-22; 3:14-15, etc.).

In the Synoptics Jesus is portrayed as living in constant intimacy 
with his heavenly Father, “No one knows the Son except the Father, 
and no one knows the Father except the Son and anyone to whom the 
Son wishes to reveal him” (Mt 11:27; Lk 10:21-22).1 The Fourth Gos-

Most exegetes assign this text to the hypothetical early source Q, Klopenborg, Q 
Parallels, p. 79.
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pel insists that Jesus was always conscious of the presence of the Fa
ther and of his own unity with the Father and knew the secret thoughts 
of human hearts (Jn 1:50-51; 2:24-25; 4:17; 6:64; 7:29; 8:14; 10:15; 
10:30; 16:30, etc.).

Consequently, Aquinas and the scholastics generally held that in 
his human nature already during his earthly life Jesus always beheld 
God face-to-face in the “beatific vision” as we hope to do with the saints 
in heaven. Yet this has never been defined by the Church, although it 
was maintained by Pius XII in his encyclical, Mystici Corporis (1943).2

Post-Vatican II theology has raised serious questions about 
whether this scholastic teaching is compatible with the biblical doc
trine that the historical Jesus was a man like us “who has been similarly 
tested in every way, yet without sin” (Heb 4:15) and with a few other 
texts that seem to indicate a lack of knowledge on his part (principally, 
Mk 13:32, par. Mt 24:36; Mk 5:30, par. Mt 9:22; Lk 2:52). But are 
these texts conclusive?3

2 See Commissio Theologica Intemationalis, “La conscience que Jesus avait de lui-meme 
et de sa mission. Quatre propositions avec commentaire,” Gregorianum 67/3, 1986, pp. 
413-427. For references to magisterial documents see William G. Most, The Con
sciousness o f Christ, pp. 137-144. The present teaching of the Church on this question 
is summed up in CCC # 471-474: “#  472: This human soul that God’s Son assumed is 
endowed with a true human intellect, which —  precisely because it is human —  could 
not be unlimited in itself, but was exercised in the historical conditions of his existence 
in tim e... This limitation corresponded to the reality o f his voluntary emptying of 
himself into ‘the condition of a slave’ [Ph 2:7].” “#  473: But at the same time, this truly 
human knowledge o f God’s Son expressed the divine life o f his person... Such is first 
of all the case with the intimate and immediate knowledge that the Son of God become 
human has o f his Father [Mk 14:36; Mt 11:17; Jn 1:18; 8:55, etc.]. The Son in his 
human intellect also showed divine perception of the secret thoughts of the human 
heart [Mk 2:8: Jn 2:25; 6:61, etc.].” “# 474: By its union to the divine Wisdom in the 
person of the Word incarnate, Christ’s human intellect enjoyed in all its fullness the 
knowledge o f the eternal economy he had come to reveal [Mk 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34; 
14:18-20, 26-30] What he recognized himself as not knowing in this area, he declared 
himself not sent to reveal [Mk 13:32; Acts 1:7].” “# 478: Jesus knew and loved each 
and every one o f us during his life, his agony and his passion, and gave himself up for 
each of us.”

3 See the bibliography in Most, The Consciousness o f Christ, pp. 169-170. Widely 
known is the theory o f Karl Rahner, “Dogmatic Reflections on the Knowledge and 
Self-Consciousness o f Christ,” Theological Investigations, V, pp. 193-215 who held for 
a “direct, but not beatific vision.” Against Rahner, Most (pp. 148-153) argues that 
Christ’s vision was superior to that o f the blessed, since it was a direct consequence of 
the hypostatic union of his human soul with his Divine Person.
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For our purposes here it is sufficient to say that since Jesus’ hu
man knowledge of the Father even in this life was the source of our 
faith, it transcended our faith, yet is the model for it, eminently exem
plifying all that our faith should be, and tested by every trial that our 
faith must meet. This transcendent knowing of Jesus was not simply 
“trust” which relies on the goodness and power of God (that pertains 
rather to theologal hope), but was fidelity to the absolute truth of God 
who is Truth (“God is light,” 1 Jn 1:5), to whom Jesus bears witness: 
“For this was I bom and for this I came into the world, to testify to the 
truth. Everyone who belongs to the truth listens to my voice. Pilate said 
to him, ‘What is truth?”’ (Jn 18:37-38). The answer to Pilate’s cynical 
question is to be found in the words the Fourth Gospel attributes to 
Jesus: “I am the truth, the way, and the life. If you know me you will 
also know my Father” (Jn 14:6-7). Christian faith, therefore, is abso
lute fidelity to the truth of God (the Word of God) as God reveals 
himself to us.

The total commitment of Jesus to God as Truth was the culmina
tion of the history of faith recounted in the Old Testament and summed 
up in Mary of Nazareth’s response to Gabriel’s message from God of 
the Good News of the Savior’s coming: “May it be done to me accord
ing to your word” (Lk 1:38). Mary did not speak for herself alone, but 
for all believing Israel throughout the ages. The often misunderstood 
doctrine of her Immaculate Conception expresses this long history by 
which God had prepared Mary to speak for her people the word of 
humble faith which alone could open the way for God’s greatest act of 
grace, the Incarnation.4

In Hebrews 11-12:2 (cf. Si 44:1-50:21) we have the names of 
some of these great forerunners of Mary’s faith: Abel, Enoch, Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephtah, Samuel, 
David, and many others not named. The whole Old Testament turns on 
the narrative of how Abraham went out of his native land at the call of 
faith, even consenting to sacrifice his only son on whom all God’s 
promises to him seemed to depend. Then it recounts how Moses led 
Israel out of slavery into the Promised Land and how the prophets

4 CCC #  494, # 506. See Andre Feuillet, Jesus and His Mother, especially pp. 110-112.
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foretold the coming of a righteous King anointed by the Spirit. Finally 
it tells how Ezra and Nehemiah led the people back from exile, and 
how the Maccabees revived the fidelity of the Chosen People to their 
vocation when they had lost their national freedom.

The Old Testament also gives unique praise to women of faith 
such as Sarah, Rachel, Deborah, Rahab, Ruth, Esther, Judith, and the 
mother of the Maccabees. Of all of these great women Mary is the 
spiritual daughter whose faith summed up and exceeded that of all her 
forebears, women and men. Of her Elizabeth, mother of the Baptist, 
said, “Blessed are you who believed that what was spoken to you by the 
Lord would be fulfilled” (Lk 1:45).

Faith and Life

The “Wisdom” which the Wisdom literature promotes is first of all this 
same faith in God the Truth: “The beginning of wisdom is the fear of 
the Lord, and knowledge of the Holy One is understanding” (Pr 9:10).5 
The prophetical books also are filled with the refrain, “Hear the Word 
of the Lord,” which cannot be heard without faith. “An ox knows its 
owner, and an ass its master’s manger; But Israel does not know, my 
people has not understood” (Is 1:3).6

To understand why all human history had to be a history of faith 
we must turn to the first chapters of Genesis where we have God’s 
Word in narrative form showing us what God created us to be.7 Supe
rior to the rest of the visible creation, we were created in God’s image

5 William McKane, Proverbs: A New Approach, p. 368f. says this verse shows that 
earlier notions o f “wisdom” as mere intellectual discipline developed into a realization 
that it must also be rooted in faith in God (“fear of the Lord”).

6 According to J. Jensen, NJBC, p. 231, this way of portraying the paternal complaint of 
God shows literary contact with the wisdom tradition.

7 See CCC #  356-358 on the meaning of the phrase “the image of God.” For exegetical 
discussion of its meaning see C. Westermann’s commentary on Gn 1:26-27, Genesis 1- 
11. His own conclusion is that the “image of God” in v. 27 “means that the uniqueness 
of human beings consists in their being God’s counterparts. The relation to God is not 
something which is added to human existence; humans are created in such a way that 
their very existence is intended to be their relationship to God” (p. 158).
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(Gn 1:26, 27; 5:1), so that we are partners with him in the governance 
of the visible creation.

“Let us make humans in our image, after our likeness. Let them 
have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, and 
the cattle, and over all the wild animals and all the creatures that 
crawl on the ground” (Gn 1:26; cf. 5:3; 9:6; Si 17:1).

Adam and Eve are given the Garden to “cultivate and care for it” (Gn 
2:15), that is, to conserve but also to perfect the world. This dominion 
over the world implies intelligence and free will, spiritual powers that 
make us like God, who is Spirit and hence not to be represented by any 
image (Ex 20:4) except the living, thinking, choosing human being.

Thus what makes us human and God-like is our intelligence, our 
capacity for truth and the freedom which flows from knowing the truth. 
“You will know the truth and the truth will set you free” (Jn 8:32). To 
be free is to be able to choose among real not merely apparent goods, 
and it is a true vision of reality that makes this possible for us. Adam 
and Eve,8 if they had not sinned would have continued to see things as 
they really are, as when Adam named all other creatures and came to 
the self-awareness that none of the other creatures were his own kind 
(Gn 2:20), except Eve, “bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gn 
2:23), whom he freely and joyfully took to be his covenant partner in 
life.

Our human capacity to know and rule our world, to conserve and 
cultivate it, however, has its limits. Although we are spiritual. God
like, yet we are also part of the material universe, made out of the mud 
of the earth (Gn 2:7) and by our bodily existence liable to death like the

8 In the light o f modern scholarship, it seems that the inspired and inerrant religious 
message of the Adam and Eve narrative is not concerned with who the first humans 
were, where they lived, or their anatomy or stage of cultural development, but with 
what God created all us humans to be and how we are intended to care and develop our 
environment, all o f which would have been realized if our sins had never distorted the 
Creator’s work. This message is conveyed in a picturesque and symbolic manner which 
needs to be interpreted in the light of ancient literature. Cf. CCC # 369-384. In # 375 
CCC speaks of “the symbolism of biblical language” and # 390 of “figurative 
language” in these chapters of Genesis which requires authoritative interpretation by 
the Church.
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other animals. Consequently, the author of Genesis understood very 
well that we need an instruction (torah, usually but somewhat mislead
ingly translated as “law”9) from God, a revelation of God’s purposes 
for us beyond our own wisdom and our understanding of our own needs 
and destiny.

The Lord God gave man this command: “You are free to eat 
from any of the trees of the garden except the tree of knowledge 
of good and bad. From that tree you shall not eat; the moment 
you eat from it you are surely doomed to die” (Gn 2:16-17).

The story has already told us that

Out of the ground the Lord God made various trees grow that 
were delightful to look at and good for food, with the tree of life 
in the middle of the garden and the tree of the knowledge of 
good and evil (Gn 2:9).

We can surmise from this enigmatic text that God intended that some
day Adam and Eve should eat of the Tree of Life at the center of their 
garden,10 that the gift of immortal life was far beyond what their origin 
from the dust would have deserved, and that they could not eat of the 
Tree of Life without God’s permission. Explicitly God warned them 
that if they chose instead the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil 
the result would be a death like that of all the other animals. Why? They 
did not fully understand God’s warning, but were asked to trust God’s 
greater wisdom.

We learn why when the story goes on to tell us of how Eve was 
tempted by the serpent. The serpent began by implying that God’s 
command is an arbitrary restriction on human freedom: “Did God re
ally tell you not to eat from any of the trees in the garden?” Eve truth-

9 For the wide sense which “torah” attained in Judaism see Jacob Neusner, Torah 
Through the Ages, pp. 89-91.

10 This symbol is interpreted by the writer o f Revelation as the gift o f eternal life 
promised by God as a reward of obedience, “To the victor I will give the right to eat 
from the tree of life that is in the garden of God” (Rv 2:7b).
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fully denies that God has forbidden any but the one tree, and the serpent 
then says:

“You certainly will not die! No. God knows well that the mo
ment you eat of it your eyes will be opened and you will be like 
gods who know what is good and what is bad.” The woman saw 
that the tree was good for food, pleasing to the eyes, and desir
able for gaining wisdom. So she took some of its fruit and ate it; 
and she also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and 
he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they 
realized that they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together 
and made loincloths for themselves (Gn 3:1-7)."

From this text it is evident that the “knowledge of good and bad” 
is freedom to decide what is good and bad independent of God’s judg
ment of what is good and bad. Merely to be God’s co-workers in the 
governance of the world and human life can seem to us not to be enough. 
Hence, Adam and Eve demanded to be gods in their own right, rivals of 
God. The “eyes of both of them were opened” not because up to that 
time they were blind and ignorant (Adam must have seen the animals 
he so wisely named!), but in the sense that they now viewed the world 
no longer in the light of God’s Wisdom, his instruction, but purely 
from their own point of view, which had become the serpent’s point of 
view — and the serpent (the devil) “is a liar and the father of lies” (Jn 
8:44). Henceforth humanity lives no longer in the truth of God but in a 
world of illusion. 11

11 Feminists often criticize this account as blaming Eve rather than Adam, but in fact God 
demands an accounting from Adam, as head of this first family (Eph 5:23) and not 
from Eve. Adam’s despicable excuse blaming both Eve and God, “The woman whom  
you put here with me —  she gave me fruit from the tree, so I ate it,” shows him in even 
a worse light than his wife. Probably Genesis intends to refute certain pagan myths 
(e.g., the Greek story of Pandora) which satirized woman as a trap created by the gods 
to keep man weak lest he become their rival. When 1 Tm 2:14 argues that women must 
obey their husbands because, “Further, Adam was not deceived, but the woman was 
deceived and transgressed,” the logic o f the argument requires the text to mean not that 
Eve alone sinned, but rather that she had no right to act independently o f Adam, since 
he was head o f the family. But Adam, since he “was not deceived” had the greater 
responsibility and the greater sin. Hence St. Paul blames original sin on Adam not on 
Eve (Rm 5:12-14; paradoxically the revised NAB in its care for inclusive language 
now reads “one person” instead of “one man”!).
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Since Adam and Eve had lost their way to the Tree of Life, they 
were banished forever into the desert where death would eventually 
overtake them, and where they would live only in enslavement (the 
curse on Eve, Gn 3:16) and poverty (the curse on Adam, Gn 3:17-19). 
These punishments are not arbitrary actions of God, but the inevitable 
consequences of men and women trying to live only by their own truth 
rather than God’s truth. Yet, as John Paul II says in The Splendor of 
Truth:

No darkness of error or sin can totally take away from man the 
light of God the Creator. In the depths of his heart there always 
remains a yearning for absolute truth and a thirst to attain full 
knowledge of it. This is eloquently proved by man’s tireless 
search for knowledge in all fields. It is proved even more by his 
search for the meaning of life. The development of science and 
technology, this splendid testimony of the human capacity for 
understanding and for perseverance, does not free humanity from 
the obligation to ask the ultimate religious questions.12

Hence, Genesis tells us that the merciful God did not abandon his 
wayward children but immediately began to ease their miseries (the 
gift of garments, Gn 3:21; the beginning of human crafts, Gn 4:2, 20- 
22) and to promise their eventual redemption (the defeat of the serpent, 
conversion from sin, Gn 3:14-15).

From this initial story of the Bible, expressed in symbolic and 
archetypal terms, but which is developed in various other ways through
out the Scriptures, we learn that the deepest need of our natures is for 
truth. Without a true understanding of who we are and what we were 
made for we cannot find the right way in life. Hence we desperately 
need God’s instruction (torah) to guide our lives for two reasons: (1) 
God our Creator alone can fully know the purpose for which he created 
us, the goal toward which we must travel, which is nothing less than 
life with God, a mystery infinitely beyond our intelligence to imagine. 
‘“What eye has not seen, and ear has not heard, and what has not en
tered the human heart, what God has prepared for those who love him,’

12 N. 1.
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this God has revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Cor 2:9-10 quoting Is 
64:3). (2) We no longer live in the luminous world which God designed 
to light us surely and safely to himself, but in a darkened world where 
God’s plan has been obscured by human sin, a world of confusing lies 
and outrageous injustices.

Since God’s instruction is a Wisdom that to our world seems 
foolishness (St. Paul says, “Now the natural person does not accept 
what pertains to the Spirit of God, for to him it is foolishness, and he 
cannot understand it, because it is judged spiritually” 1 Cor 3:14), we 
must walk by faith just as we are instructed by God. Thus faith is the 
foundation of the whole Christian life, “For in it [the Gospel] is re
vealed, the righteousness of God from faith to faith, as it is written, 
‘The one who is righteous by faith will live’” (Rm 1:17; cf. Heb 2:4, 
10:38; Gal 3:11).'3

As St. Augustine13 14 and St. Thomas Aquinas15 say, we believe 
God, by God, and in God, i.e., God is the object of our faith {believe 
God), the light (formal object) or authority on which we believe him 
{by God), and the One to whom we seek to be united by believing in 
him {in God). Faith is thus necessary to our salvation as the indispens
able means of attaining to God.16

Faith and Doubt

Etymologically “faith” {pistis) in the New Testament corresponds to 
the Old Testament Hebrew root ‘mn signifying “stability,” “solidity,” 
and suggests the idea of “something that sustains, upholds, or is a du
rable support.”17 “The Lord your God is God indeed, the faithful God 
who keeps his merciful covenant down to the thousandth generation”

13 On the translation o f this verse, so important to the thought of Luther and the 
Reformers, see J.A. Fitzmyer, S.J., NJBC, p. 834.

14 Tractates to the Gospel of St. John, FC, vol. 3, tract. 29, 14-21 (3) pp. 18-19; PL 
35:1651.

15 5.7., II-II, q. 2, a. 2.
16 C C C# 26-49, 144-184.
17 Ceslas Spicq, O.P., Theologie Morale du Nouveau Testament, I. p. 230, note 2.
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(Dt 7:9; cf. also Gn 15:6; Ex 14:3; Dt 32:4; Is 49:7; Jr 10:10; Ps 31:6; 
145:13). Thus faith rests on God’s fidelity to his promises, which is the 
same as God’s fidelity to himself. He is the “Rock”: “I love you, O 
Lord, my strength. O Lord, my rock, my fortress, my deliverer. My 
God; my rock of refuge, my shield, the horn of my salvation, my strong
hold!” (Ps 18:3). As Balaam said in prophecy, “God is not man that he 
should speak falsely, nor human that he should change his mind. Is he 
one to speak and not act, to decree and not to fulfill?” (Nb 23:19), and 
St. Paul, “God must be true, though every human being is a liar” (Rm 
3:4).

Therefore, we ought to put our faith in God alone. “It is better to 
take refuge in the Lord than to trust in man” (Ps 118:8), because he is 
Truth and human promises get their truth only from him: “He who 
takes an oath in the land shall swear by the God of truth” (Is 65:16).

This same complex of meaning is carried over into the New Tes
tament. When St. Paul wants to assure the Corinthians of his fidelity to 
the promises he has made them, he writes:

As God is faithful, our word to you is not “yes” and “no.” For the 
Son of God, Jesus Christ, who was proclaimed to you by us, 
Silvanus and Timothy and me, was not “yes” and “no,” but “yes” 
has been in him. For however many are the promises of God, 
their “yes” is in him; therefore, the Amen from us also goes 
through him to God for glory. But the one who gives us security 
with you in Christ and who anointed us is God; he has also put 
his seal upon us and given the Spirit in our hearts as a first in
stallment (2 Cor 1:18-22).18

Thus Jesus is the fulfillment of all God’s promises and our faith 
m him is faith in the Triune God. This text also indicates the liturgical 
use of “Amen” (a Hebrew word expressing trust, confirmation, agree
ment, and from the same root as the word for faith, ‘mri) as an expres-

18 Paul had sent word from Corinth that he was going to Macedonia and then would 
return to Jerusalem by way o f Corinth, but had to change his plans. He does not want 
the Corinthians to think his Gospel message is as changeable as his travel plans. The 
same thought is found in Heb 13:8, “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and 
forever.” See also comment o f Jerome Murphy-O’Connor, NJBC p. 818.
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sion of confidence in and obedience to God’s Word (see for example, 
the Twelve Curses, Dt 27:14-26 against those unfaithful to God’s cov
enant).

In the New Testament the fullest statement on the nature of faith 
is in the texts of Hebrews 10:37-12:2 already referred to:

“For, after just a brief moment, he who is to come shall come; he 
shall not delay. But my just one shall live by faith, and if he 
draws back I take no pleasure in him” [Hab 2:3-4; cf. Rm 1:17;
Gal 3:11]. We are not among those who draw back and perish, 
but among those who have faith and possess life. Faith is the 
realization of what is hoped for and evidence of things not seen. 
Because of it the ancients were attested. By faith we understand 
the universe was ordered by the word of God, so that what is 
visible came into being through the invisible. By faith Abel, 
etc... [listing examples of faith: Heb 10:37-39; 11:1-4]... Yet 
all these, though approved because of their faith, did not receive 
what had been promised. God had foreseen something better for 
us, so that without us they should not be made perfect. There
fore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, 
let us rid ourselves of every burden and sin that clings to us and 
persevere in running the race that lies before us, while keeping 
our eyes fixed on Jesus, the leader and perfecter of faith. For the 
sake of the joy that lay before him he endured the cross, despis
ing its shame, and has taken his seat at the right of the throne of 
God.

The Fathers of the Church regarded Hebrews 11:1 in this text as 
the most succinct biblical definition of faith: “Faith is the substance 
(hypostasis) of what is hoped for, the proof (elenchos) of what is not 
evident (blepomenon).” Aquinas19 says this is a good definition be
cause it indicates that faith is a supernatural virtue since it attains the 
mystery of what is possessed now only in hope (since it “is not evi
dent”) but nevertheless is held with a firm conviction (“proof’).20

19 S.T., II-II, q. 4, a. 1; De Veritate, q. 14, a. 2.
20 While some modern exegetes question whether a definition is intended and disagree on 

the exact force to be given to hypostasis and elenchos, nevertheless this entire passage 
of Heb 10:35-12:2 is the richest exposition of the meaning of faith in the whole Bible.
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Does Faith Assure Salvation?

As is evident from some of the texts already quoted, in the Bible “faith” 
is commonly not sharply distinguished from “hope” or “trust.” Late 
medieval spiritual writers, in reaction to the dry nominalistic scholas
ticism that had come to dominate academic theology, exploited this 
wider biblical sense of “faith” to emphasize the subjective side of faith 
as a personal relation to God and not merely an intellectual assent to 
abstract propositions.

Luther and the other Protestant Reformers pushed this tendency 
to understand faith as fiducia, “trust” in God’s forgiveness, to the limit. 
Thus Luther emphasized that the Gospel is the Word of God pro me, 
“for me,” to assure me of my forgiveness and justification.21 The danger 
of this exclusive stress on the subjective aspect of faith and on “per
sonal assurance of salvation,” is that it practically tends to reduce faith 
to wishful thinking, to a psychological consolation and feeling of secu
rity (which is what religion seems to mean to many people today). This 
trust belongs rather to divine hope, which I will discuss later. We can
not forget the objective character of faith as commitment to the truth of 
what God tells us about himself prior to and independent of what this 
means for me.

The Catholic Church has always stressed that “faith,” as distin
guished from “hope,” has as its object truth and is a virtue of our intel
ligence in its grasp of realities independent of our human minds, while 
hope is in the will and has as its object the goodness and power of God 
which leads us to trust him unconditionally. The life problem with 
which faith deals, therefore, is how to listen to God’s self-revelation 
which is the ultimate truth. Obviously, my trust in God cannot really be 
secure unless it is really true that God exists and is infinitely good and

21 After remarking on the influence of Nominalism on Luther and comparing his theology 
to that o f Aquinas, Marc Lienhard, Luther’s Witness to Jesus Christ, p. 388, concludes: 
“Luther knew the thought of St. Thomas very little, but a comparison between [the] 
two systems of thought is interesting, for it shows that Luther is situated, more than St. 
Thomas, at the threshold of the modem world, which centers on the subjectivity of 
human beings.”
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powerful and therefore can truly be my God and Savior. The Reformers 
never questioned this reality of God, but our contemporaries do.

Today many people think that to act on faith is naive, even irre
sponsible. Have we not seen the disasters that follow when people trust 
such leaders as Hitler and Stalin? How often have the confident asser
tions of “experts” turned out to be wrong? Do we not see around us 
how often religious people seeking security and peace of mind place 
their trust in charlatans? And do not even the believers of the great 
religions seem to hold with equal faith beliefs contradictory to each 
other? This is why many since the eighteenth century Enlightenment 
have argued that it is irresponsible to base one’s life on anything but the 
findings of science, subject to objective verification and constant revi
sion. Today many post-modernists are arguing that even science is 
colored by subjective and political factors and requires “deconstruc
tion.” The result is that many laugh at “true-believers” and claim that 
only a hard-headed, critical, skeptical attitude is possible for the ma
ture and sophisticated.22

Yet a little reflection will show us that human life without faith in 
the veracity of others is impossible. None of us has sufficient wisdom 
or information by our individual selves to be able to get through life. 
We are social animals who have to rely on the witness of others to 
complete and correct our necessary knowledge of the world and of 
ourselves. Therefore, we need not only the truth that is obtained by 
direct evidence of our own senses and reason, but also truth obtained 
by faith in what others tell us is true.

Of course, it is naive, foolish, and irresponsible to believe every
body or anything. Our faith must be critical. It must first establish that 
an expert or a witness is a person who might possibly be in possession 
of the truth and that this person is serious and trustworthy, before we 
believe him or her. But when we have direct evidence that a witness is 
trustworthy, then we can reasonably accept the indirect evidence they

22 Skepticism is not a “modem” phenomenon. It was widespread in Hellenistic culture at 
the time of Christ, and again in the last half o f the eighteenth century. See Richard H. 
Popkin, “Skepticism,” EP, vol. 8, pp. 448-461.
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mediate to us. We certainly live in a world of lies and misinformation, 
but at least some people tell the truth, and this fact makes life possible.

Skepticism, however, is easier than faith. We can always find 
some excuse, some fantasy of doubt or deceit, which will enable us to 
disbelieve, and thus not to accept the inconveniences or demands of a 
truth that we cannot see for ourselves. History shows us not only how 
credulous of false leaders people have often been, but also how often a 
mood of skepticism has promoted the decadence of a culture. People 
have become cynical and relativistic, doubting everything, “always 
trying to learn but never able to reach a knowledge of the truth” (2 Tm 
3:7).

We need, in the phrase made popular by Paul Tillich, “the cour
age to believe,” but this act of faith should not be as Kierkegaard exag
geratedly said, “a leap in the dark.” Rather it should be the willingness 
to accept the truth which we do not see for ourselves but which we are 
obliged by our reason to accept on the trustworthy word of others. 
Thus, faith is an act o f our intelligence by which we adhere to the truth, 
even when our intelligence is not satisfied by its direct evidence, through 
the assistance o f an act of the will which moves us to put away our 
hesitations and doubts and holdfast to the testimony o f a trustworthy 
witness. This act of the will involves the whole human person, includ
ing our memory, imagination, and emotions, even our bodies!23

The foregoing philosophical analysis of the necessity of ordinary 
human faith in our lives applies to Christian faith, but only by an anal
ogy. Human and Christian faith are similar to each other, but differ 
even more. Christian faith is not trust in human beings, who even when 
they tell the truth are also capable of lies or error. As the Psalmist sadly 
exclaimed, “I said in my alarm, no man is dependable” (Ps 116:11). 
But God is Truth and cannot lie. “If we are unfaithful, God remains 
faithful, for God cannot deny himself’ (2 Tm 2:13; cf. Heb 6:18). Con
sequently, divine faith, because it rests on God the Rock (Ps 18:32) has 
an absolute objective certainty that exceeds all human certainty, even 
the best established conclusions of science or history or even personal 
experience.

23 C C C# 154.
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Of course that does not mean that subjectively the certitude of 
divine faith, although true certitude of the most profound sureness of 
which the human mind is capable, may not be very wavering because 
of the darkness of our understanding and the weakness of our will. 
Usually faith must grow and mature for it to achieve subjective stabil
ity. Moreover, we should not confuse questions about the faith with 
doubts about the faith. Because the truths of faith are not clearly evi
dent to our minds, questions and difficulties will inevitably arise and 
stimulate us to study, reflection, and prayer — all of which will help us 
to a deeper understanding in faith. But deliberate doubt must be re
sisted by the will even to death and martyrdom to remain faithful to 
God who is ever faithful to us and who, in the Second Person of the 
Trinity, died for us.

Some matters, such as the existence of God, can be known both 
by reason and by faith, but not at the same time, because faith is of the 
unseen, and once our reason makes something evident we no longer 
simply believe it. The great mysteries of faith cannot be known by 
reason but only by faith. They are forever closed to those who are 
unwilling to believe God, just as love is closed to those who are unwill
ing to trust even a truthful friend.

Faith and Signs

While human faith is reasonable when we have evidence of the wit
nesses’ trustworthiness, such evidence is impossible in the case of God’s 
Word, since we do not have direct evidence that it is God who is speak
ing. In divine faith we must believe not only what God says but also 
that it really is God who speaks. How do we know that what Jesus 
taught is really God’s Word, when Muhammad and many others have 
made the same claim? How do we know what the Bible says is God’s 
Word?

A full answer to this question pertains to that part of Theology 
called Apologetics or Fundamental Theology.24 Here I will only out-

24 See Avery Dulles, S.J., A History of Apologetics.
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line the Catholic answer which is especially derived from John Chapter 
9 which narrates how Jesus healed the man born blind and how this 
event was diversely interpreted by different witnesses according to 
their good or bad will.25 The Pharisees questioned the man three times 
and confirmed the fact of the healing, yet could not agree on what it 
meant. Some saw that this extraordinary healing must be the work of 
God. Others, who resented Jesus’ teaching because it contradicted their 
own interpretation of the Law, denounced the man who had been healed 
as a sinner whose testimony was of no account.26

When Jesus heard that they had thrown him out, he found him 
and said, “Do you believe in the Son of Man?” He answered him 
and said, “Who is he, sir, that I may believe in him?” Jesus said 
to him, “You have seen him and the one who is speaking with 
you is he.” He said, “I do believe. Lord,” and he worshiped him.
Then Jesus said, “I came into this world for judgment, so that 
those who do not see might see, and those who do see might 
become blind” (Jn 9:35-39).

A very similar theme is expressed in the account of how the 
Apostle Thomas, when the other apostles told him they had seen the 
Risen Lord said, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands and put 
my finger into the nail marks and put my hand into his side, I will not 
believe” (Jn 20:25). But when Jesus actually appeared to him and said,

“Put your finger here and see my hands, and bring your hand and 
put it into my side, and do not be unbelieving but believe,” Tho
mas answered and said to him, “My Lord, and my God!” Jesus 
said to him, “Have you come to believe because you have seen 
me? Blessed are those who have not seen and have believed” (Jn 
20:27-29).

25 For exegesis o f Chapter 9 see Raymond E. Brown, S.S., Gospel According to John, vol. 
1, pp. 369-382. Brown defends the essential historicity of the account but says, “A 
miracle story has been shaped into an ideal tool at the service o f Christian apologetics 
and into an ideal instruction for those about to be baptized,” p. 378.

26 Note that Jn 9:38, “He said, ‘I do believe, Lord,’ and he worshiped him,” is absent from 
some early manuscripts and may have been added to make the meaning of the pericope 
still more explicit when it was used in baptismal liturgies in the early Church.
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On this text St. Gregory the Great comments, “Thomas saw one thing, 
but believed another. For by mortals the Godhead cannot be seen. Tho
mas saw a man, but confessed him to be God, exclaiming, ‘My Lord 
and my God.’”27

But why should we accept the witness of the Bible? Protestant 
Christians faced with this question reply that the Bible is witness to 
itself, by its evident truth and its ability to convert the reader. The 
difficulty with this answer is that Muslims claim the same thing for the 
Qur’an. To this Protestants answer that the Holy Spirit who inspired 
the Bible moves the hearts of the readers to faith. But this begs the 
question: “How do we know that the Bible is inspired by the Holy 
Spirit?” And even if we grant that the Bible is inspired how do we 
know which books belong to the Bible (the Bible itself contains no 
such list of its own books), or whether our Christian Bible is essentially 
accurate rather than corrupted as the Muslims claim? And since so 
many interpretations are given to the Bible, how do we know which is 
correct? Therefore, today many Protestant scholars admit with the early 
Church, the Catholic, and Orthodox Churches that the Bible cannot be 
known as inspired or correctly interpreted apart from the Tradition of 
the believing community or Church.28

But why should we believe the witness of the Church? And which 
Church among the many Christian Churches? Certainly the history of 
all these Churches shows how very human they are, and how often they 
have failed to live up to Jesus’ teachings! The Bible itself does, how
ever, indicate how a church’s claims can be tested. Jesus did not ask for 
people to believe in him and his teaching until he (1) fulfilled the pre
dictions of the Old Testament prophets and his own prophecies, com
pleting this demonstration by his death and resurrection of which the

27 St. Gregory the Great, XL Homiliarum in Evangelia, Bk II, Horn. 26; PL 76, 1202.
28 See the noted Protestant theologian Stanley Hauerwas, Unleashing the Scripture: 

Freeing the Bible from Captivity in America, 1993, pp. 19-28, who writes, “When sola 
scriptura is used to underwrite the distinction between text and interpretation, then it 
seems clear that sola scriptura is a heresy rather than a help in the Church. When this 
distinction persists, sola scriptura becomes the seedbed of fundamentalism, as well as 
biblical criticism. It assumes that the text o f Scripture makes sense separate from a 
Church that gives it sense” (p. 27).
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apostles were eyewitnesses; (2) worked many miracles of healing, free
ing from demons, multiplying the loaves, etc.; (3) taught with a wis
dom so profound as to provide a consistent answer to the greatest mys
teries of human life; (4) perfectly exemplified these teachings in his 
own life and sacrificial death.29

These signs worked by Jesus sufficiently manifested to those who 
became his disciples that God spoke through him, and that it was against 
reason and common sense for those who witnessed these signs to refuse 
to believe him. Yet he made clear that what he was asking was not that 
they believe simply because of the signs, but because these signs pointed 
to God revealing himself to us, just as when we believe a trustworthy 
human being we are believing that person as a person, not just the signs 
by which her or his honesty has been made known to us. According to 
the Fourth Gospel, Jesus said,

“If I do not perform my Father’s works, do not believe me; but if 
I perform them, even if you do not believe me, believe the works, so 
that you may realize that the Father is in me and I am in the Father” (Jn 
10:37-38).

Yet the signs related in the Bible are often questioned by scholars 
today. They view many of them as purely natural events which today 
we would regard as psychologically explicable. They also point out 
that the biblical accounts are colored by the faith of those who wrote 
the Bible and hence cannot be taken as objective history. How at a 
distance of almost 2000 years can we be sure?

A Sign Accessible to All?

This question became acute in the last century when the theory of evo
lution and archaeological discoveries raised serious problems about 
the inspiration of the Bible. In line with Catholic tradition Vatican I 
gave an answer which was reaffirmed in our times at Vatican II. The 
Councils declared that Jesus remains present to us today in his Church 
and that this Church is a visible sign, a living “moral miracle.” As the

29 Vatican I, DS 3033-3034; Vatican II, Dei Verbum # 4; CCC # 547-550.
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Catechism of the Catholic Church says of the clause of the Creed “I 
believe in one, holy, catholic, and apostolic Church”:

#812. Only faith can recognize that the Church possesses these 
properties from her divine source. But their historical manifes
tations are signs that also speak clearly to human reason. As the 
first Vatican Council noted, “the Church herself, with her mar
velous propagation, eminent holiness, and unexhaustible fruit
fulness in everything good, her catholic unity and invincible 
stability, is a great and perpetual motive of credibility and irre
futable witness of her divine mission.”30

Of course the visible Church is a “pilgrim church” which “will 
attain her full perfection only in the glory of heaven” but now “takes on 
the appearance of this passing world. She herself dwells among crea
tures who groan and travail in pain until now and await the revelation 
of the sons of God (cf. Rm 8:19-22).” Hence the Church requires un
ceasing purification and reform.31

Yet in spite of all its faults which come from the human sinful
ness of its members, the Catholic Church manifests an essential unity, 
an inclusiveness (catholicity), a continuity (apostolicity), and a holi
ness, which transcend what is possible to a merely human community, 
especially one made up of sinful members as every human community 
is. These astonishing features mark the Church as a sign of the continu
ing presence of Jesus, true God yet truly human, in the world today.32 
This sign is manifest in the life of every community of baptized and 
faithful Christians, but most completely in the Church headed by the 
successor of St. Peter as Jesus had promised (Mt 16:17-20; Jn 21:15- 
17). Thus the Catholic faith although it transcends human experience is 
also justified by our experience of Jesus still present in his Church, 
transforming it by his Spirit.

The Catholic answer, therefore, to the question, “Why should I 
believe what the Bible and Tradition teach?” is that it should be be-

30 The Vatican I quote is DS 3013-4; cf. also Vatican II, LG #  8; DV # 4.
31 Vatican II, LG # 48; CCC # 825-827.
32 These four “marks of the Church” are treated extensively in CCC # 811-870.
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lieved as the Word of God because God speaks it to us and has given us 
signs accessible to our human senses and intelligence which are suffi
cient to manifest that really it is God who speaks. The great sign most 
accessible to all here and now is the Catholic Church itself in its life 
and teaching. This Church works throughout the world, and is striving 
to reach even those parts of the globe which are still closed to its mis
sions. It is the living presence of Christ in today’s world and what it 
says of Christ is to be believed for the very same reasons that he should 
have been believed in his own times.

But what of the counter-signs? What of the many sins of Catho
lics, even those most highly placed in the Church and the scandals of 
the past such as the Inquisition, anti-semitism, and religious wars? Do 
these not destroy the sign value of the Church? Certainly they dim its 
light. Jesus said,

“Nor do they light a lamp, and then put it under a bushel basket; 
it is set on a lampstand where it gives light to all the house. Just 
so, your light must shine before others, that they may see your 
good works and glorify your heavenly Father” (Mt 5:15-16).

Nevertheless, the sins of Christians is not what makes them different 
from other people, it is that they form a Church, a community which is 
one, catholic, apostolic, and holy in ways that no other human organi
zations have ever succeeded in being. The presence and power of Jesus 
in the witness of Peter and Paul shone out all the more uniquely be
cause we know of their personal failures (Mt 26:69-75; 1 Cor 15:9-11). 
We can experience all this in our lives in the love of the Church which 
brings us spiritual enlightenment, guidance in living, the sacraments 
and the beauty of the liturgy, care in time of need, mutual forgiveness, 
and abiding friendship in Christ.

Thus the essential objective motive of Christian faith is the au
thority of God in revealing himself to us. We do not believe because of 
the authority of the Church, which is only the condition, although a 
necessary one, of our faith, but only on God’s authority through the 
Church he has given us as his witness. The essential subjective aspect 
of faith is the integrity and firmness with which Christians submit their
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minds and wills to God in their acceptance of his Word. Children, the 
mentally retarded or ill, persons poorly educated in their faith, who are 
ready to believe all that God says but who know little of the objective 
content of his Word or know it only in very naive and simple terms, 
may have a faith that is subjectively stronger than that of a learned 
theologian who knows much more about Scripture and Tradition.

Because Jesus’ Church is a church for everybody, no doubt the 
majority of its members know only a little of what Jesus taught. Yet 
this was also the situation in Jesus’ own day, since he was so concerned 
for the “little ones” whom the learned scribes and Pharisees despised 
because of their ignorance of the Torah.

B: THE CONTENT OF FAITH

What Does Faith See?

The object of our Christian faith is only those truths that lead us to God: 
“faith and morals,” that is, what God has revealed to us about himself 
and our way to him. It only incidentally includes such historical facts as 
the wars of Judah and Israel, which, however, are important to help us 
understand this revelation, or other matters which can be learned by 
our human reason. Nevertheless, the content of faith does include not 
only what we find explicitly stated in the Bible or Tradition, but also 
what is stated implicitly. For example when the Scriptures tell us that 
Jesus was a man like us, it tells us implicitly that he was able to laugh, 
although this is never stated in the Bible.33

How can we know what this objective content of faith is? It is 
enshrined in the Bible, but as we have already seen, we cannot simply

33 Theologians disagree as to whether truths which theologians deduce syllogistically by 
human reasoning from what is stated in the Bible (rather than simply explicitate) are or 
are not objects o f faith. I favor the view that says theological conclusions precisely as 
such are not objects of faith, because in such cases, although the conclusion is certain, 
its certitude is grounded in human reason not in divine revelation. If, however, the 
consensus of theologians considered as a sign is confirmed by other signs, these signs 
can manifest that a certain truth is divinely revealed and is therefore definable. On the 
history of this controversy see, Jan H. Walgrave, Unfolding Revelation.
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pick up the Bible and be sure we hear God rather than our own personal 
fantasies. Since the Wisdom of God utterly exceeds our human capaci
ties to understand fully, we are very likely to misunderstand it, if we 
trust merely on our own powers. We must read the Bible in the light of 
Tradition and that means in the light of the living faith of the Christian 
community.

Jesus has promised to the Church the abiding presence of his 
Holy Spirit. Consequently, as Vatican II teaches,34 because of the abid
ing presence of Jesus in the Church through the gift of his Holy Spirit, 
the Church can never fail (it is “infallible”) both in its subjective fidelity 
to the Word of God and in its objective understanding of what that 
Word is.35

In the Old Testament God united his Chosen People to himself in 
a covenant of marriage; but except for a holy Remnant, Israel was 
unfaithful (Ho 2:6-7; Is 1:21; Rm 10:21). In contrast, in the New Tes
tament the covenant of marriage between Christ and his Church is eter
nal because Christ has sent his Holy Spirit to the Church to keep her 
ever faithful. Hence St. Paul says to the Church in Corinth, “I am jeal
ous of you with the jealousy of God, since I betrothed you to one hus
band to present you as a chaste virgin to Christ” (2 Cor 11:2). That 
Paul’s prayer will be fulfilled for the Church as a whole is also proph
esied: “I also saw the holy city, a new Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (Rv 
21:2).36

The Church’s assurance that she will remain faithful to Christ 
and infallible in transmitting his Gospel without error is founded not on 
her own strength but on Jesus’ promise to be with her invisibly until his 
return at the end of history.

“All power in heaven and earth has been given me. Go, there
fore, and make disciples of all nations... teaching them to ob-

34 LG #25.
35 On the infallibility o f the Church, the successor of St. Peter, and Ecumenical Councils, 

see CCC # 888-892.
36 See CCC #796-801.
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serve all that I have commanded you. And behold, I am with you 
always, until the end of the age” (Mt 28:18-20).

He is present through his Holy Spirit:

“I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Advocate to 
be with you always, the Spirit of Truth... The Advocate, the 
Holy Spirit that the Father will send in my name — he will teach 
you everything and remind you of all that I told you” (Jn 14:16,
26).

Hence, the Christian community is “the household of God... the 
church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of truth” (1 Tm 3:15).

Of course here or there, from to time, the Church in its individual 
members, or groups of them (perhaps even a majority), and even in her 
leaders may fail in their responsibilities or may personally accept ideas 
which greatly distort the Gospel. At times faith may weaken through
out the Church, or important truths of the Gospel be neglected. Jesus 
even asked of his disciples, “When the Son of Man comes, will he find 
faith on earth?” (Lk 18:8). Because of the human frailty of the mem
bers of the Church and the powerful forces of evil arrayed against it, we 
should not be surprised at terrible scandals in the Church’s long his
tory. Jesus foresaw them in anguish, “Woe to the world because of 
things that cause sin! Such things must come, but woe to the one through 
whom they come!” (Mt 18:7). The epistles of 2 Timothy, of St. Jude, 
and 2 Peter and the Seven Letters in Revelation show that such evils 
existed in the Church from its earliest days. Thus we read in the Epistle 
of St. Jude the following outraged denunciation of certain members of 
the early Church:

These people revile what they do not understand and are de
stroyed by what they know by nature like irrational animals.
Woe to them! They followed the way of Cain, abandoned them
selves to Balaam’s error for the sake of gain, and perished in the 
rebellion of Korah. These are blemishes on your love feasts, as 
they carouse fearlessly and look after themselves. They are 
waterless clouds blown about by winds, fruitless trees in late
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autumn, twice dead and uprooted. They are like wild waves of 
the sea, foaming up their shameless deeds, wandering stars for 
whom the gloom of darkness has been reserved forever (Jude 
vv. 10-13).

Yet the writer concludes by urging the community to have mercy even 
on these sinners (Jude vv. 22-23).

The Christian who deserts the Church because of such scandals 
has failed to understand the mystery of the Cross, that God’s “power is 
made perfect in weakness” (2 Cor 12:9). Indeed these struggles and 
back-slidings are used by God to promote a process of moral purifica
tion and doctrinal development by which, under the guidance of the 
Spirit, the Church comes to a deeper and more perfect understanding 
and practice of the Gospel whose riches are inexhaustible. This sense 
of development as a mark of Tradition is characteristic of the Catholic 
Church, whereas the Orthodox Churches have tended to understand 
Tradition as the work of the first seven ecumenical councils before 
their separation from the papacy, and the Protestants have tended to see 
post-biblical development (or even the so-called “Early Catholicism” 
of the later books of the New Testament) as a corruption of the pristine 
Gospel. Such doctrinal development, however, cannot add anything to 
God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ completed in the age of the 
Apostles, but can only be a growth in the Church’s understanding of 
that completed revelation.37

Tradition

The invisible presence of Christ through the Holy Spirit in his Church 
is made visible and effective through its members constituted as an 
organic community.

37 Some theologians speak of “continuing revelation” in the Church, but on closer 
scrutiny this turns out to be “doctrinal development” not new divine truths which are 
implicitly already contained in Scripture and Tradition.
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He [Jesus] gave some as apostles, others as prophets, others as 
evangelists, others as pastors and teachers, to equip the holy 
ones for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ, 
until all attain the unity of faith and knowledge of the Son of 
God, to mature adulthood, to the extent of the full stature of 
Christ (Eph 4:11-13).

Thus the Church is served by the bishops under the headship of the 
successor of St. Peter, as Jesus provided.38

“And so I say to you, you are Peter [the Rock], and upon this 
rock [Peter as the embodiment of faith in Jesus] I will build my 
church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against 
it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven. Whatever 
you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you 
loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven (Mt 16:18-19; cf. Mt 
18:18; Lk 22:31-32; Jn 21:15-17; bracketed words are mine).

Thus the pope and the bishops with him (i.e., the Magisterium or teach
ing authority) in their definitive teaching “in defining a doctrine of faith 
and morals” share that “infallibility which the divine Redeemer willed 
His Church to be endowed.”39

The Magisterium, however, can only define what the Church as 
a whole has received from the apostles and already believes, the “de
posit of the faith.” “Take as your norm the sound words that you hear 
from me, in the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus. Guard this rich 
trust with the help of the Holy Spirit that dwells within us” (2 Tm 1:13- 
14).40 How, then, does it become evident in the Church that a certain 
teaching really is a part of the revelation entrusted to the Church?

In the ordinary exercise of official teaching in the Church the 
exact discrimination between the Word of God which can never be 
reformed and human opinions and customs which are always open to

38 LG # 18-29; CCC # 874-945.
39 Vatican I, DS 1712 (3011); Vatican II, LG # 25; CCC # 889, 891, 2035, 2051.
40 The word translated by NAB as “trust” is paratheke (Vulgate depositum) meaning 

“property entrusted to another,” e.g., a bank “deposit,” from which is derived the 
classical phrase depositum fidei, “deposit of the faith,” i.e., the content of revelation.
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reformation is not always clear. Gradually, through history, theologi
cal controversy, and deepening religious experience, under the guid
ance of the Holy Spirit, this discrimination of what truly pertains to the 
depositum fidei is gradually clarified. It can then take the form of de
finitive and extraordinary teaching by the pope speaking with his full 
authority (ex cathedra), or by the bishops in an ecumenical council 
which the pope confirms. It also becomes evident when the pope and 
bishops dispersed throughout the world affirm it definitively in their 
ordinary and universal teaching. All such definitive teaching is infal
lible and hence irreformable, and calls upon all Catholics to accept it on 
divine faith.41

It was also implied (but not defined) by both Vatican I and Vatican 
II that the Magisterium also teaches infallibly and irreformably a sec
ond class of truths which are not revealed and hence do not demand 
divine faith, but which are so closely connected with revealed truths 
that to deny the non-revealed would logically be to deny the revealed. 
If one were to deny, as some ultra-conservatives have done, that Vatican 
II was an ecumenical council (a truth certainly not mentioned in the 
Bible) one would logically also be denying the indefectibility of the 
Church, which, as we have seen, is revealed in the Bible. Hence the 
Magisterium can require Catholics to accept the Council as ecumenical 
with unqualified certainty, not indeed with the precise certainty of di
vine faith, but with a certainty guaranteed by the unfailing mission of 
the Church.42 This second class of truths are said to pertain to the “sec
ondary object” of infallibility, while the revealed truths are its “pri
mary object.” The exact scope of this secondary object of infallibility 
is still a matter of controversy and has not yet been defined by the 
Magisterium.

At any given time in the Church, the ordinary teaching of the 
Magisterium consists in the transmission and explanation of already 
defined truths of the first class (e.g., the Creeds and the Ten Command-

41 A current treatment of this whole question is Francis Sullivan, S.J., Magisterium. See 
also Avery Dulles, “The Magisterium and Theological Dissent,” pp. 105-118, in The 
Craft of Theology.

42 Vatican I, DS 3074; Vatican II, LG # 25, DV # 10, 2; CCC # 891-892.
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ments) and the second class just mentioned, along with a third, very 
extensive, class of teachings that the Magisterium has never defined, 
but which nevertheless it teaches authoritatively, such as a good deal 
that we find in the papal encyclicals, the bishops’ pastorals, the Cat
echism o f the Catholic Church, and the ordinary preaching on Sun
days.

Some Catholics today think that on such matters they are free to 
have their own opinions, since these truths are not taught infallibly. 
Vatican II, however, cautioned against this mistake by saying that when 
the pope and bishops teach “in matters of faith and morals” even with
out using their full authority to define and to require the assent of divine 
faith, they nevertheless “speak in the name of Christ and the faithful are 
to accept their teaching and adhere to it with... a religious submission 
of will and mind.”43 For example, the Church has never yet solemnly 
defined that sexism or rape or racism or anti-semitism are sins, but this 
is part of its ordinary teaching and should be accepted by all Catholics, 
even if they are not convinced by the arguments for them or think such 
teaching goes against their personal experience.

Remember your leaders who spoke the word of God to you.
Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their faith.
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever. Do not be
carried away by all kinds of strange teaching (Heb 13:7-9).

Of course, since non-defined teachings are not taught with the 
ultimate sign of infallibility, namely solemn definition by the 
Magisterium, there remains a possibility that they may be proved wrong, 
but still here and now they are the best guides God has provided for us. 
Nor does the fact that some theologians, however learned, argue against 
a particular reformable teaching show that Catholics may dissent from 
it or are free to ignore it in their actions, because within the Church it is 
the Magisterium not theological scholars who have pastoral authority 
from God to be our guides in living by faith.

In Chapter 3 of 1 Corinthians St. Paul makes clear that this local

43 Vatican II, LG #25; CCC # 892.
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church ought to follow his preaching, rather than that of the learned 
teacher Apollos (whom he nevertheless calls “brother”), not because 
Paul claims to be more learned than Apollos, but because of Paul’s 
apostolic authority from Christ. Even the theologian must ultimately 
submit his learned opinions to the discernment of the Holy Spirit vested 
ultimately in the successors of the apostles, who speak not in their own 
name but in the name of Christ who entrusted this task in the Church to 
them. They too must submit to the Word of God in Scripture and Tra
dition.

Since the third class of teachings are not known to be infallible 
they could possibly be in error, although not so regularly as to be incon
sistent with the Holy Spirit’s guidance of his Church. Some such “er
rors” as are commonly mentioned by historians turn out on critical 
examination to be debatable, but there are some clear examples of er
rors by the ordinary Magisterium, such as the medieval Church’s ac
ceptance of the requirement of the pagan Roman law that torture be 
used in certain trials and the condemnation in 1616 of Galileo’s asser
tion that the earth moves around the sun as heretical because contrary 
to the Bible, etc.44 The very rarity of such clear examples is a testimony 
to the Holy Spirit’s guidance.

What should be the attitude of Catholics who think they recog
nize such an error in the non-infallible but authoritative teachings of 
the Magisterium? If they know with objective certitude that a teaching 
is wrong, they are not obliged to try to believe it. God never demands 
we try to believe what we really know to be false! Galileo, however, 
although he seems to have been subjectively convinced of the motion 
of the earth, did not at that time have objective certitude of his opinion 
since the “proofs” on which he relied were either defective or mere 
analogies. Today it is generally admitted that much of accepted science 
is merely probable, not certain.

If this be true of “hard” science, how much truer when it comes

44 On the adoption of torture by the Inquisition see Edward Peters. Torture, pp. 52-73. As 
late as 1780, a distinguished French lawyer, Pierre Francois Muyart, was still 
defending the use of torture by the secular courts, pp. 72-73. For the Galileo case see 
G.V. Coyne, M. Heller, and J. Zycinski, The Galileo Affair and Richard Blackwell, 
Galileo, Bellarmine, and the Bible.
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to questions of morality, which are often very complex and debatable? 
Catholics, therefore, who cannot prove the Church is mistaken on some 
point with objective and certain arguments, are obliged to accept its 
teaching. This obligation arises not from the arguments given by the 
Church — these may sometimes seem less probable to us than the 
contrary arguments — but from the authority the Church has from the 
Holy Spirit which is superior to that of any merely human expert.

Let no one deceive himself. If anyone among you considers 
himself wise in this age, let him become a fool, so as to become 
wise. For the wisdom of this world is foolishness in the eyes of 
God... So let no one boast about human beings, for everything 
belongs to you. Paul or Apollos or Kephas, or the world or life 
or death, or the present or the future: all belong to you, and you 
to Christ, and Christ to God (1 Cor 3:18-19, 21-23).

Reforming Reformable Teaching

Yet when Catholics know for certain, or with high probability, that the 
Church is in error, they have a responsibility as members of the Church 
to assist the Magisterium to rectify this mistake, as St. Paul corrected 
St. Peter for his poor judgment in observing the kosher laws to the 
offense of the Gentile converts (Gal 2:11-14). Such corrections must 
be given, however, in a manner that does not injure the authority of the 
Church in a world where there are so many hostile forces attempting to 
weaken her authority. Theologians can properly discuss such a prob
lem privately with the bishops or the Holy See, or even publicly in 
dialogue with other competent theologians, and even for the informa
tion of the general public, provided they make clear to their hearers or 
readers that they leave final judgment to the Magisterium.

Theologians must also make clear that they propose their views 
for discussion only and not to guide the belief or conscience of others, 
or to substitute for the guidance of the pastors of the Church which 
alone have that authority from Christ. If the Magisterium insists that 
theologians be silent on such topics in order to avoid controversies that 
undermine the faith and give time for calmer and more mature discus-
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sion, they ought to cooperate, confident that God in his providence will 
soon enable the truth to emerge.45

Since public revelation was complete with the apostolic age, and 
the Magisterium can only define what is known to have been revealed, 
how can it ever make a new definition? For example, how could Vatican 
I define papal infallibility as a revealed truth, if it was not already known, 
and how could it have been known already without being defined? We 
have already seen that truths of faith are not evident to us, but are 
reasonably believed because of the signs God gives that it is he who has 
spoken. As we have seen, the ultimate sign which removes any reason
able doubt by a Catholic is the solemn definition of a truth by the 
Magisterium. But previous to such a definition the Magisterium has to 
be itself certain that this truth is somehow included in the deposit of 
faith or so closely connected with it that to deny it would be to deny that 
deposit.

The Magisterium does not recognize a doctrine to be definable 
by some new revelation, but by the concurrence of other signs such as 
the witness of the Bible, the universality and continuity with which the 
doctrine has been taught in the Church, its long presence in Christian 
life and worship, its consistency with other revealed truths, the witness 
by the saints, its long acceptance by the practicing members of the 
Church (the sensus fidelium or sensus fidei46), etc. If such signs concur

45 See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, The Ecclesial Role of Theologians, n. 
32-41.

46 CCC # 889. The “supernatural sense of the faith” (sensus fidei) is not mere “public 
opinion” but the fidelity o f the members of the Church guided by the Holy Spirit to 
adhere to the Word of God revealed in Scripture and Tradition. For example, the 
conviction of Christians prior to the definition of the Immaculate Conception in 1854 
(DS 2800-2804) that the absolute sinlessness o f the Mother o f God was a truth at least 
implicitly contained in Scripture and Tradition. Thus theologians who dissent from the 
magisterial teaching on the sinfulness o f contraception by appealing to public opinion 
polls as evidence of the sensus fidelium must ask themselves whether Catholics who 
favor contraception do so because they (a) believe that God has revealed in Scripture 
and/or Tradition that the Magisterium is mistaken on this point or (b) because they are 
influenced by our secular culture or (c) simply do not understand or accept the 
Church’s authority in such matters. There are many historical examples of widespread 
public opinion among Catholics dissenting from Church teaching, which today are seen 
to be errors. For example, through several centuries dueling was widely considered a 
moral obligation of Christian gentlemen in spite o f the Church’s excommunication of
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and pastoral considerations require or suggest it, the Magisterium 
strengthened in its judgment by the Holy Spirit defines that truth as 
contained in revelation at least implicitly, or as intimately connected 
with other certainly revealed truths. Thus papal infallibility is explicit 
in the Scriptures, as we have seen, and had been accepted in the prac
tical life of the Church long before Vatican I defined it, as was the 
divinity of Christ long before the Council of Nicaea defined it.

Hence, before the definition of an infallible truth the Church as a 
whole already knows it to be true, but some members of the Church 
may still not be convinced because they have not yet seen the concur
rence of the signs that would require their belief. In the Middle Ages 
the great Doctors of the Church, St. Bernard of Clairvaux and St.Thomas 
Aquinas were not convinced that Mary was conceived without sin, but 
Bl. Duns Scotus came to the realization that this doctrine was already 
implicit in what the Scripture tells us of her and therefore must be 
definable, as it was eventually defined by Pius IX in 1854.

While all theologians admit that the infallibility of the Magisterium 
extends not only to “faith” but also to “morals,” i.e., to both dogmatic 
and moral truths, today some claim there have never been any defini
tions of concrete moral norms, and hence all present Church teaching 
on moral norms is reformable. Yet it is quite clear that the Church has 
always taught the basic principles of the Christian life as the Word of 
God — for example the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on the 
Mount — in its baptismal catechesis and required the acceptance of 
these moral truths by adult catechumens. In subsequent chapters I will 
try to show why certain of these moral norms are so clear in the Scrip
tures and Tradition of the Church that they must be acknowledged as 
definable, and hence infallibly true even if not yet defined.

It would be very wrong, however, to conclude that everything in 
the ordinary moral teaching of the Magisterium is certain and 
irreformable. Moral truth, by its very nature, is less clear, less easy to 
formulate accurately, and less certainly known by human reason than 
theoretical and dogmatic truth. A fact such as the sphericity of the earth

those who practiced it (cf. DS # 799, 1111,1113, 1830, 2022, 2351, 2571-5, 3162, 
3272; Code of Canon Law (1917): canon 1240.
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is a fact, a universal theoretical truth such as that 2 + 2 = 4 is timeless, 
but a moral truth has to be applied in a variety of complex and changing 
circumstances. Usually there is more than one right way to achieve our 
legitimate goals, and even right ways often have some bad consequences. 
While it is true, as I will try to show later, that certain kinds of actions 
are always and under any circumstances immoral (for example, forced 
sexual intercourse), it is not possible to say that a certain kind of action 
is always moral in all circumstances. Even prayer is immoral in some 
situations, for example when I should leave prayer to help my neighbor 
in need.

Because of this inherent tentativeness of moral truth, it should be 
no surprise that the moral teaching of the Church undergoes a marked 
development, more so, perhaps, than does its dogmatic teaching, al
though that too develops. In the Old Testament we see that the Jews, 
like other ancient peoples, at first had a very simple, crude, ethnocen
tric morality which was often violent, with little consideration of indi
vidual rights, or interior motives, e.g., for example, their practice of 
polygamy and of slavery (see the story of Abraham’s wife Sarah and 
his slave concubine Hagar, Gn 16). Only little by little did this morality 
become refined, sensitive to individual needs, and concerned about 
motives as well as external acts. Even today the Jewish rabbis continue 
to refine it in their responsa.

In the New Testament we also see that Jesus’ moral teaching was 
at first understood only in broad outline, and only through controversy 
within the Christian community was it refined. The same process of 
refinement and clarification has gone on in the history of the Church. 
Yet this development has included not only progress but regress, as we 
can see in the history of the wars of religion between Catholics and 
Protestants, or the persecution of the Jews. Thus we ought not be so 
influenced by our cultural bias in favor of progress in science and tech
nology as to suppose that the Christian faith must change in its essen
tial teachings “to keep up with the times” although it must be expressed 
in new ways in accordance with the “signs of the times” (Lk 12:54- 
56).47 Rather, the faith provides a secure basis from which to judge true

47 Vatican II, GS # 4.
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from false progress. Yet faith does progress in the sense that it finds 
new developments, expressions, and applications in every age.

Today many find the Church’s teachings on sexual morality and 
on social and business morality so contrary to what they see in the life 
around them and in the media, and are so often told that these teachings 
are unrealistic, that they simply ignore them as obsolete. This “moral
ity gap” is not new. Throughout the history of the Church, there has 
been a sharp conflict between Christian moral teaching and the “way of 
the world.” Sometimes, also Catholic life, even among its pastors, has 
been too much colored by the “way of the world,” yet again and again 
the “world,” whether of the Roman Empire, the Feudal Age, the Re
naissance, or the Enlightenment has perished from its own folly, while 
the Gospel remains new and living.

Faith and/or Works?

To believe intellectually what the Magisterium teaches, however, is 
not enough. Jesus said, “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ 
will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of 
my father in heaven” (Mt 7:21; cf. Mt 25:31-46). St. Paul wrote, “For 
if you live according to the flesh, you will die, but if by the spirit you 
put to death the deeds of the body, you will live” (Rm 8:13). He warned 
the Philippians, “work out your salvation with fear and trembling” (Ph 
2:12), and spoke to the Galatians of the “faith that works through love” 
(Gal 5:6). The Epistle of St. James asks, “What good is it, my brothers, 
if someone says he has faith, but does not have works?” (Jm 2:14). 
Christian faith demands certain actions on our part of which the first is 
to obey the negative command, never to deny the faith either directly or 
implicitly, in words, or in deeds (worshipping idols, trampling on the 
Crucifix, calling oneself a Muslim, etc.). As baptized and confirmed 
Christians we, like the martyrs, refuse to deny our faith even at the cost 
of our lives (see 2 M 6:18-31 and chapter 7; Ac 7:54-60). Our second 
responsibility as Christians is to obey the positive command to pub
licly proclaim (“confess”) our faith when this is necessary for the honor 
of God and the salvation of our neighbor: “For one believes with the
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heart and so is justified, and confesses with the mouth and so is saved” 
(Rm 10:10).

Yet, although faith by its very nature should be publicly pro
fessed, there are circumstances which permit one, while not denying 
one’s faith, to conceal it at least for a time. For example, one is ordi
narily not required to seek martyrdom, but may attempt to escape from 
the persecutor.

The gift of faith, however, is not merely this or that act of faith 
but is a stable capacity to make such acts, otherwise we could not speak 
of the Christian life as a continuous “Way” to God (Jn 14:6; Ac 9:2). As 
a divine gift it can be compared to a human capacity that Greek phi
losophy called a “virtue” {arete, a manly quality or ability, a word not 
often used in the Bible, but see Ph 4:8; 2 P 1:5).

Such a virtue is a good “habit,” but not just a habit in the common 
English sense of a compulsion such as “the drug habit” or even of some 
mechanical fixed pattern of behavior such as “a habit of early rising,” 
but a special ability to act in an intelligent manner, as a skill or art. Thus 
a trained pianist has acquired not only certain conditioned reflexes of a 
mechanical sort, but also the ability to learn, adapt, and interpret music 
in a creative and flexible way. A virtue does not enslave us like a com
pulsion or a routine, but frees us to achieve our purposes effectively 
and gracefully.

“Faith of itself if it does not have works is dead” (Jm 2:17), while 
a living faith is a “faith working through love” (Gal 5:6). Such biblical 
expressions distinguish between a faith which is alive and one which is 
dead, and indicate that it is love which gives birth to “works” that 
inform and vivify faith. What then is “dead faith”? One who has been 
given the gift of faith, may cease to live the Christian life, and yet not 
give up the conviction that the Gospel is true, although he or she no 
longer tries to live by it. Such a person is spiritually dead, but, as the 
Council of Trent insisted,48 this “dead faith” remains a precious gift of 
God since it can lead sinners who retain it to repentance, and thus is for 
them a great advantage over sinners without any faith at all. Faith can-

48 DS # 1578; Vatican I, DS 3035.
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not be entirely lost except by a deliberate act of denial not only of the 
faith as a whole but even of one defined doctrine of faith, since that is 
to deny the authority of God.

Faith as Gift

That Christian faith as a virtue is a pure gift of God is evident from the 
Council of Orange II against the Pelagians; from Trent against the ac
cusations of the Reformers that the Roman Church had become Pelagian; 
and from Vatican I against nineteenth century Rationalism.49 These 
Councils were only repeating many biblical affirmations (e.g., Jn 6:44, 
45, 64; Eph 2:5, 8; 1 Cor 3:7; 2 Cor 3:5; Ph 1:29). This action of the 
Holy Spirit is even necessary to move the unbeliever to consider the 
decision of faith seriously, as was declared by Orange II against the 
Semipelagians.50

This gift of faith brings with it that “fear of the Lord” which “is 
the beginning of wisdom” (Ps 111:10; cf. Jb 28:28; Pr 1:7; 9:10; Si 
1:16; 19:17), a fear that is loving (filial fear), or at least cautious (ser
vile fear); and a purification (Ac 15:9) of the heart from the errors that 
render it blind, deaf, and hard as stone (Jn 13:36-43).

While faith is a gift which unites us immediately to God as Truth 
in a union of spirits, it is strengthened and deepened by certain “gifts of 
the Holy Spirit.” These gifts, which Isaiah 11:2 prophesies will anoint 
the Messiah and hence be shared by all his faithful followers, are tradi
tionally seven in number as perhaps indicated in the symbolic “seven 
horns of the Lamb” in Revelation 5:6.51 Although the Hebrew of Isaiah 
11:2 only lists six, and repeats “fear of the Lord,” the Septuagint (LXX)

49 Orange II, DS # 375-377; Trent, DS #  553;, Vatican I, DS # 3035; CCC # 154-155.
50 Orange II, DS # 375.
51 In Lk 1:69 keras soterias is used for the Messiah as power and strength; cf. Ps 88:18; 

131:17 LXX, etc., EDNT, vol. 2, p. 283. Wilfrid J. Harrington, O.P., Understanding 
the Apocalypse, pp. 117-118 says that the seven horns stand for the plenitude of power 
and the seven eyes for the plenitude of knowledge of the Messiah. See also Austin 
Farrer, A Rebirth of Images: The Making of St. John's Apocalypse, pp. 99-101 on the 
seven eyes, seven candles, seven spirits, seven churches, seven horns, all indicating the 
Holy Spirit’s work.
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and Vulgate get seven by translating the second “fear of the Lord” as 
“piety” (Greek eusebeia, Latin pietas).52 In any case, as we will see 
later, all seven are mentioned separately elsewhere in the Scriptures.

According to St.Thomas Aquinas53 these gifts do not deal with 
problems other than those dealt with by the virtues, but enable us to use 
these virtues in a manner that transcends our ordinary human mode of 
acting. As humans we act in a somewhat mechanical, step-by-step 
manner, but to reach God we need to share in God’s own divine way of 
acting, a way that is like that of the divine Wisdom who is “intelligent, 
holy, unique, manifold, subtle, agile, clear, unstained, and certain... 
firm, secure, tranquil, all-powerful, all-seeing” (Ws 7:22-23). We must 
be open to this guidance of the Spirit if we are to enter God’s kingdom.

I kneel before the Father... that he may grant you in accord with 
the riches of his glory to be strengthened though his Spirit in the 
inner self, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith; 
that you, rooted and grounded in love, may have strength to 
comprehend with all the holy ones what is the breadth and length 
and height and depth, and to know the love of Christ that sur
passes knowledge, so that you may be filled with all the fullness 
ofGod(Eph 3:14-19).

These gifts render us flexible and docile to the Spirit’s inspira
tion, as we see in the wonderful spontaneity of the goodness of the 
saints. In the case of faith this permits a growth which yields what St. 
Paul calls “fruits of the Spirit.”54

52 See Hans Wildberger, Isaiah I -12: A Commentary, p. 461 on the textual question and 
for commentary pp. 471-74. He argues that Is 11:3a is a gloss.

53 S.T., III , q. 68, a. 1-3; cf. CCC # 1831, 1845. On the development of Aquinas’ thought 
on the gifts see Odo Lottin, O.S.B., “Les dons du S. Esprit chez les theologians depuis 
Pierre Lombard usqu’a S. Thomas d’Aquin,” in his Psychologie et Moral au Xlle et 
XHIe siecles, vol. 4, Pt. 3, n. 2, 329-456, especially 411-433.

54 CCC # 1832. There is no reason to suppose that Paul intends this catalogue of vices and 
virtues to be systematic, but Fitzmyer notes that Paul has many lists o f virtues (Gal 
5:18-23; 1 Cor 5:10-11; 6:9-10; 2 Cor 6:6-7; 12:10; Rm 1:29-31; 13:13 [Col 3:5-8, 12- 
14; Eph 5:3-5]). These often refer to “kingdom of God” mentioned elsewhere by Paul 
only in 1 Th 2:12; 1 Cor 4:20; 6:9-10; 15:24, 50; Rm 14:17. “The association of it 
[“kingdom of God”] with these catalogues seems to mark them as elements of pre- 
Pauline catechetical instruction, which he has inherited and made use of. These lists
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If you are guided by the Spirit, you are not under the law. Now 
the works of the flesh are obvious: immorality, impurity, licen
tiousness, idolatry, sorcery, hatreds, rivalry, jealousy, outbursts 
of fury, acts of selfishness, dissensions, factions, occasions of 
envy, drinking bouts, orgies, and the like. I warn you, as I warned 
you before, that those who do such things will not inherit the 
kingdom of God. In contrast, the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, 
self-control. Against such there is no law (Gal 5:18-23).

This growth has three phases.
First, there is a deeper and deeper insight into the truths of the 

faith taken singly (the gift of understanding or insight, Latin intellectus). 
This is suggested in the sixth Beatitude, “Blessed are the clean of heart 
for they will see God” (Mt 5:8),55 and has as its fruits “faith” in the 
sense of certitude in the mind and joy in the will.56

Second, comes an ability to see the relationship between these 
truths (knowledge, scientia) and their application in life. This is sug
gested by the third (or in some texts the second) Beatitude, “Blessed 
are they who mourn, for they will be comforted” (v. 4), because this 
knowledge centers on the mystery of suffering, on the Cross.

Third, faith is perfected by the gift of wisdom (sapientia) by which 
the whole of the Gospel is seen in its unity as the revelation of the one 
God. This mystical wisdom, as we shall see later, has a special relation 
to love, and can be related to the fourth Beatitude, “Blessed are they 
who hunger and thirst after righteousness,” that is, to do the will of 
God.

Does faith depend on the natural intellectual virtues which we

have been compared with similar ones found in Hellenistic (esp. Stoic) philosophical 
writings and in Palestinian Jewish texts (e.g., of the Essenes; Cf IQS 4:2-6, 9-11).” 
NJBC, p.1413.

55 For literature on the Beatitudes see Carter, What Are They Saying About Matthew’s 
Sermon on the Mount? pp. 82-88, 97-102 and Matthew Luz, pp. 224-246. Jesus may 
have had in mind Is 61:1-4, one of the Servant Songs. According to Viviano, NJBC, p. 
640: “In Matthew ‘purity o f heart’ stands close to justice and includes covenant 
fidelity, loyalty to God’s commands, sincere worship.” A classic treatment is J. 
Dupont, Les Beatitudes, 3 vols. Paris, 1954-73.

56 On the Beatitudes see St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., I-H, q. 69; Jacques Dupont, Les 
Beatitudes, and Simon Tugwell, O.P., The Beatitudes.
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acquire by education and study? According to Aquinas57 these natural 
virtues include the whole array of theoretical and practical insights, the 
various sciences, and philosophy. But one can have true faith and lack 
all intellectual education. Jesus, it is written, once exclaimed, “I give 
praise to you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, for although you have 
hidden these things from the wise and the learned you have revealed 
them to the childlike” (Mt 11:25-26). Hence, God can give the virtue of 
faith even to the least intellectual and educated, even to small infants in 
Baptism. “There are those with little understanding who fear God, and 
those of great intelligence who violate the law” (Si 19:20).

Yet faith does not weaken human intelligence or learning but 
elevates it to a higher level of activity, and this purified human knowl
edge can be of great service to the Church, as the great Doctors of the 
Church have shown. Here the axiom “grace perfects nature” is verified 
and we could add also that “nature serves grace.”

Faith and Baptism

The Risen Lord said (according to the canonical ending of Mark),58 
“Go into the whole world and proclaim the gospel to every creature. 
Whoever believes and is baptized will be saved; whoever does not 
believe will be condemned” (Mk 16:15-16; cf. Mt 28:19-20). Thus all 
who hear the Gospel and see the signs that it is the Word of God are 
commanded most solemnly by Jesus to profess their faith and be bap
tized. Baptism is an act of faith, but it is also an act of God through the 
ministry of the Church by which the Holy Spirit perfects our faith and 
confers the graces with which he anointed Jesus in his baptism when 
the Father said, “You are my beloved Son, with you I am well pleased” 
(Mk 1:11).59

57 S.T., I-II, q. 57.
58 This is not found in many early Greek manuscripts, yet is found in others equally early 

and is canonical. Hence, its theological value is not lessened by the fact that it may 
have been added to the Second Gospel in the Apostolic Age. Most scholars think it is 
dependent on the other Gospels.

59 On Baptism see CCC # 1213-1284. Note its unity with Confirmation and Eucharist as 
“the sacraments o f Christian initiation” (CCC #  1285). Note also the historical
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The Old Testament marked the reception of males as members of 
the Chosen People by the sacrament of circumcision (Gn 17:1-14; Ex 
4:24-26; 12:44, 48) which Jesus himself received (Lk 2:21). But this 
rite did not of itself confer grace, as does the sacrament of Baptism in 
water and the Holy Spirit (Mk 1:8; Jn 1:33; 3:5) which has replaced 
circumcision in the New Testament and is conferred on females also.60

The Church’s solemn liturgy of Baptism in the Easter Vigil reca
pitulates many of the events of salvation history, especially the cre
ation (Gn 1), the purification of fallen creation by the flood (Gn 6:5- 
9:17), the exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt through the Red Sea (Ex 
14), and their entrance to the Promised Land across the Jordan (Jos 3- 
4), the striking of the rock by Moses which brought forth a fountain 
(Nb 20:6-13), the many purification rites of the Old Law (e.g., Lv 8:6), 
the water flowing from the side of the temple to sweeten the Dead Sea 
(Ezk 47); as well as New Testament events such as the preaching of 
John the Baptist (Mk 1:1-11) and the flowing of water and blood from 
Jesus’ heart on the Cross (Jn 19:31-37). Moreover, blessed water (“holy 
water”) is used in many ways in Catholic devotional life as a reminder 
of the baptismal waters.

Another symbol of faith is the lighted candle or lamp. The menorah 
or seven-branched lampstand illumined the sanctuary of the Jewish 
temple (Ex 37:17-24). Candles are lit by the wife in Jewish homes on 
Friday evening to welcome the Sabbath. In the Church a special pas
chal candle is blessed and lighted at the Easter Vigil. Lighted candles 
are given to the newly baptized and to those renewing their baptismal 
vows, and candles are lit on the altars, before the reserved Eucharist, 
before the holy icons, and carried at the reading of the Gospel, etc. 
These lights stand for Christ, the Light of the World (Jn 1:3,9), for our 
faith in Christ, and for our witness to others of our faith in the Gospel. 
“Your light must shine before others, that they may see your good 
deeds and glorify your heavenly Father” (Mt 5:16).61 Thus in a very

explanation of the temporal separation of Baptism from Confirmation in the Latin 
Church, but not in the Eastern Church: CCC #1290-1292.

60 C C C# 1150-1152.
61 CCC# 1243.
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rich and profound way Christian Baptism is a sacrament that sums up 
the teaching of the whole Bible on God’s gift of true life.

By Baptism we are incorporated into Christ and made adopted 
sons and daughters as he is God’s Son in the Trinity. We are reborn to 
a share in the divine life as a child is bom from the womb of its mother 
(Jn 3:3-7), and as St. Paul says (Rm 6:3), we die to sin as Christ died 
that we might rise in him. Hence Baptism remits all sins committed 
before Baptism (Rm 6:7). Baptism and the faith it “seals” (2 Cor 1:22) 
is the foundation of the whole Christian life and Catholics renew their 
baptismal vows every Sunday in the Creed and every year in the Pas
chal Vigil. In the early Church and today in the Rites of Christian Ini
tiation, instruction in the faith also includes basic instruction in Chris
tian morality.

Since in Baptism not only are sins washed away, but the baptized 
becomes a temple of the Holy Spirit, in the early Church the Sacrament 
of Confirmation which symbolizes this anointing and indwelling of the 
Spirit was conferred immediately following Baptism, and this practice 
is continued in the Eastern Churches. In the Latin Church this is also 
done for adults, but Confirmation may be delayed for children until a 
suitable age determined by the bishops of the country.62

For adult converts Baptism, Confirmation, and the Eucharist are 
the completion of their preparation to be Christians and the beginning 
of their life as Christians through the Rites of Initiation. Christian par
ents also have a solemn obligation to have their children baptized soon 
after birth, because of Jesus’ command quoted above and his saying to 
the apostles, “Let the children come to me, and do not prevent them; for 
the kingdom of heaven belongs to such as these” (Mt 19:14). Children 
are bom into a sinful world and from the moment of their existence are 
touched by the effects of that world so different from what the Creator 
intended it to be. Hence from the beginning of their lives they should be 
received into the Church, the community which is the beginning of the 
redemption and transformation of the world, and thus be placed on the 
path to God by the faith of their parents and of the whole Church.

62 CCC # 1212, 1285, 1289-1292. More will be said about Confirmation in Chapter 5.
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Spiritual Blindness

The prophets of the Old Testament constantly called Israel back to 
faith and warned them of the consequences of turning away from the 
light of God into darkness. Jeremiah laments, “This is the nation that 
does not listen to the voice of the Lord, its God, or take correction. 
Faithfulness has disappeared; the word itself is banished from their 
speech” (Jr 7:28). But none of these prophets was more emphatic than 
Jesus who, for all his gentleness, the Fourth Gospel presents as declar
ing: “Whoever rejects me and does not accept my words has something 
to judge him: the word that I spoke, it will condemn him on the last 
day” (Jn 12:48).

To sin against faith is possible in several ways. The first and most 
serious is infidelity by which the faith is rejected knowingly and will
ingly, which on the part of a baptized Christian can be either (formal) 
heresy (stubborn denial of what is known to be a truth or truths re
vealed by God) or apostasy (total desertion of the Christian religion).63 
Such acts are sins “against the light of the Holy Spirit” and are more 
fatal than any other sin, except those against hope and love, because 
they close off the sinner from access to God as long as the sinner stub
bornly persists in the refusal to believe. It is probably this kind of 
“deadly” sin of which John warns:

If anyone sees his brother sinning, if the sin is not deadly, he 
should pray to God and he will give him life. This is only for 
those whose sin is not deadly. There is such a thing as deadly 
sin, about which I do not say that you should pray. All wrongdo
ing is sin, but there is sin that is not deadly (1 Jn 5:16-17; cf. Mk 
3:29; Heb 6:4-6; 10:26-31).

Such texts were intended to impress on the early Church, so 
tempted to deny the faith under persecution, how serious such sins are. 
Since, however, we can never judge for sure that someone has actually 
committed such a sin interiorly, we can always pray for every sinner.

63 CCC # 2087-2089.
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no matter how wicked they seem, and God by his omnipotent power 
can always convert them.

In the later books of the New Testament, after heresies and 
apostasies had begun to be serious problems in the Christian commu
nity, there are many warnings against the influence of heretics. Thus 
we read:

Avoid profane, idle talk, for such people will become more and 
more godless, and their teaching will spread like gangrene. 
Among them are Hymenaeus and Philetus, who have deviated 
from the truth by saying that the resurrection has already taken 
place and are upsetting the faith of some (1 Tm 2:16-18).
I now feel a need to write to encourage you to contend for the 
faith that was once for all handed down to the holy ones. For 
there have been some intruders, who long ago were designated 
for this condemnation, godless persons, who pervert the grace 
of our God into licentiousness and who deny our only Master 
and Lord, Jesus Christ (Jude vv. 3-4; cf. 2 P 2:1-22; 1 Tm 1:3- 
20).

From the fifth century on it was traditionally held in the Church 
that while force can never be used to coerce a person to accept the faith 
and be baptized (or even the children of unwilling parents), once they 
have been baptized they can justly be required even by force to live up 
to their baptismal promises.64 In this period it was universally assumed 
that every state, Christian, Islamic, or whatever, in order to maintain its 
civil unity required a state religion, so that those who did not adhere to 
this religion were second-class citizens or aliens and those who under
mine it were traitors to the state. Consequently, the governments of 
Christian states held the Church responsible for maintaining religious 
uniformity through its religious courts and by religious sanctions, while 
the state itself enforced the Church’s judgments by the usual criminal 
sanctions of fines, imprisonment, or capital punishment.

64 See Joseph Lecler, Toleration and the Reformation. Note especially his discussion of 
how Augustine reluctantly came to accept the use of force against heresy as a result of 
its use against the Church by the Donatists and the way his writing on the subject was 
later distorted, pp. 56-59.
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Hence at that time the Church accepted “religious liberty” in the 
modem sense only in the form of “toleration,” that is, to avoid greater 
evils, and it strictly forbade any form of communicatio in sacris, that is, 
sharing worship of God with non-Catholics. This was the basis of the 
practice of the Inquisition when it not only excommunicated heretics 
but also called on the state to enforce the Church’s decrees against 
heresy even by capital punishment.65 In response to the rise of the modem 
secularized state such as the U.S.A. which is neutral both to religion 
and irreligion and because of a more perfect appreciation of the Gospel 
teaching on the dignity of the human person Vatican II declared that:

A wrong is done when government imposes upon its people, by 
force or fear or other means, the profession or repudiation of any 
religion, or when it hinders men from joining or leaving a reli
gious body.66

In the Middle Ages it was generally assumed that anyone who 
dissented from the teaching of the Catholic Church after warning was 
a formal heretic, and the Churches of the Reform took the same stance 
as regards the “reformed religion.” Today, however, as a result of the 
pluralism of our society, and our better understanding of the subjective 
aspect of human thinking — the many factors of background and cul
ture which hinder human communication — we generally assume that 
most people, even those raised as Catholics but who have left the Church, 
are so conditioned by their culture that their rejection of Christianity, 
and within Christianity of Catholicism, is not formal but material. That 
is to say, this rejection is due to lack of information, misunderstanding, 
or emotional compulsions, rather than of stubborn ill will. Vatican II 
made this assumption in its Decrees on Religious Liberty, on Ecumenism 
and on Relations of the Church to non-Christian Religions, and showed

65 Recent studies are giving us a more objective view of this dread institution, e.g., see 
Gustav Hinningsen and John Tedeschi, eds. in association with Charles Amiel, The 
Inquisition in Early Modem Europe-, William Monter, Frontiers of Heresy which deals 
mainly with Aragon 1530-1630 and John Tedeschi, The Prosecution of Heresy with 
Italy. For the much worse scandal of the Inquisition and witchcraft in Northern Europe 
see Richard Kieckhefer, European Witch Trials.

66 DH # 6.
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a sympathetic understanding even for the professed atheists of our day.67
Hence those of other religions are not merely to be tolerated by 

Catholics, but truly respected for the elements of truth these religions 
promote and the good will of their practitioners. A certain degree of 
shared worship with such non-Catholics is permitted, provided that no 
denial or appearance of denial of Catholic truths is entailed.68 While 
such sharing with those who do not share the Catholic faith has risks of 
occasioning indifference to the unique truth of the Faith, it also opens 
the way to share the Gospel with others in its fullness. In particular 
Catholics have a serious responsibility to work for the unity of all Chris
tians (ecumenism) according to the prayer of the Lord at the Last Sup
per, “Holy Father, keep them in your name that you have given me, so 
that they may be one as we are one” (Jn 17:11), a prayer that surely 
refers to all who acknowledge Christ as Lord.

Short of heresy is error, that is, a direct denial of a doctrine taught 
by the Magisterium as certain, but not solemnly defined. If this doc
trine is closely related to defined doctrines, to deny it is said to be “near 
heresy.” If on the other hand it is only against a teaching which is 
theologically certain, it is a theological error. To hold or teach such 
theological errors without good reasons or directly against common 
and safe teaching (generally admitted by theologians as conformed to 
revelation but not proposed as certain; for example, Augustine’s and 
Aquinas’ views on the analogy between the human soul and the Trin
ity), as well as to promote improbable opinions (e.g., that the Blessed 
Virgin was a priest) which lack solid reasons is irresponsible or “rash.”

Responsible faith also requires that we express our opinions about 
matters of doctrine in a serious and reverent way, so that what we say 
does not “smack of heresy” or of error; for example, simply to declare 
without explanation “Jesus is just a man” suggests a wrong sense, as if 
He were not also God. Expressions can also “sound bad” {male sonans) 
which have a true sense but offend common usage, or are “offensive to 
pious ears” (piis auribus offensivum) although not false. Of course

67 GS n. 19-21; CC C# 2123-2128.
68 C C C # 820-821.
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Catholics’ familiarity with the sacred sometimes leads them to speak in 
a slangy and joking way about sacred matters without any intention of 
irreverence but rather with an attitude of affection, but here good taste 
and respect for what is sacred need to be observed.

Just as faith requires positively that we profess the faith publicly 
and bring it to others, so it forbids the sin of blasphemy, which is the 
opposite of the profession of faith and the praise of God. It consists in 
seriously defaming God and the things of God in our speech and ac
tions, and is a very grave sin (Lv 24:15-16, Is 36:23; 2 K 19:6; Tb 1:18; 
2 M 15; 1 Tm 1:20; Col 3:8) both because it shows our inner lack of 
love of God and because it can lead others to a wrong attitude toward 
our Creator. Blasphemy does not hurt God but it hides the holy, loving 
face of God from ourselves and others.69

In the Ten Commandments the first commandment against wor
shipping false gods implies negatively the positive obligation to be
lieve in the True God; the second and third commandments oblige us to 
reverence his Holy Name and join in his worship by the community of 
faith. These first three commandments of the Decalogue are discussed 
at length in the Catechism of the Catholic Church (# 2083-2195) and 
its entire Part Two on the Sacraments and Part Four on Prayer are 
devoted to guidance on worship of God “in Spirit and in truth” (Jn 
4:23). Since all the precepts of the Decalogue also involve obligations 
of justice, they will be further discussed below in Chapter 6. In the New 
Testament these obligations are often mentioned.70 In prayer and espe
cially in receiving the sacraments we should express our faith. That is 
why in the revision of the ritual of the sacraments after Vatican II, 
special care was taken to begin the celebration of each sacrament with 
a reading from Scripture to arouse the faith of the receiver and all 
attending, and why the renewal of baptismal vows with the Creed was 
made a central feature of the Easter Vigil as well as the recitation of the 
Creed on all Sundays and solemn feasts. In this way Christians con
stantly renew the faith that lights their way on their journey to God.71

69 CC C # 2142-2167.
70 DS 2116-2117; Vatican I, DS 3031; CCC # 2087-2140.
71 CC C # 1153-1155, 1190.
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Summary of Norms

Since the object of Christian faith is the Triune God as the Father has 
revealed himself through Jesus Christ and his Church animated by his 
Holy Spirit, we can formulate the following positive ethical norm per
taining to the theological virtue of faith and which is equivalent to the 
First Commandment of the Decalogue (Dt 5:1-10). Note that the bibli
cal citations after each summary norm are intended not as “proof texts” 
but as illustrations of themes treated at greater length in this chapter.

1. Since union with God is the ultimate goal of human life which we can 
not attain by our own power but only by the grace of Christ, we must 
be baptized and must firmly believe all that God has revealed to us for 
our salvation in Scripture and Tradition as this may be defined for us 
by the bishops of the Church in union with the successor of St. Peter 
and must constantly follow it as the guide of our life to that goal (Mt 
28:19-20; 16:18-19).

And consequently we can state the following negative norms which 
oblige always and under all circumstances:

2. Never give the worship due the one God to any creature (idolatry; this 
is forbidden by the First Commandment, Dt 5:7-9a).

3. Never deny the Word of God as definitively taught by the Catholic 
Church (heresy) or refuse obedience of mind and will to her ordinary 
teaching (error, cf. Mk 1:15; Jn 1:12-13; Lk 10:16).72

4. Never renounce one’s baptismal vow (infidelity) or publicly deny one’s 
faith (2 P 2:21).

5. Never speak or act in such a way as to show public contempt for God 
0blasphemy, sacrilege; this is forbidden by the Second Commandment, 
Dt 5:11).

72 Some might object that, as already explained in the text, it is at least possible that there 
could be circumstances in which it would be a duty to dissent from the ordinary, non- 
infallible teaching of the Magisterium. In my opinion such dissent would not be 
contrary to this norm if (as also explained in the text) it was done in such a way as 
neither to undermine the authority o f the Magisterium nor usurp this authority as a 
guide to faith and conscience, but prudently and loyally to assist the Magisterium in the 
better formulation or development of its doctrine.
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6. Never cease to try to live in accordance with one’s faith and to foster 
it by private prayer and communal worship (prescribed by the Third 
Commandment, Dt 5:12).

The breaching of any of these negative precepts is mortally sinful 
if fully deliberate (and, in the case of heresy and error, stubborn, or, as 
regards blasphemy really contemptuous, or, as regards communal 
worship, habitual). The negative precepts regarding sins against faith 
oblige only because their violation blocks the fulfillment of the posi
tive precept of faith for ourselves and perhaps also for others, which is 
humbly to accept God’s guidance as our teacher, the Light that guides 
us home.

From his [the Word’s] fullness we have all received, grace in 
place of grace, because while the law was given through Moses, 
grace and truth came through Jesus Christ. No one has ever 
seen God. The only Son, God, who is at the Father’s side, has 
revealed him (Jn 1:16-18).





Chapter 3

LIVING WISELY

Solomon said: "Therefore I prayed, and prudence 
was given to me; I pleaded and the spirit of Wisdom came to 

me. I preferred her to scepter and throne” (Ws 7:7).

A: MORAL WISDOM

Is Faith Moral Wisdom?

In the Old Testament the term “Wisdom” (Hebrew hokmah, Greek 
sophia) is so common a theme that a whole class of biblical books are 
called “Wisdom literature” (the seven books of Job, Psalms, Proverbs, 
Qoheleth, Song of Songs, Wisdom, Sirach; but “Wisdom” influence is 
also found in other books such as Deuteronomy, Baruch, Chronicles, 
etc.). This type of literature was common in the ancient Near East, 
especially in Egypt.1 Books like Proverbs are modeled on such litera
ture, which was generally the work of a learned class, in the Bible 
called “scribes,” and it is characterized by its praise of “the way of 
Wisdom” and its denunciation of “the way of Folly” (Pr 4:10-27).2

Wisdom literature reflects not the legal codification of the Torah, 
but the accumulated experience of the ages, usually in proverbial or 
poetic form, in a spirit that is worldly-wise, often earthy, and skeptical 
of human illusions. Such wisdom is one of the chief sources of the

1 For texts and analyses o f Egyptian and Mesopotamian wisdom literature see McKane,
Proverbs, pp. 51-210.

2 On the notion of “Wisdom” in the Old Testament see the article o f Roland E. Murphy,
ABD, VI, pp. 920-931 with bibliography, pp. 930-931; also Patrick Skehan and A.
Di Leila, The Wisdom of Ben Sira, pp. 31-39, with bibliography, pp. 119-122.
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moral teaching of the Bible, having its own special point of view comple
mentary to that of the Torah.

In several of these books Wisdom is personified as feminine — 
the Divine Wisdom by whom God created the world and by which he 
instructs humankind in the right way of life:

Does not Wisdom call,
and Understanding raise her voice?...
“The Lord begot me, the firstborn of his ways.
The forerunner of his prodigies of long ago...
When he established the heavens I was there...
Then was I beside him as his craftsman,
And I was his delight day by day.
Playing before him all the while.
Playing on the surface of his earth;
And I found delight in the sons of men.
So now, O children, listen to me;
Instruction and wisdom do not reject!”
(Pr 8:1, 22, 27, 30-33a).3

In the New Testament both the Second Person of the Trinity 
(“Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God,” 1 Cor 1:24; the 
Logos or Word of God, Jn 1:1) and the Third Person (the Holy Spirit, 
“We speak... not with words taught by human wisdom, but with words 
taught by the Spirit, describing spiritual realities in spiritual terms,” 1 
Cor 2:13), seemed to be identified with the Old Testament Wisdom. Or 
perhaps it is better to say that Old Testament Wisdom is God’s self
revelation to us in Creation and the Law (Ps 19; Ba 3:9-4:4), while in 
the New Testament this revelation is seen to be completed through the 
Incarnation of the Word and the sending of the Paraclete.4

3 McKane, p. 223 translates Pr 8:30-31 as follows: “I was beside him as his confidant,/1
gave him pleasure daily,/jesting before him continually;/ jesting about his created 
world/ and the pleasure I got from human beings.” See his commentary on pp. 336-358 
according to which Wisdom rejoices with God over the marvels of his creation (cf.
“God looked at everything he had made and found it very good,” Gn 1:31).

4 See Roland E. Murphy, O. Carm., NJBC, 27: 15-17 on the personification of Wisdom.
He concludes: “Lady Wisdom, then, is a communication o f God, through creation, to 
human beings,” i.e., the self-revelation of God as evident to us through the order of 
creation. This is close to Thomas Aquinas’ understanding of “natural law” (a term of 
Stoic origin) as a manifestation of the divine law, or God’s own wisdom.
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This biblical Wisdom is both contemplative and practical, but the 
accent is on the practical or moral, because the contemplation of the 
wisdom of God in the works of creation is generally presented (e.g., Ba 
3:9-38; 4:1-4) as an introduction to moral teaching with the implication 
that if God rules an orderly creation by wisdom, man should rule his 
life in the same way. Consequently, the opposite of biblical wisdom is 
usually not ignorance but foolishness, so that we find Dame Wisdom 
contrasted with a whore, Dame Folly (Pr 4-5).

Such moral wisdom is called in Greek phronesis, usually trans
lated “prudence.” For example we read, “In all wisdom and prudence 
[sophia kai phronesei, NAB, “wisdom and insight”] Christ has made 
known to us the mystery of his will” (Eph 1:8-9). Thus Jesus urged his 
disciples, “Be shrewd [phronimoi] as serpents and simple [akeraioi, 
unspoiled, pure] as doves” (Mt 10:16). He also illustrated this by the 
Parable of the Unjust Steward (Lk 16:1-9) whose moral is “For the 
children of this world are more prudent (phronimoteroi) than are the 
children of light” (v. 8b), and by the Parable of the Ten Virgins (Mt 
25:1-13), five foolish and five prudent (phronimoi, NAB “wise”). In 
current English the term “prudent” tends to have connotations like “cau
tious” or “compromising” which give a one-sided impression, hence 
generally I will use the term “moral wisdom.”

This practical wisdom as a gift of God is closely related to divine 
faith, but differs from it: the problem of faith, even its practical aspect, 
is how to listen to God’s self-revelation, while the problem of practical 
wisdom is how to discern what the Christian should or should not do to 
live in God’s Kingdom. Thus practical wisdom applies what God has 
revealed about our journey toward him to actual life decisions in their 
particular circumstances.

As the Parable of the Unjust Steward (Lk 16:1-9) indicates, to the 
divine gift of moral wisdom there corresponds a kind of practical wis
dom acquired by human effort, which we see in people who effectively 
manage their own lives, or their families, businesses, or political sub
jects, by a purely rational kind of planning and decision. But as divine 
faith elevates the human sciences, so God-given moral wisdom elevates 
human practical wisdom in its own service.

Nevertheless, history tells us of saints (for example, Pope St.
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Celestine V, who resigned the papacy) who lacked the naturally ac
quired moral wisdom they needed to fulfill a particular earthly office. 
Indeed it is not uncommon to meet truly pious people who do not man
age their temporal lives very well. They are practical about the salva
tion of their own souls but not in dealing with their property or manag
ing other people. Thus the divine gift of practical wisdom and human 
acquired moral practicality are complementary to each other. Since 
grace perfects nature and nature serves grace, and divine and human 
practical wisdom are analogous to each other, we can study them in 
parallel, while noting their differences.

Faith’s Goal

In practical matters decisions are relative to the goal or goals to be 
achieved; we must decide where we want to go before we decide the 
best way to get there. Consequently, Greek ethical schools were di
vided primarily by what they took to be the summum bonum or su
preme good of human life, its ultimate goal, true happiness. The Epicu
reans believed it to be pleasure, the Stoics self-control, the Platonists 
and Aristotelians the contemplation of truth to be realized in a just 
society. Thus these were teleological (telos, goal) systems of ethics, in 
contrast to the deontological (deontos, duty or obligation) systems of 
laws or rules resting on the authority of a lawgiver. (The Hebraic law, 
the Torah, is certainly deontological in form, but this legal form ex
presses a deeper teleology, as we will see in a moment.)

If these great Greek philosophers disagreed on the true goal of 
life, how can we know what it is?5 The knowledge of this supreme goal, 
and of other subordinate goals necessarily related to it, is supplied by 
reason and by faith through a virtue of our intelligence that we call 
conscience in the broad sense of that term and to which the scholastics 
gave the special name of synderesis. This “voice of conscience” is the 
awareness we all have, from the common experiences of being human,

5 CCC #1716-1729. The term “beatitude” is commonly used in theology to mean the 
perfect happiness o f eternal life with God promised us through the grace of Christ.
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that we have certain fundamental needs, which as free beings we have 
the responsibility to try to meet.6 No human being can be entirely igno
rant of these fundamental needs which pertain to human nature, al
though some have a much clearer grasp of them than others, and in 
some persons the awareness of some needs may be dulled.

Germain Grisez has described the sum of these needs as they 
constitute the goal of human life as “integral human fulfillment” and 
has analyzed this goal into seven basic goods: (a) reflexive (existen
tial): self-integration, reasonableness, justice and friendship, religion 
or holiness; (b) non-reflexive (substantive): life, knowledge and appre
ciation of beauty or excellence, activities of skillful work and play.7 
Aquinas’ simple list of four basic goods, however, seems adequate: life 
(health), reproduction, society, and truth. These four needs are inter
related and form a hierarchy. Truth is the supreme value, since with 
wisdom comes all other goods and particularly the knowledge and 
worship of God. But the fullness of truth is attainable only as the com
mon good of a human community (society) and such a community 
cannot exist and function without the reproduction of its membership 
and the health which makes this possible. Thus integral human fulfill
ment requires health, family, and society and culminates in wisdom.

These basic needs and the values which satisfy them, therefore, 
constitute the first principles of moral reasoning, i.e., of natural law 
and of ethics. Their application to the particular problems of life which 
constitute the means to this goal are the work of practical wisdom or 
prudence. The acts of judgment which tell us what to do in a given 
situation are conscience in the strict sense of the word.8

6 Vatican II, GS # 16; CCC #  1777-1782, 1795-1797. The traditional metaphor “voice of 
conscience” should not be understood in a too literal way. It is simply our realization of 
our moral responsibility as rational and free human beings and of the primary precepts 
of the natural law as we know them from our experience of living.

7 Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus, vol. 1, pp. 123-124. The difference between 
“reflexive” and “non-reflexive” goods is that the former “are both reasons for choosing 
and are in part defined in terms o f choosing” (e.g., “Part o f the meaning [of the 
reflexive good] o f self-integration is choice which brings aspects o f one’s self into 
harmony”), while the latter “are not defined in terms of choosing” but “provide reasons 
for choosing which can stand by themselves.”

8 C C C # 1778.
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Behind the deontological laws of the Old Testament is the teleol
ogy of God’s promises made in his covenant with his chosen people. 
These promises set the goal of life for the Jews which had its concrete 
historical embodiment in their hope to live according to the Mosaic law 
as faithful members of the Chosen People of the Covenant settled in the 
Promised Land “flowing with milk and honey” (Dt 31:20). After the 
Exile this goal was pictured as the return to the Holy City with its 
rebuilt Temple (Ezk 39:25-40: Iff.) under King Messiah of the House 
of David (Jr 23:5-6) to which all nations would come to worship the 
One God (Is 66:7-24).

Jesus’ goal in life is expressed in the words of the Psalm, “As it 
is written of me in the scroll. Behold I come to do your will, O God” (Ps 
40:8-9; Heb 10:7). In the narrative of Jesus’ temptation at the begin
ning of his ministry (Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13; cf. Mk 1:12-13) we find the 
same life goal stated more fully.9 Jesus replies to Satan that his goal is 
not to satisfy his own hunger (by turning stones to bread), nor to achieve 
fame in the eyes of others (by working wonders in the Temple), nor to 
possess power (by gaining the whole world through submission to Satan, 
“god of this world”: 2 Cor 4:4), but to fulfill the commandment, “The 
Lord your God shall you worship and him alone shall you serve” (Mt 
4:10; Dt 6:13).

Thus Jesus pictured the Reign of God not as a nationalistic politi
cal kingdom but as conformity to the will of his Father, and hence 
perfect union with the Father.10

Jesus answered and said to them, “Amen, amen, I say to you, a
son cannot do anything on his own, but only what he sees his

9 CCC #  538-539. “Mark relates this event in a mere two verses (1:12-13). He tells the 
fact o f the temptation but not its details. This is important because it probably 
accurately reflects the situation of the disciples regarding this event: they knew that 
Jesus had been tempted (the historicity o f the event need not be doubted), but since 
temptation is essentially a personal, inner experience they did not know exactly what 
had gone on in Jesus’ consciousness. The Q version in Matt and Luke thus probably 
represents a narrative midrash or interpretation of the event in such a way as to make it 
pastorally useful for believers. This is done by connecting the 40-day fast with Moses 
and Elijah in the desert and with the great temptation or trial o f God’s patience by the 
people in the exodus...” B. Viviano, NJBC, 42:19, p. 638.

10 On the meaning of the term “Kingdom of God” see CCC # 436-448, 547-550.
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father doing; for what he does, his son will do also. For the 
Father loves his Son and shows him everything that he himself 
does” (Jn 5:19-20).

This intimate knowledge of the Father is everlasting life in the King
dom of God. “If what you heard from the beginning remains in you, 
then you will remain in the Son and in the Father. And this is the prom
ise that he made us: eternal life” (1 Jn 2:25). This Kingdom he declared 
to be already inaugurated in his own incarnate presence (Lk 4:16-21; 
Jn 2:19-22) and he invited all humanity into his community (Mt 28:19- 
20).

The integral human fulfillment shared by all who enter the King
dom of God is nothing less than the life of the Holy Trinity. “For our 
fellowship is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 Jn 1:3). 
We have entered this Kingdom of God through conversion and bap
tism. It will attain its eternal fullness in the Trinity’s intimate revelation 
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the “beatific vision” (the vision that 
brings blessedness, perfect happiness).11

Only by entering into the life of the ever-living Triune God, who 
is the source of all goodness, truth, and beauty can every desire of 
created persons such as we are be satisfied. If we possess anything less 
than God, no matter how good it may be, our intelligences can always 
conceive of something better and our wills desire that better thing. 
Only in God can we find that inexhaustible and infinite goodness which 
lacks nothing and thus can totally satisfy us as creatures endowed with 
intelligence and freedom. That cannot be said of any of the other things 
that humans desire, whether fame or fortune, health or pleasure, suc
cess or achievement, or the love of any creature.

Beloved, we are God’s children now; what we shall be has not 
yet been revealed. We do know that when it is revealed we shall 
be like him, for we shall see him as he is (1 Jn 3:2).

CCC # 163, 2548-2550, 2557.
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Nature and Supernature

The Church has defined against the heresy of Pelagianism that this goal 
of eternal life in God, promised by the Scriptures, is not possible to us 
through our own powers.12 Some religions, such as those of India, claim 
that through a rigorous discipline of meditation we can arrive at a vi
sion of the Absolute Spirit, because our own spiritual souls are in real
ity identical with the Absolute.13 Jews, Christians, and Muslims, how
ever, without denying the reality and profundity of the spiritual expe
riences of the great mystics of the Orient, are convinced that because 
God is the Creator and we are only creatures, we are absolutely distinct 
from God, and can never be identified with him. Our perfect happiness 
can only be to remain ourselves, yet to come to “see him as he is.”14 

In Genesis 1-2 the original state of humanity in the creation is 
pictured as one in which human nature, made in the image of God, 
existed in its integrity, as entirely good, though finite.15 Yet, since by 
nature we are made of “the clay of the ground” (Gn 2:7) we are liable 
to death and all the other frailties of material things.

The dust returns to the earth as it once was, and the life breath 
returns to God who gave it. Vanity of vanities, say Qoheleth, all 
things are vanity! (Ec 12:7-8).

Hence, when we read in Genesis 1-3 the symbolic account of

12 Trent, DS # 1551; CCC # 1997-1999.
13 In none of the major eastern religions of Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and 

Taoism is there an explicit doctrine of “creation” as there is in the religions of Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. In the Eastern religions the Absolute by the necessity o f its 
nature emanates the universe and hence is never entirely distinct from it. It is true that 
some Hindu thinkers avoid the notion o f “necessity” by speaking of creation as 
“playful” yet they do not admit that the Absolute could exist without playing, i.e., 
without a universe. Even in the insistently “dualistic” theology of the Hindu Ramanuja 
the universe is distinct from God only as the human body is from the soul (see John 
Braistead Carman, The Theology of Ramanuja). In the theistic religions, on the 
contrary, God produces the universe by an act o f free will, so that God is absolutely 
“other” than the creation and could exist without it. See Frederick Copleston, S.J., 
Religion and the One: Philosophies East and West.

14 CCC # 285.
15 CCC # 374-379, 384.
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how God placed Adam and Eve in a garden, a perfect environment 
where they were safe from every misery, and promised them immortal
ity if they lived by his laws, we discover that in creating us God en
dowed us also with something beyond our nature, something super
natural.16 Above all, we note that Adam and Eve lived in intimate com
munion with God, who walked in the garden with them and talked to 
them directly (Gn 2:16; 3:9). Only after sin did the angel with the flaming 
sword bar their access to the garden and to intimate conversation with 
God (Gn 3:23-24).

The early Church Fathers and the tradition of the Eastern Church 
were well aware of the sinful condition of humanity after the Fall and 
the need of Christ’s grace for its restoration to its original integrity and 
intimacy with God, but they did not develop an explicit theology of the 
relation of grace to nature in humanity’s original state, nor of the trans
mission of sin from Adam to all his descendants. In the Latin Church, 
however, in the fifth century the heresy of Pelagius led St. Augustine 
and others to develop a dynamic theology of the transmission of origi
nal sin, its effects on human nature made in God’s image, and the 
restoration of this image by grace, a restoration which will not be fully 
realized until the end of history. Yet Augustine’s dialectical resolution 
of this problem left many unanswered questions for the scholastic theo
logians to tackle.17

St. Thomas Aquinas18 took the view that Adam and Eve were 
created in the state of grace, having an integral human nature imaging 
God but further transformed by grace so as to be united to the Trinity 
indwelling in them through faith, hope, and love, and called to the 
perfect vision of the Trinity as the reward of faithful obedience to God. 
Adam as head of the human race would have transmitted this heritage 
of grace to all his descendants, but he lost that treasure for himself and 
his heirs, thus leaving the whole human race stripped naked of its trans-

16 Trent, DS 1510-1516; CCC # 374-379, 384-390.
17 See Karl Rahner, “Original Sin,” Encyclopedia of Theology, pp. 1148-1155, and my 

discussion in Theologies of the Body, pp. 377-385, p. 408 with selected bibliography p. 
408, note 95.

18 S.T., I, q. 95-100; I II, q. 81-83.
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formation by grace and in a merely natural state, no longer able to 
obtain the intimate union with God for which he had destined humanity 
in creation.

This tragic divestment of grace has not corrupted the forces of 
our complex human nature, which continues to image its Creator, but 
it destroys that harmonization and unification of these forces which 
resulted from their orientation by grace toward union with God. Hence, 
we now experience in ourselves the effects of Adam’s sin in the con
flict between the different forces of our nature (“concupiscence”). As 
St. Paul says (speaking of his bodily “members” as typical of all the 
elements of human nature, the psychological as well as the physical):

I see in my members another principle at war with the law of my 
mind, taking me captive to the law of sin that dwells in my 
members. Miserable one that I am! Who will deliver me from 
this mortal body? (Rm 7:23-25).19

According to Aquinas, the grace of conversion and baptism by 
restoring our orientation to perfect union with God (justification) be
gins the work of reordering our nature (sanctification), which must be 
completed before we can be united with God. Those who die in grace, 
but not yet completely sanctified must pass through Purgatory. Those 
who die without conversion to God will remain forever in Hell. Unbap
tized children who have committed no personal sin but have not re
ceived the grace of Christ will remain in Limbo, a state of happiness 
proportionate to human nature, but still lacking the transformation 
through grace.20

The Reformers, suspicious of the scholastic theology and accept
ing only what was explicit in the Bible, yet still much influenced by

19 Who is the “I” in this passage? See summary of positions by Fitzmyer, NJB, p. 850, 
who adopts, rightly I believe, the view of Ernst Kasemann, which he summarizes thus: 
“Paul is making use o f a rhetorical figure, Ego, to dramatize in an intimate, personal 
way the experience common to all unregenerate human beings faced with the Mosaic 
law and relying on their own resources to meet its obligations.” It is, therefore, not 
autobiographical except in the sense that Paul is included along with all o f us.

20 S.T., III, Suppl. q. 97-99; IV Sent., d. 21, q. 1; / /  Sent., d. 33, q. 2.
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Augustine and the legalism of late medieval theology in their interpre
tation of the Bible, abandoned the distinction between integral human 
nature and its transformation by grace. For them grace was simply 
God’s act of forgiving the legal penalties of sin. Consequently, they 
understood the Fall, not as the loss of transforming grace, but as the 
corruption of human nature itself and the disfigurement or even erasure 
of the image of God in us. Hence, original sin remains in us as the 
actual sins of rebellion of our corrupted nature against God. For Luther 
grace and faith appropriate for us the holiness of Christ as if it were our 
own, but leave us in this life still in our sinful condition. Hence until 
death a Christian, though justified by faith in Christ, still remains in 
him or herself a sinner (simul justus et peccator). Calvin and the more 
radical reformers put more emphasis on the power of grace to sanctify 
us and enable us to keep God’s law, but they balanced this optimism by 
an even more pessimistic account of our fallen nature than Luther’s.

A similar pessimism developed among Catholics with the 
Jansenists (followers of Baius and Jansenius of the University of 
Louvain). Against this tendency, eventually condemned by the Church, 
orthodox Catholic theologians speculated extensively about “the state 
of pure nature,” i.e., about what humanity would have been like if it 
had not been created in grace. The unfortunate result was an anthropol
ogy in which human nature and supemature were portrayed as parallel 
possibilities, having only an extrinsic relation to each other — the so- 
called “two-story anthropology.”21

The Natural Desire to See God

In our century some theologians have reacted strongly against this 
“extrinsicism.” Led by the French Jesuit, Henri de Lubac,22 they have

21 The best introduction to this question is still Henri Rondet, S.J., The Grace of Christ: A 
Brief History of the Theology of Grace (1966).

22 See the summary of his position, first proposed in Le Surnaturel (1946), in his A Brief 
Catechesis on Nature and Grace (1980).
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revived the views of Augustine, or even those of the Eastern Church,23 
while interpreting them in terms of modern philosophy with its anthro
pology of the human subject defined by “self-transcendence.” Argu
ments are brought forward to show that the human person by its very 
nature as a finite self-conscious subject necessarily tends to perfect 
union with the Infinite God.24

This line of thought, of course, raises the question as to why, if 
we have by nature an orientation to perfect union with God, should we 
require grace to be so oriented? De Lubac’s answer is that although we 
have this orientation by nature, we are powerless to attain this goal, 
especially in our sinful condition. Hence we need grace to attain the 
goal to which by nature we tend.

Although de Lubac presents this as consistent with the teaching 
of St. Thomas if not that of Thomists, he neglects the point that in St. 
Thomas’ philosophy, every nature must tend to a goal proportionate to 
itself and its own powers.25 Human nature, therefore, to be a nature, 
must have its own appropriate natural end which it can achieve by its 
own natural acts, namely to know God by natural reason through his

23 See Antoine Slomowski, L ’etatprimitive de I’homme dans la tradition de Veglise avant 
saint Augustin. It is a common error to claim that the Eastern Fathers did not teach the 
doctrine o f original sin. Under the influence of the Platonic dualism of Origen they 
tended to identify the “Fall” with the material embodiment o f the spiritual soul and the 
consequent need for sex to perpetuate the species beyond death. They speculated that if 
there had been no sin, there would have been no sex. Augustine was the first to clearly 
teach that there would have been sex in a sinless Paradise. On the development of 
Augustine’s thought on this topic see Peter Brown, Augustine’s Sexuality.

24 Such arguments usually claim that human self-consciousness is immediately, although 
unthematically, aware of our intelligence as a real, existent being with an inherent 
dynamism to continue to question being until it attains Absolute Being. Since “no 
natural tendency can be in vain,” the Absolute (God) must exist, and be known as the a 
priori horizon of all our thinking. It is claimed that because this argument takes its 
departure from the real existence of the intelligence as a dynamic entity, it escapes the 
criticism made of the “ontological arguments” refuted by Kant because they invalidly 
conclude from mental being to real being. On the history of this claim see Georges Van 
Riet, Thomistic Epistemology, 2 vols.

25 See the discussion of de Lubac’s position in J.-H. Nicolas, O.P., Les profondeurs de la 
grace, pp. 334-399 with the brief bibliography on the controversy, p. 332, n. 1.
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creation and to live a life of virtue according to the natural law.26 Not 
only did the Greek philosophers discuss such a naturally good life, but 
as we have already seen, the Jews of the Old Testament (with the ex
ception of a few obscure texts that foreshadow something greater) did 
not conceive the good life as the enjoyment of the beatific vision, but in 
entirely human terms.

There is nothing better for man than to eat and drink and provide 
himself with good things by his labors. Even this, I realized, is 
from the hand of God. For who can eat and drink apart from 
him? For to whatever man he sees fit he gives wisdom and knowl
edge and joy; but to the sinner he gives the task of gathering 
possessions to be given to whatever man God sees fit. This also 
is vanity and a chase after wind (Ec 2:24-26).

Nevertheless, the Gospel is the Good News that God has called us by 
grace not merely to this imperfect natural happiness but to an abso
lutely perfect happiness in intimate union with him.

If we can never attain God by our own powers, is it not (as Aristotle 
seems to have thought) impossible for us ever to cross the infinite gap 
between ourselves and God?27 Indeed, we cannot prove by any philo
sophical reasoning that the beatific vision is even possible. What we

26 A basic argument against the Thomistic position is that material natures are 
determinatum ad unum, determined to act in a uniform way, while the human person is 
essentially free and, therefore, it would seem cannot have a determinant natural end but 
must be “open” to grace. But Thomists have never used the term “human nature” as if 
it were univocally the same as a material nature. The natural end to which the nature of 
the human person is determined is first o f all the abstract essential Universal Good 
which is existentially realized for the human person as “integral natural human 
fulfillment.” This finality leaves us open and free with respect to the means to this 
natural goal, but also for elevation by grace to an infinitely higher supernatural goal, 
namely God, since God is, in fact, concretely the universal existential Good.

27 “In friendship quantitative equality is primary and proportion to merit secondary. This 
becomes clear if there is a great interval in respect o f virtue or vice or wealth or 
anything else between the parties; for then they are no longer friends, and do not even 
expect to be so. This is most manifest in the case of the gods; for they surpass us most 
decisively in all good things.” Nicomachean Ethics, Bk VIII, Ch. 7, 1158b 33-36. St. 
Thomas Aquinas answers this, S.T., II-II, q. 23, a. lc, by pointing out that the Gospel 
tells us that “Since we have communion with God in this, that God communicates his 
own blessedness to us, on the basis o f this communion a certain kind of friendship is 
established.”
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can show philosophically (as St.Thomas Aquinas argued28) is that since 
we are persons having intellects and wills open to all reality there is 
nothing in our nature which indicates it to be impossible for God, with
out destroying our natures, to grant us this gift of union with him. Old 
Testament Jews feared that to see God would mean death (Jg 6:22; 
13:22, etc.). The New Testament tells us that to see God will be to enter 
into God’s glory which will heal our nature and make it immortal.

Thus when Aquinas spoke of our “natural desire” for the beatific 
vision, he was only refuting the arguments of those who claimed that 
such a goal was impossible because it is contradictory to our natures. 
We have such a “natural desire” to see God face to face in the sense that 
our intelligence tends to seek all reality, and our will, following that 
intelligence, to approve all the goodness of all reality. Since, however, 
by reason we do not know whether this is even possible, as reasonable 
creatures we should be content with the imperfect happiness due to a 
creature. It is only when God himself invites us to union with him that 
this natural desire is transformed into the sublime love of charity which 
motivates the Christian life.

That God has indeed issued this invitation to all humanity be
comes apparent when we find in all religions strong mystical tenden
cies and examples of sublime virtue,29 and when in the Church we see 
the holiness of the saints, and above all of Jesus himself and his mother 
Mary.

So then you are no longer strangers and sojourners, but you are 
fellow citizens with the holy ones and members of the house
hold of God, built upon the foundation of the apostles and proph
ets, with Christ Jesus himself as the capstone. Through him the 
whole structure is held together and grows into a temple sacred 
in the Lord; in him you also are being built together into a dwell
ing place of God in the Spirit (Eph 2:19-22).30

Thus in the actual creation in which we live our natural goal to be 
fully human remains truly a goal for us, but it is in fact not our ultimate

28 S.T., I-II, q. 3, a. 8.
29 On this see Vatican II, Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian 

Religions (NA); CCC # 839-849; also GS # 10.
30 The “marks of the Church,” see CCC #  813-870.
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goal, which includes but far surpasses imperfect, natural happiness. As 
the shepherd boy David might well have been content to grow up a 
pastoral patriarch, a wise head of a household of fine sons and daugh
ters and a rich owner of a great herd, but instead was called by God to 
lead his people as a great warrior and their anointed king, ancestor of 
the Messiah (1 S 16:1-13), so we are called to something much greater 
than might have been suspected merely from our human nature.

This higher calling by God, however, does not obliterate our nature 
or its needs, but widens and deepens them. Germain Grisez has ac
cused Aristotle of reducing the needs of human nature to a single one, 
contemplation of the truths accessible to human reason; and has argued 
that this can be the goal only of an elite.31 The fact, however, that 
Aristotle and Aquinas consider contemplation our deepest need and 
highest goal which unifies everything else we need, by no means shows 
that they failed to recognize that in the natural order the goal propor
tionate to our complex human nature is not one single good, but an 
ordered hierarchy of goods. Thus we have a summum bonum and also 
subordinated goals which too must be met.

The elevation of this integrated natural end by grace in no way 
contradicts or merely parallels these natural goods, but transforms them 
by replacing life and reproduction with immortal, eternal life and earthly 
society with the Kingdom of God centered no longer in the merely 
natural knowledge and worship of God but in the beatific vision. Thus 
in achieving our supernatural goal we also attain our natural goal of 
integral human fulfillment, and transcend it by becoming adopted chil
dren of God, participants in the divine life. This supernatural goal is not 
only inclusive of all natural goals, but unifies them completely, since in 
possessing God alone, we possess all that God has created. For natural 
happiness we need many essential goods, but for supernatural happi
ness “only one thing is necessary” (Lk 10:42),32 God who is All.

31 For my analysis o f Germain Grisez’s position with regard to the role o f the ultimate 
end o f human life in ethics and moral theology see my essay, “What is the End of the 
Human Person? The Vision of God and Integral Human Fulfillment.”

32 Literally “the one thing necessary” in the story of Martha and Mary is “listening to his 
word, (v. 39; see 8:21) and that is the best part” (cf. Robert J. Karris, O.F.M., NJBC, p. 
702); but this surely implies that Jesus who speaks the word and is in fact the Word is 
“the one thing necessary.” See St. Augustine, De quest, evangel. 2, 30.
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The Fundamental Option

A person’s commitment to this supreme goal, which for the Christian 
is nothing less than God in his inner triune life, requires an act of the 
will, and this act is the most profound act we can make since it moti
vates all our other choices and actions. Of course in making such choices 
we are not always fully aware of the fact that we are measuring them by 
our ultimate goal because it is so habitual with us. It is only in certain 
important decisions that we are awakened to the fact that some options 
are incompatible with the goal to which we have committed ourselves, 
so that if we were to choose them, we would also have to abandon all 
hope of reaching that goal.33

This means, obviously, that if we do in fact choose one of these 
options, we can do so only by changing our ultimate goal. Thus for a 
man who has committed himself to making money as the most impor
tant priority of his life, the decision to give a large sum to charity with 
no financial advantages in sight, means a conversion from one ultimate 
goal to another. Similarly for a Christian who has opted for God as his 
supreme goal, the decision to do serious harm (i.e., to sin mortally) to 
one’s neighbor whom God loves, is possible only by a conversion from 
God to some other supreme goal, valuing some selfish interest in pref
erence to God.

Recently, there has been discussion among moralists about 
whether it is psychologically possible for someone to undergo such a 
conversion from good to bad, or bad to good in a single act of choice. 
Some have argued, therefore, that there can be no such thing as a “mor
tal sin” in the sense of a single act, but only in a change of moral

33 On “the fundamental option” see VS # 65-70. For different versions of the theory and 
its defense see Felix Poddimatam, O.F.M. Cap., Fundamental Option and Mortal Sin. 
Some (see Joseph A. Selling and Jan Jans, The Splendor of Accuracy) have complained 
that the encyclical does not do this theory full justice. But VS does not pass judgment 
on the type of phenomenological philosophy on which this theory is based. Rather, 
VS’s concern is that some have used this theory, rightly or wrongly, to deny that acts 
which the Church has always taught to be mortal sins which separate us from God if 
we perform them knowingly and deliberately do so in fact. Those who defend the 
theory therefore have the responsibility to show that it does not logically lead to such 
errors.
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orientation that develops over a long time. They think, therefore, that a 
Christian who commits adultery on a particular occasion may still re
main in “the state of grace” (i.e., in union with God) as long as his 
fundamental orientation to live as a Christian has not changed.

The moralists who take this view have found support in a theory 
of Karl Rahner which distinguishes between “transcendental freedom” 
and “categorial freedom.”34 The latter is the freedom we experience in 
particular acts of choice, while the former is something much deeper, 
at the intuitive, non-verbalizable level of consciousness. This transcen
dental freedom becomes evident to us only when it is expressed in 
particular categoric acts that are perceived by us as turning points in 
our lives. Therefore, our commitment to a supreme goal in life, our 
conversion, is called by Rahner, our “fundamental option” to distin
guish it from the particular categoric acts which may or may not ex
press it.

This theory finds some support in St.Thomas Aquinas for whom 
the conversion and commitment to a “final end” (summum bonum) is 
the first principle of moral action.35 This commitment, therefore, is an 
act of the will guided by intelligence operating as intelligence 
(intellectus, intuition) rather than as reason (ratio).36 As such it is not 
easily put into words or made explicit in consciousness in an objective 
way, but is an act of the total person.

Nevertheless, Rahner’s theory (which is related to his whole philo
sophical system of transcendentalism) must not be interpreted, as some 
moralists have done, to mean that mortal sin cannot be committed in 
single acts. In fact, for Rahner, our transcendental freedom cannot be 
exercised apart from single acts, and hence the act of conversion to 
mortal sin or to the state of grace in which that freedom expresses itself 
has to be a single act, although this crucial act is usually the culmina
tion of a whole series of acts (venial sins of a more and more deliberate

34 Karl Rahner, S.J., “On the Question of a Formal Existential Ethics,” Theological 
Investigations, vol. 2, p. 217-234 and “Experience of the Spirit and Existential 
Commitment,” ibid., vol. 16, pp. 24-34.

35 S.T., I-II, q. 1-5.
36S.r.,I-II, q. 79, a. 8-11.
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and serious character, or good acts moved by actual grace) which have 
prepared the way for the moment of conversion.

Hence, whether we accept Rahner’s or Aquinas’ epistemology, 
the “fundamental option” is changed by some critical act of conversion 
to God or to what is not God, but is usually the culminating act of a 
series of less significant acts. For example, the covenant of marriage 
between a couple is broken by a critical act of adultery or divorce, but 
this is unlikely to happen except after a long series of less serious of
fenses against the marriage have already weakened it.

No doubt, the phenomenon of the Christian who seems to be 
trying to live a Christian life, yet who repeatedly slips into objectively 
mortal sins, is puzzling to confessors. Yet it is best explained, not sim
ply by denying that these failures may be objectively mortal sins, but 
by considering two facts: (1) Subjective guilt is often diminished by 
compulsive habits which cause actions that are objectively wrong but 
to which the actor does not consent with full deliberation or freedom. 
Hence they do not involve a change of final end. (2) Sins that involve 
strong emotions (“sins of weakness”) and which are not committed 
with a clear head (as are “sins of malice”), may involve a temporary 
conversion to evil and hence are subjectively mortal, yet may be quickly 
repented because the person is habitually oriented by faith and by natu
ral virtue to a Christian way of life.37

Thus a man seduced into adultery under strong temptation and in 
a moment of weakness, commits a mortal sin, yet may quickly repent. 
David, whose whole life had been directed toward God, in a time of 
idleness, at the sight of Bathsheba’s beauty, changed the whole direc
tion of his life not only by adultery but by the treacherous murder of his 
faithful soldier Uriah. Yet, when Nathan the prophet brought David to 
face the wickedness of what he had done, he repented and turned back 
to God (2 S 11-12). Thus David’s faith in God, although a dead faith

37 Those who sin mortally against any virtue except faith itself, retain the gift o f faith, 
although it is a “dead faith.” Trent (DS # 1544, 1577-1578) insisted, against those 
Protestants who held that mortal sin cannot exist in those with true faith, that those who 
sin mortally can still retain a true faith that calls them to repentance, although, if they 
refuse to repent, this dead faith, i.e., faith without love, cannot save them from hell.
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that could not unite him with God, was still able to call him to repen
tance.

In practice, therefore, if we are struggling against falling into a 
mortal sin, yet fall, it should be confessed just as we see ourselves 
culpable, but we can console ourselves that if we keep praying sin
cerely God will not abandon us to our sins. On the other hand, we 
should remember that unrepented venial sins prepare the way for mor
tal sin.38

Choosing the Right Means

Moral wisdom (prudence), both as natural and as a gift of grace, builds 
on the first principles or goals which we have just discussed and applies 
them to form the judgment of conscience (in the strict sense) to particu
lar decisions that must be made. Thus it is concerned with the means by 
which our goals can be effectively accomplished.39 We must find means 
that lead to these goals and do not deviate either to the side of too much 
or too little. As a driver of an automobile steers straight down his lane, 
correcting any tendency of the car to swerve to left or right by slight 
turns of the wheel, so moral wisdom seeks to steer between extremes of 
action, an excess or a deficiency of response to a given situation. This 
principle of “the golden mean,” so characteristic of Greek ethics, is not 
very explicitly stated in the Bible, which generally warns against that 
extreme of excess to which the average human is most liable, but fre
quently warning is also given against the other extreme of defect, e.g.:

Let not wine-drinking be the proof of your strength 
for wine has been the ruin of many.

As the furnace probes the work of the smith 
so does wine the hearts of the insolent.

38 On the permanent validity and importance of the distinction between mortal and venial 
sin which after Vatican II was denied or minimized by some catechists, see VS # 69-70 
and CCC # 1854-1864, 1874-1875.

39CC C # 1806.
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Wine is the very life to man 
if taken in moderation,

Does he really live who lacks the wine
which was created for his joy? (Si 31:25-27).

In reasoning from such practical principles to practical conclu
sions, we cannot expect the same certainty that we have about the first 
principles themselves. Some people see the first principles of moral 
reasoning which are accessible to human reason more clearly than oth
ers, yet all humans know them with certitude. These are said to be the 
primary precepts of the natural law, “Do good and avoid evil” (i.e., 
“Seek the true goal of life in all your actions”).40 This first precept, 
however, can be expressed more concretely as: “Seek bodily health, 
the preservation of the human species, the common good of society, 
and truth as the highest element of the common good, in ascending 
order of importance, and avoid whatever is contrary to these goods.” 
Such a formula expresses the integration of the basic goods that form 
this true natural goal of life. The Old Testament states this in another, 
but equivalent way, since it teaches that God in creating us has estab
lished an order whose violation will lead to retribution:

The last word, when all is heard: Fear God and keep his com
mandments, for this is man’s all. Because God will bring to 
judgment every work, with all its hidden qualities, whether good 
or bad (Ec 12:13-14).

Those who in pursuit of truth have come to accept the Christian 
faith understand these principles of the order established by the Creator 
more profoundly than those who have not been granted faith. Although 
even among Christians some have deeper faith than others, all believ
ers know the goals of the graced life with the certitude of faith. The 
application of such principles, however, requires many steps of reason
ing and it is quite possible for many people to be ignorant of the sec
ondary and tertiary norms of the natural law, and for many Christians 
to be poorly instructed in the Christian moral tradition.

40 On the kinds of laws and in particular the natural law, see CCC # 1950-1986.
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Moral wisdom enables us to do three things well: (1) to deliber
ate as to what are the best means to achieve the Christian goals of life,
(2) to judge rightly which means to choose between possible extremes 
(this is conscience in the strict sense), and (3) to determine to act ac
cording to our conscience.

I have examined my ways [deliberation]
and turned my steps to your decrees [judgment].

I am prompt, I do not hesitate
in keeping your commands [action] (Ps 119:59-60).

The term “prudence” is not so common among the Church Fa
thers as such terms as “moderation” or “measure” to determine the 
middle way of virtue. In the monastic writers the term used instead is 
“discretion” and is constantly inculcated as the necessary balance be
tween the extremes of the vices, because as the great authority on mo
nastic life St. John Cassian said, “the extremes are equal.”41 St. Benedict, 
on whose rule all Western monasticism is still based, insisted on the 
great importance of this virtue.42 One of the chief authors on the subject 
was Richard of St. Victor in the twelfth century who said:

Virtues are turned into vices if they are not moderated by discre
tion... For fear often slips into desperation, immoderate hope 
into presumption, excessive love into infatuation. Do you not 
see how all the other virtues require discretion lest they lose the 
very name of virtue?43

Later, in the spirituality of St. Ignatius of Loyola, this concept of 
discretion became blended with that of “the discernment of spirits.”44 
Experienced spiritual directors have always known that the fostering in 
their clients of a moral wisdom about what is fitting in the shifting

41 He calls it an “old saying” (akrotetes isotetesf, Conferences II, ch. 16.
42 Rule of St. Benedict, Rule 64.
43 Benjamin Minor, 66, PL 196, 47d-48a.
44 See Piet Penning de Vries, Discernment of Spirits According to the Life and Teachings 

of St. Ignatius Loyola.
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situations of Christian life in view of the particular temperament, de
velopment, and condition of that individual must be one of a spiritual 
director’s fundamental objectives in helping the one he or she guides to 
form a sensitive and accurate moral conscience.

A Christian Ethics

What is the relation of such a determination of moral means to the 
philosophy of morals which is usually called ethicsT5 Aristotle, the 
first to formulate a systematic ethics,45 46 showed that this discipline is 
distinguished from metaphysics and natural philosophy because it deals 
not with what is, but with what we as rational beings ought to do, i.e., 
it is not a theoretical but a practical discipline. Yet, although practical, 
it has a more theoretical part which deals in a broad classificatory way 
with the principles (i.e., the ends or goals) of reasonable human action 
and the possible means of achieving these goals. Hence it also estab
lishes the general norms or rules of reasonable action.

The concrete application of these norms to actual situations, how
ever, cannot be reduced to theoretical statements, but requires experi
ence and good moral dispositions and it is this that is rightly called 
“prudence” or practical wisdom. Thus “ethics” in the narrower sense is 
contrasted to prudence, since one may have studied this more theoreti
cal ethics, and yet not achieved real moral practicality. But in a broader 
sense, since the whole purpose of studying ethics is to live well, “eth
ics” includes “prudence” as its own ultimate raison d ’etre. Thus one 
who studies the “theory of music” but who never listens to it or per
forms it, studies in vain. Knowing the theory of music is of little value 
unless it helps us to play or appreciate musical performances. So the

45 Much that is today called “ethics” is in fact meta-ethics, that is, discussion o f the 
methodology of ethics, rather than of its substantive content.

46 Aristotle wrote two (partly overlapping) treatises on ethics, the Eudemian Ethics and 
the Nicomachean Ethics, named after the persons to whom they were dedicated. The 
latter is the more famous work and with the Politics actually forms a single treatise. 
Doubtfully attributed to him are also the Magna Moralia and the De Virtutibus et 
Vitiis.
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study of ethics apart from the development of the virtue of prudence is 
a waste of time.

Similarly moral theology compared to dogmatic theology is prac
tical rather than theoretical, but it has a more theoretical aspect and a 
more practical aspect. Some treatises in moral theology (such as the 
Second Part of St. Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae) stop short at 
this more theoretical aspect, while the more practical problems are left 
to what is today called “pastoral theology.” This present work, because 
it is an introduction, is also devoted primarily to these broader prin
ciples, yet it studies them as simply an introduction to pastoral theol
ogy, to the truly practical aspects of Christian life.

The biblical writers and Jesus himself never attempted a system
atic presentation of ethics or moral wisdom, but tended to keep to the 
practical level of rules that actually guide human action. Nevertheless, 
they also sought to stress certain crucial principles of action without 
which these rules would lack vitality. “The letter brings death, but the 
Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6), says St. Paul, indicating that the letter of 
the rules of the Old Testament could not bring us spiritually to life, 
unless inspired by the Holy Spirit who gives true motivation, the very 
principle of authentic morality.47

Christian moral wisdom is to be found not merely in particular 
good acts, but in the character of a person who has the constant capac
ity to live as a Christian day in and day out in all kinds of circum
stances. As Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount, “A good tree can
not bear bad fruit, nor can a rotten tree bear good fruit” (Mt 7:18).48

Hence practical wisdom is truly a virtue and the source of the 
other virtues, since if we do not deliberate, judge, and act according to 
our consciences we cannot acquire or use our other virtues well. Prac-

47 See VS # 1-27 in which the narrative of Jesus’ encounter with the rich young man (Mt 
19:16-30; Mk 10:17-31; Lk 18:18-30) is used to explain the nature of a Christian 
ethics. CCC #1691 -2051 deals with the general principles o f such an ethics.

48 This text should not be taken to deny that a bad person may occasionally perform good 
acts, or a good person perform bad acts. It only denies that a bad person can consis
tently do good, or a person be good who frequently acts wrongly. If this were not so, 
bad persons could never become virtuous through repeated good acts, or good persons 
become vicious by repeated bad acts, as in fact happens.
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tical wisdom is a virtue that improves our intellect because it helps us 
to think truly and realistically about moral matters, yet it also supposes 
that we have a good will (otherwise we will not follow our conscience) 
and also other moral virtues (because vices push us to extremes). Selfish 
people who seek only their own narrow good, like alcoholics who think 
only of drinking, cannot think straight or realistically about how to live 
their lives. This means that moral wisdom as a divine gift cannot exist 
in persons enslaved to sin, that is, who are not living for love of God 
and neighbor.

The “Way of the Wise”

The process of acting in a morally wise way is not simple or easy. 
Making and acting on good decisions is difficult, and that is why we 
need God’s guidance. No less than eight steps of moral prudence can 
be distinguished, and all can be illustrated from the Book of Proverbs 
and other wisdom literature (see especially Sirach 8 and 18:14-29 for 
short essays on prudence).49

In order to judge well we must first understand the practical prob
lem we face and to do this we must first evaluate the concrete problem 
by (1) using our memory of our or others’ experience of the results of 
past actions (“Wise men store up knowledge, but the mouth of a fool is 
imminent ruin,” Pr 10:14); (2) using our intelligence to understand the 
present situation (“The shrewd man’s wisdom gives him knowledge of 
his way, but the folly of fools is their deception,” Pr 14:8). Then we 
must gather information (3) by learning from others who may help us 
to judge (“Plans fail when there is no counsel, but they succeed when 
counselors are many,” Pr 15:22); and (4) using our ingenuity to think of 
all possible means to achieve our goals (“Many are the plans in a man’s

49 The following quotes from Proverbs are not to be understood as if the writers of that 
book systematically dealt with the eight steps of prudence which Aquinas arrives at by 
a philosophical analysis. What they illustrate is that experience had made the ancient 
sages keenly aware of the need for all these acts in ethical decision-making. They well 
understood that ethical decision is much more than the mechanical observance o f rules.
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heart, but it is the decision of the Lord that endures,” Pr 19:21)50; and 
(5) reasoning about what should be done (“The senseless man seeks in 
vain for wisdom, but knowledge is easy to the man of intelligence,” Pr 
14:6). After judging, we then have to carry out our decisions by (6) 

foresight as to carrying out the steps to the goal (“A son who fills the 
granaries in the summer is a credit, the son who slumbers during har
vest, a disgrace,” Pr 10:5); (7) circumspection as to the surrounding 
situation in which we are acting (“The simpleton believes everything, 
but the wise man measures his steps,” Pr 14:15; cf. Si 18:27, “A wise 
man is circumspect in all things; when sin is rife he keeps himself from 
wrongdoing”); (8) caution about obstacles which may frustrate our 
completion of the task (“The wise man is cautious and shuns evil; the 
fool is reckless and sure of himself,” Pr 14:16). These steps integrate 
the whole moral action.

The moral wisdom necessary for individuals to manage their own 
lives well is not adequate to manage their families, because individuals 
know their own needs and abilities, but in families it is necessary to 
deal with others of a different sex and age. Similarly it takes much 
more experience and skill to manage a business or some other larger 
institution such as a school or the army. Finally the moral wisdom 
required to be a really good statesman or politician, or even that re
quired to be a good citizen of a country is greatest of all. Hence ac
quired moral wisdom is individual (ethics), domestic (family ethics), 
administrative (military, business, etc., ethics51); civil (ethics of citi
zenship); and political (ethics of government).

Why then do so many Christians manage their own lives, their 
family lives, and the Church so badly? It is because they do not use

50 The sense here (see McKane, Proverbs, p. 534) is that human ingenuity, although 
necessary to wise action, must be tested by divine guidance.

51 Aquinas, S.T., H-II, q. 49, a. 4, names only “military prudence,” and in his reply to the 
second objection explains that “other affairs which exist in a city are ordered to 
particular benefits, but military affairs are ordered to the defense of the whole common 
good.” But it might be argued that according to the principle o f subsidiarity, the 
administration of recognized corporate bodies within the state also require certain types 
of prudence as well as technical skill. In any case there is an analogy between political 
prudence and lesser kinds of administrative ability.
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their gifts well or grow in them, and one of the causes of this is that they 
fail also to develop the appropriate human moral wisdom which would 
be an instrument in the service of these gifts. King David, although “his 
heart was entirely with the Lord” (1 S 13:14), and though he was a ruler 
and military leader of great prudence, in his private life was not free of 
grave folly, as we see in his adultery (2 S 11) and in his failure to train 
his sons wisely (2 S 13ff.).

St. Thomas Aquinas noted that we can also distinguish three 
auxiliary virtues connected with moral wisdom, which facilitate its 
proper use, but do not themselves fully deserve the name of moral 
wisdom. These are (1) good counsel or skill in deliberating over pos
sible ways of action, which aids in the first four steps listed above (see 
the story of the wise and foolish counselors of King Rehoboam, 1 K 
12:1-25); (2) good judgment about how to apply the general norms to 
the situation (see the prudence of Abigail in dealing with David, 1 S 
25); (3) good judgment about how to meet exceptional cases (for ex
ample, the “judgment of Solomon,” 1 K 3:16-28). Not everyone has all 
three skills; some are good in counseling, but not in judgment, and 
some are good in judgment about the rules in the book, but not in how 
to meet unusual situations in a flexible, practical way.

In order to live the Christian life, however, we are all gifted with 
all these aspects of moral wisdom, if we only use them. And in addition 
we have the Gift of the Holy Spirit called counsel (Is 11:2) which 
enables us to yield to the guidance of the Spirit in our thinking about 
how to live as a Christian.

I, Wisdom dwell with experience,
and judicious knowledge I attain...

Mine are counsel and advice;
Mine is strength and understanding.

By me kings reign,
and lawgivers establish justice;

By me princes govern, and nobles,
all the rulers of the earth (Pr 8:12, 14-16).

Since the Christian is traveling to a farther and more mysterious
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goal than the unbeliever even dreams about, the Christian’s judgment 
of right and wrong, the important and unimportant in life, is necessarily 
very different. A non-Christian reading the life of Ther&se of Lisieux 
would probably say that this woman was a fool to lock herself up in a 
convent where tuberculosis was rife and the superior a petty tyrant. Yet 
read in the light of the Gospel we see Ther&se, although not free of 
faults and neuroses, as an extraordinarily strong and wise woman who 
made very few false steps in life, but walked straight to God on her 
“little way of spiritual childhood” based on the words of Jesus, “Amen, 
I say to you, whoever does not accept the kingdom of God like a child 
will not enter it” (Lk 18:17). She understood profoundly the teachings 
of Jesus and knew how to apply them in her life circumstances.

Jesus’ own prudence is shown in his choosing to preach in Jerusa
lem, knowing that it meant his death, because he knew that this was the 
best of all means to manifest the selfless love of the Father even for his 
enemies.

“Behold, I cast out demons and I perform healings today and 
tomorrow, and on the third day I accomplish my purpose. Yet I 
must continue on my way today, tomorrow, and the following 
day, for it is impossible that a prophet should die outside of 
Jerusalem” (Lk 13:32-33).

This is what St. Paul calls the “folly of the Cross” (1 Cor 2:6-16).

Now the natural person does not accept what pertains to the 
Spirit of God, for to him it is foolishness, and he cannot under
stand it, because it is judged spiritually. The spiritual person, 
however, can judge everything but is not subject to judgment by 
anyone (1 Cor 2:14-15).

Such spiritual wisdom is closely connected with the fifth Beati
tude, “Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy” (Mt 
5:7), because mercy to others is one of the best means to obtain mercy 
(i.e., salvation) for ourselves, and its fruits are the works of mercy. 
Therefore, living mercifully toward others, is living wisely.
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The “Way of Fools”

All sin is foolish, but to sin directly against moral wisdom one has to 
fail to try to form one’s conscience rightly before acting. One may act 
rashly by rushing ahead and acting without thinking (i.e., against the 
first four phases of prudence listed above), particularly by ignoring 
good advice. “The wise man is cautious and shuns evil; the fool is 
reckless and sure of himself ’ (Pr 14:16). Or one may reason unreason
ably about what should be done by allowing one’s pet prejudices or 
dislikes or favoritism to interfere with conscience, or by giving way to 
unreasonable fears or rationalizations that blind one to reality. “The 
way of the fool seems right in his own eyes, but he who listens to advice 
is wise” (Pr 12:15). Or one may be inconstant, wavering in one’s judg
ment for foolish reasons instead of sticking to what one really knows is 
best. “A fool’s mind is like a broken jar — no knowledge at all can it 
hold” (Si 21:14). Or finally one may simply be negligent by failing to 
carry out in practice what one had decided to do. “The sluggard loses 
his hand in the dish; he is too weary to lift it to his mouth” (Pr 26:15). 
If the matter is serious, or the negligence arises from contempt of God’s 
guidance, such a sin is mortal because it turns us away from our road to 
God.

Lack of moral wisdom of this sort is often to be observed in 
adolescents (although through lack of experience they are not often 
culpable), as in the boy who drinks and drives wildly or the girl who 
gets pregnant, heedless of the consequences of their very unrealistic 
actions. Such imprudence comes from a lack of thoughtfulness often 
denounced in the Wisdom literature, but there is also a kind of impru
dence at the other extreme, and this is denounced in the Gospel. Namely 
this is that “worldly wisdom” or “shrewdness” which we find in the 
actions of people who think little of God and the future life but a great 
deal about “getting ahead” in this world. “There is a shrewdness keen 
but dishonest, which by duplicity wins a judgment” (Si 19:21; cf. 19:17- 
21), and St. Paul speaks of what he calls the “concern of the flesh” (in 
some translations “carnal prudence”) “which is hostility to God” (Rm 
8:6). The Epistle of James speaks of a “false wisdom” which “does not 
come down from above but is earthly, unspiritual, demonic. For where
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jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every foul 
practice” (Jm 3:15-16).

Jesus, with ironic humor, told the Parable of the Dishonest Stew
ard (Lk 16:1-8) who was commended by his kindly master for the 
cleverness he showed in avoiding the consequences of his fraud.52 Jesus 
drew the moral of the story by saying,

“For the children of this world are more prudent in dealing with 
their own generation than are the children of light. I tell you 
make friends with dishonest wealth, so that when it fails, you 
will be received into eternal dwellings” (Lk 16:8b-9).

He meant that as worldly people are so clever in managing their money, 
often dishonestly, we should also manage our earthly affairs intelli
gently but always in view of our true goal of love of God and neighbor.

For those who live according to the flesh are concerned with the 
things of the flesh, but those who live according to the spirit are 
concerned with the things of the spirit. The concern of the flesh 
is death, but the concern of the spirit is life and peace (Rm 8:5- 
6 ).

This prudence of the flesh is not truly practical wisdom, in spite 
of the fact that such a person goes through all the processes of careful 
judgment, because in such cases intelligence is used to achieve a wrong 
and ultimately self-defeating end. Moreover, worldly prudence often 
takes great care to do what is harmful and destructive just as the pru
dence of the spirit always strives to be helpful and constructive. Thus 
false prudence has three species: (1) cunning in the use of intelligence 
to do wrong: “There is shrewdness keen but dishonest, which by du
plicity wins a judgment” (Si 19:21); (2) deception in words: “Better a

52 This story is open to different interpretations; see Robert J. Karris, O.F.M., NJBC, 43: 
148-149. Is it an “example story,” or a true parable o f the Kingdom? It may in fact be 
both, and here I take it as an example story. The verse about “dishonest wealth” 
(literally: “mammon o f iniquity” Lk 16:9) means that just as worldlings are very shrewd 
about dishonestly making and spending money in order to get rich, so Christians ought 
to use their material goods very prudently in charitable ways to attain the Kingdom of 
God.
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thief than an inveterate liar, yet both will suffer disgrace” (Si 20:24);
(3) fraud in deeds; “False scales are an abomination to the Lord, but a 
full weight is his delight” (Pr 11:1). We have only to read the newspa
pers to learn of the many talented “con-men” low and high who use 
their gifts carefully to plan and perhaps conspire with other crooks to 
exploit others, often the simple and unsuspecting. But such false pru
dence is also seen in those who, without criminal activity, nevertheless 
neglect the most important things in human life to obtain worldly suc
cess (see the Parable of the Rich Fool, Lk 12:16-21). Thus the capital 
sin of avarice is often the motivation of this “worldly wisdom.”

B: CONSCIENCE

The “Voice of Conscience”

Conscience (in the strict sense) is not a special virtue. As the practical 
judgment of what is right and wrong it is the act of moral wisdom 
(prudence) through the instrumentality of its auxiliary virtues of good 
counsel and good judgment, both in common and in exceptional cases. 
It has always been a teaching of the Catholic Church that conscience is 
the proximate subjective rule o f all human acts, that is, that we are 
always obliged to follow a prudent (well-formed) conscience, even 
when this happens to be mistaken. St. Paul teaches this very clearly in 
Romans 14:13-23 where he shows that although Christians are not 
bound by the food regulations of the Mosaic law, yet if they believe 
they are still bound by it they must follow their consciences: “But 
whoever has doubts is condemned if he eats, because this is not from 
faith [“good faith,” conscience]; for whatever is not from faith is sin” 
(Rm 14:23; see all of Rm 14-15 and 1 Cor 8:1-3; 10:25-33; also Gal 
5:3; Jn 9:41; 15:21-24).53

Therefore, a subjectively good but objectively mistaken con
science is said to be invincible (i.e., unable to be corrected).54 On the

53 CCC# 1178.
54 CCC# 1790-1794, 1801.
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other hand, to follow one’s conscience which is mistaken because one 
has been imprudent (that is, because one has not taken the necessary 
steps to form one’s conscience according to moral wisdom), is to act on 
a conscience whose mistake is vincible (correctable), and this is to sin 
against moral wisdom. “A wise son loves correction, but the senseless 
one heeds no rebuke” (Pr 13:1). The rule of conscience, therefore, is 
not, as some theologians teach, “Follow your own conscience,” but 
“Form your conscience as objectively as you can and then follow it.”

Thus it is fundamental in moral theology to clearly distinguish 
between objective morality, that is, whether in fact a certain action is a 
help or a hurt in achieving one’s own true happiness and the common 
good of others, and subjective morality, that is, whether one honestly 
believes this action is a helpful or harmful means to these good goals.

Morality consists formally in whether one’s actions are subjec
tively good or bad, and it is on this that a merciful God will judge us as 
saints or sinners. “Keep the faith that you have to yourself in the pres
ence of God; blessed is the one who does not condemn himself for what 
he approves” (Rm 14:22).55 Nevertheless, it is also true that when we 
act on an honestly mistaken conscience, although we do not sin,56 we 
still do harm to ourselves or others. Therefore to have a good con
science we must always strive to have one that is not only subjectively 
but objectively good. If we do not make this effort, then our mistakes 
become sins through our foolishness.

Therefore, before performing any free act we are obliged to take 
serious care to inquire whether what we are about to do is morally right 
and to follow what our reason tells us is right. Consequently, Christians 
facing decisions give the amount of thought to them that is proportion
ate to the seriousness of the matter in hand and their own state and

55 St. Paul is saying, “Follow your conscience in doing what you see before God to be 
good, and do not have false guilt because others disagree with your decision. God 
blesses you for doing so even if  they do not.” See J.A. Fitzmyer, S.J., NJBC, 51-125, p. 
866 on this verse. Note the phrase “in the presence of God” which implies that the 
person has taken care to form their conscience by God’s teaching known through the 
Church.

56 Pope Alexander VIII in 1690 condemned the following Jansenist error: “Even when 
there is invincible ignorance of the natural law, this does not excuse from formal sin 
one who in the state o f fallen nature acts from such ignorance” (DS 2302).



120 L iving the T ruth in Love

condition. They consult those who know better than themselves. They 
pray for the Holy Spirit’s guidance. And they try to put away preju
dices or emotions that might hamper an honest judgment.57

Hence, Christians today must form their consciences by looking 
for instruction (torah) from the Bible as that has been interpreted in the 
Church’s Tradition. We have already seen that as this Tradition is pre
sented in the ordinary teaching of the Church there are infallible and 
non-reformable elements and other elements which are not infallible 
and thus reformable, i.e., elements which are possibly but not likely 
erroneous, and therefore better guides than mere human opinion. The 
possible reform of Church teaching includes not only the correction of 
errors but also the better statement of moral norms and truths, and a 
more precise and detailed application of them to new problems.

Some make the mistake of thinking that since it is possible that 
the ordinary teaching of the Magisterium may be less than perfect at a 
given time and hence may be corrected in the future, these teachings 
are useless guides to present-day conscience and may be disregarded. 
Others read the opinions of theologians who propose such corrections 
and revisions and conclude that since these are the “morality of the 
future” such opinions can be followed today.

In the seventeenth century the development of moral theology 
had already led to the currency of many different opinions among theo
logians on a great variety of moral topics. Individual Christians on 
reading such a diversity of opinions were left in a quandary as to which 
they might follow. The result was a famous controversy which lasted 
into the eighteenth century, the “Controversy on Moral Systems,” or 
on “Probabilism.” If this controversy now seems alien to a Christian 
ethics based on love, we have only to remember that Jesus himself did 
not hesitate to enter into debates on their own terms with the rabbinic 
scribes and Pharisees whose method of argument followed much the 
same mode of legal precedents and application to difficult cases (Mt 
9:9-13; 12:1-37; 15:1-20; 19:1-30; 22:15-23:26). Jesus did not reject 
this method of moral thinking, but only its abuse.

57 C C C # 1779, 1783-1785.
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The moral systems developed by the theologians after Trent can 
be arranged in the following spectrum:

1) Absolute Rigorism (Tutiorism): Always follow the more difficult (safer) 
opinion, unless the easier is certain, or (Mitigated Rigorism) at least 
very probable. This was defended by a number of theologians at the 
University of Louvain and by the Jansenists.

2) Probabiliorism: Always follow the more probable opinion. This was 
defended by most Dominicans (after 1656) and some Jesuits. 
Compensationalism added that in some special cases there could be 
proportionately grave reasons for taking the easier course.

3) Aequiprobabilism: One may follow the easier course if this is as equally 
probable as the more difficult. St. Alphonsus Liguori (d. 1787), the 
great proponent of this system, said this meant that if it was doubtful 
the law existed, one was free; but if the question was whether a known 
law had ceased to exist one was still bound by it.

4) Probabilism: It is generally licit to follow an easier opinion if it is 
solidly and certainly probable, even if the opposite is more probable, 
except when there is serious risk of very grave damage, spiritual or 
physical, etc., when only a safe course should be followed. This view, 
first put forward by a Dominican, Bartholome de Medina in 1577, 
became the common view of the Jesuit theologians.

5) Laxism (extreme Probabilism): It is always licit to follow an easier 
opinion even if it is somewhat or doubtfully probable. This view was 
held by many Jesuits of the seventeenth century (Sanchez, Leander, 
St. Bauny, Escobar, Tamburini, M. Moya), as well as by the Theatine 
Diana, and the Cistercian Caramuel.

Alexander VII in 1665 and Innocent XI in 1679 and 1680 condemned 
Laxism, and Alexander VIII in 1690 condemned Rigorism.58 The three 
middle positions are still permitted by the Church, although Probabilism 
has become the more common view.

58 By condemning theses typical of these extreme positions: Alexander VII, DS # 2021; 
Innocent XI, DS # 2101; 1680, DS # 2175-2177; Alexander VIII, DS 2290-2291.
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The Certitude of Conscience

What is certain is that in order to act prudently one must always be 
certain that what one is about to do is not wrong.59 This moral certitude, 
however, is not a theoretical, but a practical one — “As far as I can 
determine here and now in my circumstances and with the information 
available to me this action is moral.” To expect any greater certitude is 
itself contrary to moral wisdom which recognizes human limitations.

Such a practical certitude is compatible with negative doubts, 
that is, foolish or slight doubts without any solid reason behind them.60 
Hence, the rule, “When a merely negative doubt arises stick to the view 
of which you were practically certain beforehand.” When this is a doubt 
about whether there is a law one can say, “In doubtful matters privi
leges are to be interpreted broadly, restrictions narrowly,” but if the 
negative doubt is whether the law has ceased, it should be assumed that 
it has not. In negative doubts about facts one should say, “In negative 
doubt one can presume that what ordinarily happens has happened in 
this case.” Or “A fact should not be presumed but must be proved,” or 
“It should be presumed that what has already been done has been done 
rightly.”

But when the doubt is positive, that is, serious, one should gener
ally act on the rule: “When serious doubts cannot be resolved do what 
is safer.” This is especially the case when the doubt is about some fact 
which concerns a means absolutely necessary to obtain the ends of 
human life such as the life — physical or spiritual — of oneself or 
another. For example, if there is a positive doubt (not a merely imagi
nary negative doubt) about the validity of the sacraments, or whether a 
medicine is a deadly poison, or about serious questions of justice (e.g., 
whether a person on trial for a felony is really guilty) one must follow 
the safer course. But in other matters after a reasonable attempt to 
determine the truth one may follow the rule, “A doubtful law is not 
binding.” These are practical rules of decision which the theory of 
probabilism purported to defend.

59 CCC # 1790.
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The practical conclusion of this controversy for our times is that 
it is licit for anyone to follow any one of the three moderate prudential 
procedures, which in practice do not greatly differ provided that only 
solidly probable opinions are in question. In directing others, however 
(e.g. a confessor with his penitent), it is not permissible to impose a 
stricter opinion than a solidly probable one.

Now what is a “solidly probable” opinion? It may be probable for 
intrinsic reasons, in which case those who know this after prudent ex
amination, may act on it, and may present these arguments to others, 
provided that they do not undermine the teaching authority of the Church 
by the way they do this. For example, one may refuse the military draft, 
because one sees that it is really probable it would result in one’s fighting 
in an unjust war. But if the reasons are only extrinsic, i.e., the authority 
of some “expert,” then they are probable only if such an expert is reli
able. For example, one may follow the advice of one’s confessor who 
has received at least a seminary education, provided one does not dis
cover that he is dissenting from Church teaching. Moral theologians 
are not reliable, however, if they dissent from authoritative moral teach
ings of the universal Church. Hence such views are not even extrinsi- 
cally probable no matter how many or how famed the theologians who 
support them.60 61

For example, there are some Catholic theologians today who ar
gue that in vitro fertilization as a means for a sterile couple to have a 
child is morally justified. However, as long as this opinion continues to 
be rejected by the ordinary Magisterium,62 it is not a solidly probable 
opinion, and it cannot be followed in conscience.

60 These “reflex principles” of moral judgment which were developed as a result o f the 
Moral Systems Controversy are those found in the standard manuals published before 
Vatican II, but are still reasonable. I have followed the formulations of Benedict 
Merkelbach, O.P., Summa Theologiae Moralis, vol. 2, pp. 78-113.

61 “Instruction on the Ecclesial Vocation of the Theologian o f the Congregation for the 
Doctrine of the Faith,” May 24, 1990, Origins 20 (July 5, 1990): 117-26, nn. 32-41. For 
an analysis o f this important document see Avery Dulles, The Craft of Theology, pp. 
105-118.

62 S. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Instruction on Respect for Human Life 
in its Origin and on the Dignity o f Procreation” (Donum vitae), Origins 16 (40, March 
19, 1987): 697-709.
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Views which are not clearly rejected by the Church are probable 
if they are the common teaching of theologians, or of some great au
thority such as Aquinas, Suarez, Liguori (whose reliability was con
firmed by the Holy See in 1831) or of five or six reputable (but non
dissenting) authors. Obviously a view is not probable merely because 
it is new or popular, even if not in dissent from the Church,63 but only 
if it is consistent with magisterial teaching and has good objective ar
guments for it.

After the encyclical Humanae Vitae of Paul VI in 1968, a number 
of prominent moral theologians dissented from the encyclical on the 
immorality of contraception, and soon dissented on other magisterial 
teachings, especially on sexual questions. Since up to that time such 
dissent had been very rare, Catholics generally assumed that theolo
gians “spoke in the name of the Church” and hence their opinions, 
especially an opinion supported by four or five “standard authors” was 
at least solidly probable and could be safely followed in practice. It was 
not generally recognized that a “paradigm shift” was taking place among 
academic theologians who no longer claim to “speak for the Church” 
but simply to enter into scholarly debates like their colleagues in other 
university fields.

Yet the laity, and even some confessors, continued to think that, 
as formerly, the views of reputable theologians were safe pastoral guides 
for their lives, at least as long as the Church tolerated their publication. 
This confusion has finally forced the Magisterium, which at the Coun
cil had hoped to increase the freedom of theologians for the sake of the 
development of doctrine, to deny explicitly that a few much publicized 
dissenters had the right to be regarded as “Catholic theologians,” since 
they no longer “spoke for the Church” and could not be regarded as 
pastoral guides in the formation of conscience. This might have been 
avoided if the dissenters had made clear to the public that they were 
presenting their arguments for debate but not as substitutes or even 
supplements for the pastoral guidance of the members of the Church by 
the Magisterium, which alone has this pastoral authority. It must be 
admitted, however, that the public media of communication today, by

63 Alexander VII, DS # 2047.



Living Wisely 125

sensationalizing theological debate, make it very difficult for theolo
gians to keep these distinctions clear before the public.

Is the Good What Authority Commands?

How do we form our consciences from the intrinsic reasons for saying 
something is morally good or bad? It is not easy to answer that ques
tion, as we can see from the diversity of answers historically proposed. 
We have seen that the Bible (at least at first sight) presents a Divine 
Command Ethics, that is, an ethics according to which something is 
morally right or wrong because God has willed to command it to be 
done or not done.

Moses, with the levitical priests, then said to all Israel: “Be si
lent, O Israel, and listen! This day you have become the people 
of the Lord, your God. You shall therefore hearken to the voice 
of the Lord, your God, and keep his commandments and statutes 
which I enjoin on you today” (Dt 27:9-10).

According to such an ethics, it is not for creatures to question why the 
Creator has so commanded but simply to obey. Some of the Church 
Fathers speak in these terms, as do the Muslims with regard to the 
Qur’an.

In the late Middle Ages the Nominalist theologians, anxious to 
emphasize the sovereign freedom of God to do as he chooses and for 
philosophical reasons increasingly skeptical of the natural law argu
ments of earlier theologians, defended a Divine Command Ethics. The 
civil lawyers also extended Command Ethics to the justification of 
secular laws by the theory of the Divine Right of Kings, who like God 
could make whatever laws they wanted. From Trent to Vatican II this 
voluntaristic type of ethics strongly shaped the teaching of moral the
ology which thus became largely assimilated to Canon Law.64

64 See Louis Vereecke, “Moral Theology, History of (700 to Vatican Council I),” NCE 
9:1120-22. For the general theological background to this development see William C. 
Placher, A History of Christian Theology: An Introduction, pp. 162-180.



126 L iving the T ruth in Love

Today it seems obvious that a Divine Command Ethics is too 
authoritarian. If the ultimate criterion of justice is the will of the au
thorities, how can those they oppress claim any rights? Hitler was the 
highest legal authority in the Third Reich and Stalin in the Soviet Union! 
Such voluntaristic theories of ethics are said to be deontological (from 
Greek deontos, duty or obligation) since they only require obedience 
without thought o f the consequences. According to such a theory it 
would seem that the terrible consequences for Germany of Hitler’s or 
for Russia of Stalin’s commands were entirely those leaders’ responsi
bility, not of the officers who obeyed them.

Of course God never commands what he knows will ultimately 
have bad consequences for those who obey him, since he can always 
bring a greater good out of evil, yet an ethics based merely on divine 
commands leads to a false picture of God. Thus it is a mistake to take 
God’s command to Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac (Gn 22) as typi
cal of the moral laws of the Old Testament. God put the founder of the 
Chosen People to a special test of faith in view of his special role in the 
history of salvation, but in the Old Law as a whole, as the great Jewish 
theologian Rabbi Maimonides showed,65 God usually supplied under
standable and practical reasons for what he commanded.

Unfortunately the Protestant Reformers were educated in this 
late medieval theology. John Calvin, whose theology has so much in
fluenced American Protestantism and survives among the Fundamen
talists, pictured God as an absolute sovereign who issues commands to 
assert his authority and test our blind obedience. This authoritarian 
image of God has turned many away from Christianity, and so has the 
presentation of Catholic morals as a set of unrealistic commands arbi
trarily imposed by the Church.

In reaction against this authoritarianism, other systems of ethics 
were developed by the Enlightenment. These systems generally tried 
to retain the main values of Christianity, but to divorce them from their 
foundations in biblical revelation and defend them on purely philo-

65 See Maimonides, The Commandments, vol. 2, Appendix II, “Maimonides’ Doctrine of 
the Truths Underlying the Divine Commandments,” pp. 337-347 by the translator and 
editor Rabbi C.B. Chavel.
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sophical grounds. One such system is emotivism, which originated in 
the eighteenth century with Jean Jacques Rousseau and in a different 
version with the Scottish Common Sense School, of which David Hume 
was a principal member. This line of thought did not break cleanly with 
deontologism, but instead of founding morality in the will of the sov
ereign, founded it in the moral instincts, the feelings, or emotions of 
preference, the moral intuitions. Consequently, one might justifiably 
disobey the commands of authority if these violated one’s moral in
stincts.66

Recently, analytic philosophers following Hume, such as G.E. 
Moore have argued that moral or “ought” (value) statements cannot 
logically be reduced to “is” (fact) statements.67 Ought statements do 
not describe a state of affairs but simply express feelings (preferences) 
about certain states of affairs. To say that adultery is wrong is simply to 
say that one’s wife’s adultery makes one angry.

Emotivism tends to total individualism, since emotional prefer
ences vary so widely. Rousseau and Hume tried to avoid this result by 
appealing to the “natural” feelings of the majority, what Rousseau called 
“the general will.” Thomas Jefferson, who was familiar with the ideas 
of the Scottish School, incorporated this notion in our Declaration of 
Independence, and our politicians assure us often that “the people know 
best.”68 Ultimately this line of ethical thought has produced the legal 
positivism of our Supreme Court, according to which public consensus 
is the ultimate criterion of right or wrong. Not only does this threaten to 
become “the tyranny of the majority” but it degenerates into moral 
relativism, since different cultures and different times have different 
feelings about right and wrong, and none of these provide a solid basis 
for human rights.69

An important attempt to overcome this dilemma was the Utili-

66 See Vemon J. Bourke, History of Ethics, vol. 1, pp. 241-242; vol. 2, pp. 13-18 for 
introduction and bibliography.

67 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. 167-189 and bibliography.
68 Gary Wills, Inventing America: Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence (Garden City, 

NY: Doubleday, 1981) emphasizes also the influence of other members of the “Scottish 
Common Sense School.”

69 VS #51-53; 95-97.
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tarianism of Jeremy Bentham. He accepted the idea that the feeling of 
pleasure, free of pain, is the ultimate motive of human action, but ar
gued that this can be reconciled with the common good of society by 
the rule, “Seek the greatest good of the greatest number.” He believed 
this “greatest good” could be determined objectively by reducing feel
ings of pleasure to quantitative units so that a calculation of benefits 
could be made.70

Adam Smith of the Scottish School in a similar way developed 
the notion, widely predominant today and typical of the United States, 
of the “free market.”71 In a free market the subjective preferences of 
individuals are balanced against available resources so as to stimulate 
the production of more resources as the options of consumers are en
larged. Smith claimed that this is an automatic way of achieving the 
“greatest good of the greatest number” through competition.

Another major attempt to meet this dilemma of ethical relativism 
was made by the humanist Immanuel Kant in reaction to the views of 
Rousseau and Hume.72 Kant was a voluntarist and deontologist of the 
most extreme sort since for him the obligation of moral commands 
comes from the will, but he rejected mere obedience to any external 
authority as immoral. One must obey only one’s own will (autonomism), 
but this will to be good must never be guided by feelings or prefer
ences, but only by objective reason (rationalism). How then can social 
consensus be achieved? Kant thought he could avoid individualism, 
because he believed that the reason of all human beings, unhampered 
by self-serving passions, will legislate the same moral rules, just as in 
his day all scientists accepted Newton’s law of gravitation. Kant’s ra
tionalism has now lost credibility (Einstein changed Newton’s laws!), 
so that Kantians today settle for the idea that the best that can be hoped 
for is a rationally consistent ethics based on moral consensus, a con
sensus which they hope will be supported by a historical tradition. 
Thus ultimately they also accept moral relativism.

70 Bourke, History of Ethics, vol. 2, pp. 22-25 and bibliography.
71 See R.B. Fulton, Adam Smith Speaks to Our Times: A Study of His Ethical Ideas.
72 See A.E. Teale, Kantian Ethics.
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To reject these types of ethical theory, however, is not to accept 
(as Kant did) a rationalistic position which neglects the role of feeling 
and imagination in good ethical decisions, nor to deny the relevance of 
history and of induction from experience to ethical analysis. A sound 
foundation for moral theology in the Bible and Tradition makes very 
clear that moral thinking undergoes historical development to which 
serious attention must always be given. An epistemology of the 
Thomistic type which I have employed in this book, and which the 
Magisterium has favored as most consistent with biblical realism,73 
also insists that deductive thinking to be valid must always be based on 
induction from human experience. Finally, no one can read the Bible or 
the Church Fathers without seeing that these sources are not rationalis
tic, but give full credit to the role of the human “heart” (i.e., human 
feeling and the images which move it) in moral decision-making.74

Is the Good Natural to Us?

From the time of Socrates who protested against the moral relativism 
of the Sophists, other thinkers have proposed ethical systems based not 
simply on the will of authority, nor on the feelings of the individual or 
the crowd, but on two principles: (1) that there is only one true goal for 
all human life which is determined by the very nature of humanity; (2) 
that ethical problems are concerned with the realistic choice of the 
means to this goal. Such a system is said to be teleological (Greek 
telos, end or goal).75 The Greek systems differed, however, in two ways.76

73 Vatican II, OT # 15-16 with its references to previous Church documents approving 
Thomism as the basis of Catholic education; cf. also Code of Canon Law, c. 252, #  3.

74 See Philip S. Keane, S.S., Christian Ethics and Imagination. Note the bibliographical 
note, p. 184, n. 51.

75 A confusion was introduced by Henry Sidgwick in a famous book, The Methods of 
Ethics (1886), who distinguished “deontological” from “teleological” systems o f ethics 
on the basis that the former held for absolute moral norms and the latter did not. To 
avoid this confusion of terms VS # 75 distinguishes between “teleology” and 
“teleologism” (i.e., teleology in Sidgwick’s sense). The Catholic tradition has generally 
favored a teleological ethics (a means-ends ethics as contrasted to a legalistic, 
deontological ethics) but one which supports absolute moral norms.

76 Bourke, History of Ethics, vol. 1, pp. 15-68.
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On the one hand, there was disagreement about the priorities among 
these ultimate values or goals. The Epicureans argued that the most 
desirable value is pleasure and freedom from pain (thus anticipating 
emotivism). The Stoics argued that the greatest value is peace of mind 
(thus anticipating Kant). The Platonists and the Aristotelians argued 
that the highest value was the contemplation of truth, but the latter with 
the proviso that the pursuit of knowledge also presupposes other lesser 
values as its condition.

The Church rejected the Epicurean view because it was incom
patible with the Cross. It praised the Stoic view but found it ultimately 
inhuman, empty, and self-righteous. Since the Aristotelian view was at 
first not well known, the Church favored Platonic ethics insofar as 
Plato taught that the vision of God is the highest good, but the Church 
emphasized that the attainment of this vision is not so much through 
thought as through love, made possible by grace.

When Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics became known in the 
Middle Ages, the scholastic theologians recognized that it surpassed 
Plato in its realism, balance and method, and adopted it. Thus Aristotle’s 
ethics has remained a basic tool of moral theology, although obscured 
after Trent by the trend toward voluntarism. With the rise of Enlighten
ment Humanism in the eighteenth century as a rival of Christianity, the 
Church began to feel a great pressure to revise her traditional moral 
theology in the light of the newer systems I have already mentioned.77

In Continental Europe the predominant influence on Christian 
thought was Kantianism. This was largely adopted by liberal Protes
tantism, especially in the idealistic forms it took in Germany, in which 
values were seen as constructs of the human mind inspired by the Ab
solute working through the “spirit” of various cultures and times. Thus 
values were given a more historical, relativistic character than in Kant’s 
rationalism. This tradition ultimately ended in the extreme individual
ism of existentialism (Jean Paul Sartre) and in phenomenological eth
ics (Edmund Husserl, Max Scheler, Martin Heidegger). Scheler, the

77 See the article of Vereecke, note 67 and “Preface a l’Histoire de la Theologie Morale 
Modeme,” Studia Moralia, I, pp. 87-120 above and Bernard Haring, The Law of 
Christ, I, Chapter 1.
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most influential of the European ethicists, accepted Kant’s basic ap
proach but attempted to give it more content by adopting Rousseau’s 
notion that absolute ethical values (phenomenological essences) are 
known by intuitive feeling, while their concrete applications remain 
relative to particular historical and cultural circumstances.78

The dissent over the encyclical Humanae Vitae, to which I have 
already referred, has led to a remarkable attempt by some moralists to 
revise the traditional Catholic moral system, since the dissenters logi
cally concluded that a moral system which condemned what they had 
approved (for what no doubt seemed to them very good reasons) must 
demand such revision. To understand this system of “Proportionate 
Reason”79 it is necessary first to explain the traditional Thomistic view 
which it was intended to revise.80

According to St. Thomas Aquinas who followed the Aristotelian 
teleological system, moral decisions must begin from the true goal of 
human life. For the Christian this is union with God in the beatific 
vision rather than merely the knowledge of God possible by human 
reason in this life, as Aristotle had thought. This goal is not subject to 
ethical discourse because it is known from revelation with the certitude 
of faith. The ethical problem, therefore, is to determine the means nec
essary to attain this supernatural goal. Some of these means are neces
sary, as known either by revelation or by reason, but most of them 
present a range of options among which abstract reason cannot abso
lutely determine which ought to be preferred. Consequently conscience 
informed by moral wisdom must judge which means are preferable in

78 Max Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Value: A New Attempt 
Toward the Foundation of an Ethical Personalism. For a good analysis see Alfons 
Deeken, Process and Permanence in Ethics: Max Scheler’s Moral Philosophy.

79 For a survey of the main authors of this school see Bernard Hoose, Proportionalism: 
The American Debate and its European Roots and John A. Gallagher, Time Past, Time 
Future: A Historical Study o f Catholic Moral Theology. For my criticism, see Benedict 
M. Ashley, O.P. and Kevin D. O’Rourke, O.P., Healthcare Ethics: A Theological 
Analysis, (3rded. 1989), pp. 158-159, 165-169.

80 The basic text is S.T., I-II, q. 18. For critical analysis see Brian Thomas Mullady, O.P., 
The Meaning of the Term “Moral” in St. Thomas Aquinas-, Servais Pinckaers, O.P.,
“La question des acts intrinsequement mauvais et le ‘proportionalisme.’”
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particular situations, and morality formally consists in following this 
judgment of conscience.

The question, therefore, is how conscience is to make this judg
ment about what to do here and now as a means to union with God. 
Aquinas held that moral wisdom requires us first to determine whether 
the act we are about to intend to perform is itself — objectively in its 
own essential character — an act capable of leading us toward God, or 
one which will frustrate this movement toward God. If then the latter is 
intrinsically immoral, not simply because it is contrary to God’s com
mand — although in fact God forbids that kind of actions — but be
cause it obstructs the relation to God which the Christian and God 
mutually seek to strengthen, then no circumstances or good intentions 
can make such an action morally good.81

Sometimes our consciences can perceive this intrinsic immoral
ity of an act because we can see that it is incompatible with the love of 
God, but sometimes we have not yet attained that degree of moral 
wisdom and therefore must rely on the superior wisdom of God. Then 
we must obey his command with confidence that it was issued only 
because in fact the action is immoral and harmful to ourselves or oth
ers. We cannot make the intention to perform a harmful act moral by 
also intending to use that act as a means to some further good intention, 
e.g., to steal in order to give to charity. Nor can any circumstance in 
which it may be performed render it good, because of its intrinsic harm
fulness. Thus rape, because it is intrinsically contradictory to the basic 
rights of another and hence of our love of neighbor and hence of our

81 “Reason attests that there are objects o f the human act which are by their nature 
‘incapable o f being ordered’ to God, because they radically contradict the good of the 
person made in his image. These are the acts which, in the Church’s moral tradition, 
have been termed ‘intrinsically evil’ (intrinsice malum)-, they are such always and per 
se, in other words quite apart from the ulterior intentions of the one acting and the 
circumstances. Consequently, without in the least denying the influence on morality 
exercised by circumstances and especially by intentions, the Church teaches that ‘there 
exist acts which per se and in themselves, independently o f circumstances, are always 
seriously wrong by reason o f their object.’” (VS # 80). See also CCC # 1749-1761. 
Since VS was issued some proponents o f proportionalism have claimed that they never 
denied that some kinds of human acts are intrinsically evil, but were only concerned to 
refine the definition of such acts. Fine, if they accept the definitions formulated by the 
Magisterium!
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love of God, cannot be made a good act simply because of some special 
circumstances which might make it seem less vile (e.g., if the woman 
is a prostitute or a prisoner of war) or because of some additional good 
intention of the rapist (such as the case where a man rapes his reluctant 
wife so as to avoid temptations to adultery!).

If, however, conscience perceives the act to be intrinsically an 
appropriate means to the true end of human life, this is still not suffi
cient to judge it good. Conscience must then take into account the 
circumstances in which the act is to be performed, since these circum
stances may make the act less appropriate, or even entirely inappropri
ate and bad. Among these circumstances will be any additional inten
tions extrinsic to the intention to perform the act. For example, in the 
Sermon on the Mount Jesus rebukes those who give alms (an intrinsi
cally good act), but do it in such circumstances that they call attention 
to their generosity (Mt 6:1-4). In this case the intention to perform the 
act (i.e., to give alms to the poor) is good; but the intention extrinsic to 
the act (i.e., to gain a reputation for generosity) is a circumstance of the 
act, since the same act could be performed without that intention.

Note that in such a teleological way of judging, the consequences 
of an act (insofar as they can prudently be determined) are important, 
but good consequences which are circumstantial (that is, which do not 
necessarily follow from the nature of the act) cannot make an intrinsi
cally evil act good. What account must be taken of the bad conse
quences which are foreseen, in deciding to act, we will consider later in 
explaining the so-called “Principle of Double Effect.”

Obviously, the consequences of our acts cannot be foreseen com
pletely, but what we can foresee is that in performing an intrinsically 
bad act there will at least be damage to ourselves, because we will be 
acting contrary to moral wisdom. Our free acts make us the kind of 
persons we are, because they either develop or obscure the image of 
God in which we are created. Every intrinsically evil act dims that 
image, no matter what other good consequences seem to flow from it. 
The man who cheats in business may grow rich, but he also obscures 
the image of God in himself, for God never cheats.
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Exceptionless Moral Norms

The system of “proportionate reason,” whose chief author was Josef 
Fuchs, S.J., was influenced by the Kantian, phenomenological and in- 
tuitionist ethics of Max Scheler, already mentioned, especially through 
the theological system of Karl Rahner.82 Fuchs himself was influential 
in writing the so-called “Majority Report” (never officially published) 
of the papal commission which recommended a modification of the 
Church’s traditional position against contraception.83 The fundamental 
thesis of the system of proportionate reason is that at least in the case of 
concrete moral norms it is never possible to judge that any human act 
is intrinsically immoral, without at the same time considering all the 
circumstances (including circumstantial intentions). Consequently, the 
basic principle of moral judgment is that to determine whether a con
crete act is moral it is necessary to weigh the positive and negative 
values involved in this act, including its circumstances, and then to 
judge it good if there is a proportionate reason to perform the act, i.e., 
if the positive values outweigh the negative.

Although this principle of proportionate reason is nowhere men
tioned in the documents of Vatican II, its proponents argue that it is 
consonant with the “historical consciousness” of that Council because 
it recognizes that all human acts take place in historical circumstances 
from which they receive their objective character, and cannot be fully 
defined merely in the timeless abstract. To the objection that this means 
one may “do evil that good may come of it,” which St. Paul rejects (Rm 
3:8), proportionalists answer that the weighing of values and disvalues 
is “pre-moral” (ontic), that is, prior to moral judgment.84 Therefore

82 See the work o f Hoose, note 85 above and the dissertation of Timothy O’Connell, 
Changing Catholic Moral Theology: A Study o f Josef Fuchs.

83 The text is available in Robert Hoyt, ed. The Birth Control Debate: Interim History 
from the Pages of the National Catholic Reporter. The most complete history of this 
affair is Robert B. Kaiser, The Politics o f Sex and Religion which, as the title indicates, 
sees the affair as a power struggle, and does not take adequate account of the 
theological issues involved.

84 The distinction o f “ontic” vs. “ontological” derived from phenomenology was 
introduced into the debate by Louis Janssens in an article, “Ontic Evil and Moral Evil,” 
to replace the traditional distinction between malum physicum and malum morale 
because the contemporary meaning o f “physical” corresponds more to the meaning of
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only when the decision is made to choose an act which has already 
been judged to be of more positive than negative value (or vice versa) 
does the act take on moral character and become morally good or evil.

For example, in deciding on surgery, a physician balances the 
pre-moral disvalue of cutting the patient against the pre-moral value of 
the healing that will result and judges the latter outweighs the former. 
He then makes the good moral decision to operate, accepting the disvalue 
of cutting along with the greater value of healing. Thus, while he does 
something of negative value, namely cutting the patient, which in other 
circumstances might be morally evil, in these circumstances it is not 
morally evil but morally good, because justified by a “proportionate 
reason” for performing it. Hence he is not “doing evil for the sake of 
good.”

Many serious criticisms of this system of proportionate reason 
have been raised, in spite of its acceptance by what is claimed to be the 
“mainstream” of prominent post-conciliar moral theologians and in 
confessional practice by many of the clergy. Josef Fuchs has frankly 
admitted that according to this system even such a prima facie valid 
moral norm as “It is evil to torture innocent children” might at least 
admit of exceptions in circumstances which are very hard to imagine 
but which are theoretically possible.85 This admission, however guarded,

“material.” Granted that the term “physical” is now misleading, it is difficult to see how  
“ontic vs. ontological” clarified the problem. Nor did “pre-moral vs. moral” help. A 
human act can be “evil” in some sense, without being morally evil, that is, a disordered 
means in relation to the true end of human life. For example, the acts of a surgeon in 
cutting the human body or of a preacher in rebuking a sinner are “evil” in some sense, 
since the first causes a physical wound, the second a spiritual one, but they are good 
considered in relation to physical or spiritual health. On the other hand, the act o f an 
adulterer is “good” as an expression of passionate love, but is morally evil considered 
in relation to the true welfare of the parties concerned. It is the objective relation of the 
act to the true end of human life that is significant for ethical discussion.

85 Thus in an article which is perhaps the most persuasive statement of proportionalism, 
“The absoluteness o f moral terms,” Gregorianum, 52 (1971): 415-458, Fuchs states: 
“Theoretically, no other answer seems possible. Probably there can be no universal 
norms o f behavior in the strict sense of ‘intrinsice malum.' Practically, however, 
norms properly formulated as universals have their worth.” He then cites as an 
example, “There can be norms stated as universals, including, that is, a precise 
delineation o f the action, to which we cannot conceive of any kind of exception; e.g., 
cruel treatment of a child which is of no benefit to the child. Despite misgivings on the 
level o f theory, we get along very well with norms of this kind.”
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is exceedingly dangerous since it opens the way to defending the most 
heinous acts by claiming that they are excused by exceptional circum
stances, e.g., the nuclear annihilation of an enemy on the grounds that 
it will save more lives than would otherwise be lost. If Catholic moral 
theology were to adopt this method of ethical reasoning, surely it would 
degenerate into mere utilitarianism, as is sadly evident in some of the 
uses to which it is now being put by its less cautious proponents in 
sexual ethics.

Proportionalism has two basic philosophical errors:

(1) Proportionalism is self-contradictory because it demands that one weigh 
the values and disvalues of an act before judging it to be moral or 
immoral. The values relevant to moral decision, however, must be 
weighed as they are appropriate or inappropriate means to the true 
final end of life; a value is positive if it is an effective means, negative 
if it is an ineffective or harmful means. But as soon as one considers an 
act as a means in relation to the end of life, one is judging it morally. 
Proportionalists therefore contradict themselves by claiming first to 
weigh pre-moral values to determine their proportionate weight when 
in fact they are either already weighing them as moral values, or they 
are weighing them with respect to characteristics which are morally 
irrelevant.

(2) Proportionalism is mistaken in denying that some acts are intrinsically 
immoral.

Why are some concrete acts intrinsically immoral? Because by 
their very nature they are contradictory to the true goal of human life, 
and can never serve as a means to it. Proportionalists themselves admit 
that hatred of neighbor is intrinsically evil and always wrong. “If any
one says, ‘I love God,’ but hates his brother, he is a liar” (1 Jn 4:20). 
But they deny that this is a concrete norm, since it does not say exactly 
what “hate” amounts to in different circumstances. But if hatred of the 
neighbor is intrinsically wrong, then acts whose intrinsic nature is to do 
serious harm to our neighbor cannot be justified by using them as a 
means to our own or someone else’s benefit.

To intend to bomb even one innocent person to save lives, no 
matter how many, is to treat that innocent person as if he were a hated
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enemy, and hence no longer to love God who loved him as a son. Thus 
we would be justifying ourselves as did the high priest Caiaphas to the 
Sanhedrin when they hesitated to kill Jesus:

“You know nothing, nor do you consider that it is better for you 
that one man should die instead of the people, so that the whole 
nation may not perish” (Jn 11:49-50).

The fundamental reason that proportionalists do not admit that 
concrete acts can be wrong intrinsically, is their historicism (a modem 
version of the old Nominalism) which denies the possibility of know
ing the universal natures of concrete things. Scheler, the 
phenomenologist, did admit the existence of moral essences, but for 
him these essences are known intuitively a priori by “feeling” and not 
by reason, and are existentially realized only approximately,86 When 
proportionalists are criticized for relying in this way on “feeling” and 
thus coming close to Emotivism, they defend their system as embody
ing “historical consciousness” in contrast to the “classical conscious
ness” which they accuse of viewing the universe as static.87 But, as I 
have already shown, this dichotomy is unnecessary7 and erroneous. The 
historicity of human life is no contradiction to the universality and 
continuity of human nature but confirms them, nor to our ability to 
come to know our nature by reasoning from experience.

The Bible, without entering into these philosophical niceties, 
teaches both in the Old and New Testaments that the human race 
throughout history and the globe is one single family in Adam and in 
Christ, that is, that there is such a reality as human nature and conse-

86 See Max Scheler, Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Value, pp. 491 -404.
87 This dichotomy was made popular by the insightful essay of Bernard J.F. Lonergan, 

S.J., “The Transition from a Classicist World-View to Historical Mindedness” in A 
Second Collection, pp. 1-9. Lonergan certainly is correct in emphasizing the impor
tance of historical consciousness for modem thought, but it is a mistake to conclude 
from this that all “classical” thought was “static.” Greek philosophy centered on the 
problem of change. While Parmenides and, to a degree, the Platonic tradition came to 
deny the reality o f change, the Aristotelian tradition defended it. As for Thomist 
philosophy, I argue in my Theologies of the Body, pp. 251-412 that it is a philosophy of 
“radical process.”
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quently that some acts are intrinsically contradictory to human nature 
and its universal needs as God created it. Consequently the theory of 
proportionate reason was rejected definitively by John Paul II in the 
encyclical The Splendor o f Truth (Veritatis Splendor, 1993) as incom
patible with the Scriptures and Catholic Tradition.88 What is to be re
tained from proportionalism is a more sensitive awareness of the ways 
in which circumstances affect the morality of acts, especially how sub
jective factors affect subjective morality in the course of history, and 
the role of feelings and imagination in moral decision.

Healing the Sick Conscience

The supreme goal of life in any teleological ethics measures the value 
of all lesser goals and also of all means to these goals. A means is good 
if it leads to this goal, bad if it stands in the way, but it is not always 
easy for us to discern this relationship of means to end realistically. The 
proportionalists emphasize the ambiguity of many moral decisions, 
and this has always been an important concern of the moral theologian 
whose task it is to help resolve these ambiguities, not compound them.89 
It is basic to this enterprise of moral discernment that we have confi
dence that even very difficult moral dilemmas can be objectively solved. 
“God does not demand the impossible,” hence it must be possible, even 
in a confused and darkened world, with God’s help to find the right way 
in life. While in the face of moral dilemmas we sometimes ask our
selves like the weary Solomon in the Book of Qoheleth, “For who 
knows what is good for man in life, the limited days of his vain life 
(which God has made like a shadow)?” (Ec 6:12a). Yet the Book of

88 As an encyclical letter, VS was an act o f the Pope’s ordinary teaching authority and 
requires a “religious submission of mind and will” which is not “simply exterior or 
disciplinary but must be understood within the logic o f faith and under the impulse of 
obedience to faith,” according to the “Instruction on the Ecclesial Role of Theologians” 
which is based on Vatican II, LG #  25 which speaks of a “religious assent of soul” and 
declares: “This religious submission o f will and of mind must be shown in a special 
way to the authentic teaching of the Roman Pontiff, even when he is not speaking ex 
cathedra.”

89 C C C# 1786-1788.
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Wisdom (7:7) reassures us in other words that it puts in Solomon’s 
mouth, “Therefore I prayed, and prudence was given me; I pleaded, 
and the spirit of Wisdom came to me.” God knows what is good for us 
and has made it known to us in Jesus Christ.

To assist us in solving puzzling cases moralists have worked out 
a number of prudential principles. These are called “reflex principles” 
because they are not moral norms, but rules of prudent thinking by 
which moral norms can be applied. They have to do not with content 
but with the process of moral reasoning. We have already noted some 
such reflex principles in discussing moral systems.

How can we make a moral decision in situations where it seems 
to us that “I am damned if I do, and damned if I don’t,” i.e., where it 
seems that there are no good options, but all involve sin? We have seen 
that objectively such a situation is not possible, but subjectively it may 
seem so, and such a person is traditionally said to have a perplexed 
conscience. The answer is that in such a case the moral thing to do is to 
do what seems the lesser evil and if both evils seem equal, then it is all 
right to do either. Persons who act in this way do not sin, since their 
intention is not to do the lesser evil, but to do the only good that appears 
possible. Note that this reflex principle should be used only when we 
are truly perplexed. To use it as an ordinary principle of moral solution 
is to fall into utilitarianism or proportionalism.

Someone who has decided to perform an evil action, but is per
suaded by someone to do a less evil action instead, still commits a sin, 
but a lesser sin. Consequently, in some situations it is permissible for a 
counselor who has failed to persuade a person not to commit a sin, to 
suggest that it would be better (but still wrong) for him instead to com
mit the lesser sin (do less harm), provided that the counselor does not 
give the impression that he or she is approving this lesser evil as no sin 
at all.

What are persons to do who become aware that they are impru
dent in the way they think about moral decisions because they go to 
extremes of laxity on the one hand, or scrupulosity on the other? Jesus 
perceived these two types of imprudence in the scribes and Pharisees 
(one person can fail both ways) when he said to the lax:
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“Beware of the scribes, who like to go around in long robes and 
accept greetings in the marketplaces, seats of honor in syna
gogues, and places of honor at banquets. They devour the houses 
of widows and, as a pretext, recite lengthy prayers. They will 
receive a very severe condemnation” (Mk 12:38-40).

and to the scrupulous:

“Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites. You pay tithes 
of mint and dill and cumin, and have neglected the weightier 
things of the law: judgment and mercy and fidelity. But these 
you should have done, without neglecting the others. Blind 
guides, who strain out the gnat and swallow the camel” (Mt 
23:23-24).

The lax person is sometimes simply someone who always takes 
the easier way if there is any excuse, however thin, even a mere ratio
nalization. The author of Proverbs counts as one of the four greatest of 
wonders, “the way of an adulterous woman, who eats, wipes her mouth 
and says, ‘I have done no wrong’” (Pr 30:20). Such a conscience can 
become callous-, it sins without any feeling of guilt, or it can be “phari- 
saic” when it makes a great fuss over minor points while ignoring re
ally important ones. Persons who have lax consciences often have a 
faulty religious education and ignore the advice of others, live an easy, 
indulgent life, with no control of their passions, think only of worldly 
success, and have the idea that “God will understand!” without remem
bering that God is not only merciful but just.

1 Timothy 4:2 speaks of “the hypocrisy of liars with seared con
sciences” and 2 Peter 2:12 (cf. Jude vv. 5-19) of men who are like 
“irrational animals” who “revile things that they do not understand” 
who “in their destruction... will also be destroyed.” They need to be 
awakened to a healthy fear of God’s justice and to a realization of how 
destructive of others and themselves they are. Their conversion can be 
assisted by a good retreat, confession, regular spiritual reading, getting 
out of bad company, and charitable works that bring them into contact 
with the sufferings caused by sin.

Sometimes the lax conscience becomes a genuine neurosis as in
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the “sociopathic personality” who commits acts that have very serious 
consequences for others and even for the offender, without showing 
any sense of how foolish such acts are or exhibiting any feelings of 
guilt or remorse. The irrationality of such behavior shows that the per
son has diminished freedom and is less responsible for this irrespon
sible behavior. The causes of such a neurosis are not very well under
stood, and it requires careful professional diagnosis and treatment. Such 
persons are often very plausible and likeable, easy bars and “con-men”; 
for example, the man without medical training who passed himself off 
with false credentials as a physician and actually performed surgical 
operations in several hospitals.

The scrupulous person is one who becomes excessively anxious 
about making decisions for fear of committing sin, or of not having 
confessed sins properly; for example, the great moral theologian St. 
Alphonsus Liguori who suffered this affliction all his life. Decision is 
not easy for most of us in difficult matters, but for the scrupulous per
son every decision (or decisions about particular kinds of matters) be
comes very painful — especially about matters that are inherently 
ambiguous, e.g., sexual feelings or feelings of hate or of lack of trust in 
God. This scrupulosity can reach the point of a severe neurosis that is 
classified as a form of obsessive-compulsive behavior or anxiety neu
rosis that requires professional psychological help. It seems to have 
both physical and psychological causes. In milder cases it yields to a 
counselor’s assurances and guidance to a less anxious way of living. 
As Jesus advised the scribes, it is also helped by counseling the person 
to become more occupied in really important services to God and neigh
bor, so that small worries slip into the background.

Moral Dilemmas

Moral decisions, however, truly do involve some difficult situations 
which require reflex rules to help us sort out the various points to be 
prudently considered. Of these, the two famous principles that have 
been developed in the history of moral theology are the Principle o f 
Double Effect (or of Two Effects) and the Principle o f Material Coop-
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eration. The purpose of these two reflex rules of prudence is that we 
often find ourselves in situations where we foresee that in doing a good 
action certain bad consequences (“side-effects”) will also be entailed. 
The question therefore arises, “Can I do this good without also being 
morally responsible for the harmful side-effects?”

The first of these principles says that one may perform the action
if:

1. It is in itself not an intrinsically evil action.90
2. If one intends only this good act, and does not intend (although one 

may foresee) the harmful side-effects. (In this case one is said to intend 
the good directly, the evil indirectly, but in fact one does not really 
intend evil at all; one would prevent it if one could without neglecting 
to perform the good act).

3. If the evil consequences are not the means by which good consequences 
are to be obtained.

4. If the harmful consequences do not exceed the good consequences.

Proportionalists reject the first three of these conditions and ac
cept only the last, which becomes their Principle o f Proportionate 
Reason which is the fundamental prudential principle of their whole 
moral system.91 The first two of these conditions, however, are the 
essential ones. The last two are simply signs that the agent intends only 
the good, and accepts the evil consequences only as an unavoidable 
side-effect. When Jesus preached in the Temple in Jerusalem he un
doubtedly foresaw that this might lead the religious authorities to put 
him to death (Jn 2:13-25). What he intended, however, was to preach 
the Gospel for the salvation of the people. His death was a side-effect, 
not directly intended by him, although foreseen. Nor was his execution 
the means of the people’s salvation, since we are not saved by Jesus’

90 “One may never do evil so that good may result from it” (CCC #1789).
91 Very influential in the development o f the proportionalist theory was the article o f Peter 

Knauer, S.J., “The Hermeneutic Function of the Principle o f Double Effect,” Natural 
Law Forum, 12 (1967):140-162, which argued for the reduction of all moral decision to 
this single principle. It was then only a short step to eliminate three of its conditions, 
especially the primary condition that the act not be intrinsically evil, and to argue that 
proportionality was the sole principle o f moral decision.
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death simply as such, but by the sacrificial love with which he endured 
that death. Christian martyrs do not commit suicide, because they in
tend not their own death but to be faithful witnesses to the Gospel.

Similarly the Principle o f Material Cooperation is necessary 
because we can do few things without cooperating with other human 
beings, yet in this social action we often become unavoidably impli
cated in actions by others which are evil. Jesus prayed for his disciples, 
“I do not ask that you take them out of the world but that you keep them 
from the evil one. They do not belong to the world any more than I 
belong to the world” (Jn 17:15-16). This principle says that one may 
act in cooperation with other people, even when one sees that this may 
be of some assistance in their performing morally evil actions, but only 
under the following conditions:

1. One intends and does only what is morally good in the cooperative 
action, and disapproves and even attempts, if possible, to prevent what 
is evil.

2. One does not formally cooperate with the evil action of another by 
directly assisting it, advising it, or approving it.

3. One’s material cooperation with this evil action is proportionately more
remote the greater the evil of the other’s action in relation to the good 
one hopes to achieve by the cooperation or harm that would result 
from non-cooperation, taking also into account possible scandal, i.e., 
the appearance of formal cooperation which might be a cause of temp
tation to others.92

For example, Jesus, by eating with tax-collectors (Mk 2:14-17) 
— who were agents of the oppressive Roman government who ex
ploited the poor — seemed to the Pharisees to give approval to the tax-

92 When the material cooperation is proximate to the evil act it is said to be “immediate” 
and is always immoral. When it is remote from the evil act it is said to be “mediate.” 
Only mediate material cooperation can be moral, and then only if the other conditions 
mentioned in the text are also satisfied. For example, the nurse who cares for a patient 
after an abortion cooperates with the evil act o f abortion only remotely (mediate 
material cooperation) and might be justified if  the other conditions mentioned are 
satisfied; but a nurse who assists the doctor at an abortion, although she disapproves o f 
abortion and only carries out her ordinary duties in the surgery thus perhaps rendering 
her cooperation material rather than formal, nevertheless, cooperates materially and 
immediately and hence her action is immoral.
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collectors’ actions and thus cooperate formally with them. But Jesus 
answered, “Those who are well do not need a physician, but the sick 
do. I did not come to call the righteous but sinners” (v. 17). Thus his 
association with these sinners was only material, since he was only 
eating with them, not helping them collect unjust taxes. Moreover, it 
was justified by the fact that only by making friends with them could he 
bring the Gospel to them — an act remote from tax-collection and 
justified by the great good of their conversion. Moreover, to have with
drawn from them as the Pharisees did would have left them in sin, a 
very great evil. Finally, the “scandal” which he risked giving to help 
the tax-collectors was not real scandal, because Jesus’ whole life of 
care of the poor was sufficient proof that he did not approve injustice to 
the poor.

Summary of Norms

What then are the concrete norms of the virtue of prudence? The posi
tive norm of prudence can be formulated as follows (again note that the 
biblical citations after these norms are intended as illustrative, not “proof- 
texts”):

1. Since one cannot attain union with God unless one uses the intelli
gence and the faith God has given the Christian to choose the right 
means to that ultimate goal, the baptized should inform their consciences 
as objectively as possible, in the light of reason and of faith with the 
guidance of the Church, and then act in accordance with this judgment 
(cf. Mt 19:16-22).

Hence, the negative norms of prudence are:

2. Never act without informing one’s conscience according to reason and 
the Gospel as interpreted by the Magisterium of the Church, and never 
act in practical doubt (cf. 1 Cor 8).

3. Never neglect as far as practically possible to use one’s experience, 
intelligence, foresight, and creativity and when needed, the counsel of 
trustworthy others, in forming one’s conscience (cf. Mt 10:16; Lk 16:8b-
9).
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4. Never act on laxist or rigorist moral opinions; nor on less than safe 
opinions at the risk of one’s own or another’s union with God (cf. Mt 
23:23; 19:1-12).

These concrete norms and those at the end of Chapter 2 on Faith 
are specified as Christian by the fact that they are derived not only from 
reason but from Scripture and Tradition and that they are intended to 
guide us not to our natural end of integral human fulfillment but to the 
supernatural end of life in the Trinity.

They are concrete, since they do not merely label actions but 
describe them succinctly (they are more fully described in the texts of 
the chapters). The negative norms are exceptionless because they for
bid acts which by their very nature are contradictory to the Christians’ 
goal of life, e.g., to publicly deny the faith is contradictory to the Chris
tians’ obligation to witness to the faith even at the risk of death as Jesus 
did.

The Sacrament of Pastoral Prudence

The pastoral prudence needed by bishops, priests, and deacons re
sembles both domestic and political prudence; a bishop is both a father 
and a shepherd.93 The various levels of moral wisdom can be acquired 
naturally by experience and training, but the moral wisdom necessary 
to live the Christian life is a divine gift given at Baptism. A paternal and 
maternal wisdom to govern the Christian family is conferred in the 
Sacrament of Matrimony. But the pastoral wisdom needed to govern 
the Church is also a special gift of the Holy Spirit given in the Sacra
ment of Holy Orders.94 Because this priestly prudence is given for the 
service of the whole Church, it seems appropriate to associate the Sac
rament of Holy Orders in a special way with the cardinal virtue of

93 Ancient kings were called “shepherds,” but in the Old Testament, although this term 
was applied to various kinds of rulers of the people (e.g., Jr 2:8), it was not directly 
given as a kingly title, since it belonged properly only to Yahweh (Psalm 23). See John 
L. McKenzie, Dictionary of the Bible, article “Shepherd,” 902-904.

94 C C C # 1536-1600.
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prudence, as Baptism is associated with the theological virtue of faith 
for every member of the Church.

The model of this pastoral prudence is, of course, Christ the Good 
Shepherd (Jn 10:1-18; cf. Mk 6:34,14:27; Nb 27:17; Gn 48:15; 49:24; 
Mi 7:14; Ps 23:1-4; 80:1). “I am the good shepherd. A good shepherd 
lays down his life for the sheep” (Jn 10:11). “They will hear my voice, 
and there will be one flock, one shepherd” (Jn 10:16).

In the early Church the clergy, although they were generally celi
bate after ordination,95 were commonly chosen from married men who 
had proved themselves good fathers of families. A bishop “must man
age his own household well, keeping his children under control with 
perfect dignity; for if a man does not know how to manage his own 
household, how can he take care of the church of God?” (1 Tm 3:4-5). 
The study of the Bible and of theology is encouraged for the laity as 
well as the clergy, but those in Holy Orders have a special obligation to 
continue its study throughout their lives.96

Conclusion to Part I

The norms which we have summarized at the ends of Chapters 2 and 3 
are abstract, but they are derived from a real model, Jesus, who is the

95 See the evidence as presented by Christian Cochini, S J., Origines apostoliques du 
celibat sacerdotal and Roman Cholij, Clerical Celibacy in East and West. For critiques 
of this position see H. Crouzel, S.J., Nouvelle Revue Theologigue, 1971: pp. 649-653 
and “Dix ans de recherches sur les origines du celibat ecclesiastique: Reflexion sur les 
publications des annees 1970-1979,” Revue Theologique Louvain, 1980: pp. 157-185; 
also Charles Martin, S.J., Nouvelle Revue Theologique, 105 (1983): pp. 437-438. For a 
different interpretation of the data see Roger Gryson, Les origines du celibat 
ecclesiastiques du premier au septieme siecle. It should be noted that Jerome D. Quinn, 
Letter to Titus, Anchor Bible (1990) holds that the requirement (Tt 1:6) for a “bishop” 
to be a man “of one wife” (rev. NAB, “married only once”), often quoted to show that 
in the early Church the clergy were married, probably means that although married a 
priest must become sexually continent, pp. 85-87. What is certain is that Pope Siricius 
in 385 (DS 185) insisted that the practice then existing (cf. DS 118) of requiring all 
priests and deacons to refrain from marital relations should be maintained. It does not 
appear that the Eastern Church departed from this same practice until the seventh 
century and it still requires it o f bishops.

96 Code of Canon Law, c. 279 #1; cf. 276 # 2, 2
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perfect exemplification of obedience to the Father’s guidance and its 
application to life through moral wisdom. Our faith is only a sharing in 
Jesus’ intimate knowledge of the Father.

No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the 
Father except the Son and anyone to whom the Son wishes to 
reveal him” (Mt 11:27; Lk 10:21-22).

Our moral wisdom or prudence is also Jesus’ gift by which we are 
guided in our free life decisions by his teaching, because we have “only 
one master [referring to the title “rabbi”], the Messiah” (Mt 23:8). Only 
through faith can we share the very wisdom of God showing us the goal 
which is our destiny, union with the Father, the road we must travel by 
a life of discipleship, and the power of the Spirit by which only are we 
able to walk that road.

In the teaching of Jesus we find an interpretation and perfecting 
of the Mosaic law so that, freed from the compromises resulting from 
original sin, it again conforms to the order of the universe given in the 
beginning by the Creator for all humanity, the establishment of the 
Reign of God on earth and beyond this in immortal life in the commu
nity of the Trinity (Mt 23:10). Moral theology, therefore, is the use of 
our God-given human reason, illumined by the infinitely greater gifts 
of Christian faith and moral wisdom, seeking an understanding of this 
divine teaching and its application to our daily lives as a Christian 
community.

Who among you is wise and understanding? Let him show his 
works by a good life in the humility that comes from wisdom... 
Wisdom from above is first of all pure, then peaceable, gentle, 
compliant, full of mercy and good fruits, without inconstancy or 
insincerity. And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace for 
those who cultivate peace (Jm 3:13-18).
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Chapter 4

LIVING IN HOPE

[Christ] was known before the foundation of the world but 
revealed in the final time for you, who through him believe in 

God who raised him from the dead and gave him glory, so 
that your faith and hope are in God ( IP 1:20-21).

A: THE VIRTUE

Hope Rooted in Faith

Since the eighteenth century, modern life has been powered by the idea 
of progress to be achieved by the rapid advance of a scientific under
standing of the world and the technological control over natural forces 
which science makes possible. Yet since the Second World War a deep 
shadow of disillusionment, even of despair has lengthened across the 
modem world. The possibility of nuclear destruction, the threat to the 
environment, the seeming irradicability of poverty for most of the 
world’s peoples, the babel of irreconcilable ideologies have made it an 
“Age of Anxiety,” of existence on the “edge of the abyss.”1 Existential 
despair is not a new experience for humanity. The Bible again and 
again expresses this anguish — magnificently in the Book of Job, in 
weary disgust in Qoheleth, in piercing cries in the Psalms such as Psalm 
88 which ends:

Your furies have swept over me; 
your terrors have cut me off.

1 See GS on ‘The Situation of Men in the Modern World,” #  4-8. Different aspects of the 
problem of hope today are treated in the following: A.M. Carre, O.P., Hope or Despair, 
Jean Galot, The Mystery of Christian Hope, Monika Hellwig, What Are They Saying 
About Death and Christian Hope?, Jurgen Moltmann, Theology o f Hope, Josef Pieper, 
On Hope, Josef Ratzinger, Death and Eternal Life, and Edward Wojcicki, A Crisis of 
Hope in the Modern World.
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They encompass me like water all the day;
on all sides they close in upon me.

Companion and neighbor you have taken away from me; 
my only friend is darkness.

Or Psalm 22 which Jesus recited on the cross when he wailed, “My 
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt 27:46).

Every age appears to be the End Time to those who live in it. The 
disaster of the Flood (Gn 6-9) is the type of the catastrophes of every 
age, when it looks as if the very existence of humanity is threatened by 
its own folly. Yet the narrator of Genesis hastens to conclude the story 
of the Flood with the rainbow of hope. God promises:

“Never again will I doom the earth because of humankind, since 
the desires of the human heart are evil from the start; nor will I 
ever again strike down all living beings” (Gn 8:21; cf. Is 54:9-
10).

In fact this note of hope is sounded in Genesis immediately after 
the Fall, when God does not at once execute the sentence of death on 
Adam and Eve but settles them to live in exile from Eden, clothing 
them with skins, but not withdrawing from them the blessing of fertil
ity by which they were to become the parents of all the living (Gn 3:20- 
24).2

Messianic Hope

This promise and this hope are sounded throughout the Scriptures, but 
the material object of this hope is gradually seen in a new light. From 
the very origins of Yah wist faith in Israel the true Hebrew believer 
hoped from God not mere physical benefits but some true friendship 
with God. This was to be a restoration of that intimacy between God 
and the first humans pictured in Genesis 1 and 2, when they stood 
before God “naked and unashamed” (Gn 2:25) and spoke to him di
rectly in all innocence. This longing to meet God face to face emerges 
again and again in the Old Testament, although inhibited by a great fear 
that “to see God is to die” (Jg 6:22-23; 13:22). Thus the Psalmist sings

2 CCC #402-421; see especially # 410-411.



Living in Hope 153

that, unlike those “Whose portion in life is in this world,” “I injustice 
shall behold your face;/ on waking I shall be content in your presence” 
(Ps 17:14-15).3

The Jews still lacked any clear revelation of the future life. As 
Sirach says (41:4), “Whether one has lived a thousand years, a hun
dred, or ten, in the nether world he has no claim on life.”4 They could 
not accept the myths of the Egyptians and Babylonians because these 
myths pictured the after-life in images which were irreconcilable with 
Israel’s faith in the One God. Hence the Jews’ spiritual longing for 
union with this One God came to center in the experience of worship
ping him present in the Tabernacle and the Temple.

Send forth your light and your fidelity; 
they shall lead me on

And bring me to your holy mountain, 
to your dwelling place.

Then will I go in to the altar of God, 
the God of my gladness and joy;

Then will I give thanks upon the harp.
O God, my God! (Ps 43:3-4).

We should not be surprised, therefore, nor accuse the Jews of 
materialism, when we see that the writers of the Old Testament put 
their stress on hope for the goods of this earthly life, rather than on 
those of a future concerning which they had as yet no clear and trust
worthy revelation. We have the liberation theologians to thank for re
minding us of the fact, supported by historical-criticism, that it was the 
Exodus experience and its renewal in the return from the Babylonian 
exile, especially as expressed by the unknown author we call Deutero- 
Isaiah (Is 40-55), which was the major source of Jewish monotheism.5

3 On the longings o f the human heart for perfect happiness see GS #9-10 .
4 See Nicholas J. Tromp, Primitive Conceptions of Death and the Nether World in the 

Old Testament. See my discussion in Theologies of the Body, pp. 579-585, with notes 
27-35, pp. 622-624.

5 See the use made of the Creation and Exodus themes in Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology 
of Liberation: History, Politics and Salvation, pp. 155-160. John L McKenzie, S.J., 
NJBC, p. 1287, says, “As for [the] unicity [of God], in Israel there is no clear and
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God revealed himself as Creator not just of the heavens and the 
earth, but most clearly of all in the wonderful Liberation, the birth and 
rebirth of his chosen people: “Thus says the Lord, who created you, O 
Jacob, and formed you, O Israel: Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I 
have called you by name: you are mine” (Is 43:1). Yahweh was the 
Creator of the world and of a people especially chosen to witness him 
to the whole fallen world. “I formed you, and set you as a covenant of 
the people, a light for the nations” (Is 42:6). “My house shall be called 
a house of prayer for all peoples” (Is 56:7).

The Jews, therefore, hoped for the coming of the Reign (“King
dom”) of God (Ws 10:10). “Who is this king of glory? The Lord, strong 
and mighty, the Lord mighty in battle” (Ps 24:8). “Indeed the Lord will 
be there with us, majestic; yes, the Lord our judge, the Lord our law
giver, the Lord our king, he it is who will save us” (Is 33:22). “They 
[the just] shall judge nations and rule over peoples, and the Lord shall 
be their King forever” (Ws 3:8). The Jews were sure that when God 
would reign once more as he did at the beginning of creation before sin, 
the Covenant and its promises would be perfectly fulfilled.

As the Jews in the Babylonian Exile reflected on their former 
glory in the reigns of King David and Solomon and mourned over the 
decline of their kingdom through the division and religious corruption 
recounted in 2 Kings, their hope began to center on a more concrete 
presence of God through an earthly king, a Messiah (the Anointed, the 
Christ), of the house of David, who would bring about God’s Reign.6 
He would establish universal justice, prosperity, and peace (see the 
prophecy of Nathan, 2 S 7:5-16; cf. Ps 89; 1 Ch 18:1-15). This hope 
inspired the return from Exile, but was sadly disappointed when the 
restoration was so meager. “Who is left among us who saw this house

unambiguous denial o f the existence o f gods other than Yahweh before Dt-Is in the 6th 
cent. B.C. However Deut 32:39 has the same emphasis as Dt-Is, and some scholars 
would date this Song of Moses to a considerably earlier period.. .  The absence of such 
a denial does not mean that the Israelites share in some mitigated way the polytheistic 
beliefs of other ancient peoples; rather, they rejected these beliefs, but couched their 
rejection in other than philosophical terms.” Cf. L. Labuschagne, The Incomparability 
of Yahweh in the Old Testament.

6 See Raymond E. Brown, S.S., “God’s Future Plan for His People: (I) Messiah,” NJBC, 
1310-1312.



Living in Hope 155

[the Temple] in its former glory? And how do you see it now? Does it 
seem like nothing in your eyes?” (Hg 2:3).

Any real fulfillment of these hopes was shattered by Alexander 
the Great’s conquests (1 and 2 Maccabees) and the Roman domination 
which followed. Yet, in the period of the Maccabees, the martyrdom of 
those who resisted the Greek rulers in their attempts to enforce idolatry 
on the Jews, led to a firm conviction of the resurrection of the just.7 As 
the mother of seven martyred sons said to encourage her youngest in 
accepting martyrdom:

“Therefore, since it is the Creator who shapes each man’s begin
ning, as he brings about the origin of everything, he, in his mercy, 
will give you back both breath and life, because you now disre
gard yourself for the sake of the law” (2 M 7:23).

Moreover, these disasters aroused an apocalyptic expectation (Dn 7-9) 
of a Messiah from heaven:

As the visions of the night continued I saw 
One like a son of man coming, 

on the clouds of heaven;
When he reached the Ancient One 

and was presented before him,
He received dominion, glory, and kingship;

nations and peoples of every language serve him.
His dominion is an everlasting dominion 

that shall not be taken away,
His kingship shall not be destroyed (Dn 7:13-14).8

7 See Jonathan A. Goldstein’s commentary, II Maccabees, Anchor Bible 41 A, pp. 291- 
317,448-457, who argues that Jason of Cyrene, whose history was the chief source of 
2 Maccabees, was a pietist who believed in the resurrection as prophesied in the Book 
of Daniel and who attributes the same view to the Maccabees who were in fact o f the 
Sadducean party which rejected resurrection.

8 There have been protracted discussions without consensus on whether this “like a son 
of man” was taken up by Jesus in the phrase “Son o f Man” frequent in the Gospels, 
whether he or the early Church originated this title, and what its significance is. See 
John Meier, NJBC, pp. 1324-1325 for a good discussion and Mary Margaret Pazdan, 
O.P., The Son of Man: A Metaphor for Jesus in the Fourth Gospel, pp. 13-29 for recent 
literature.
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Yet other prophecies spoke of the Messiah as coming in meek
ness (Zc 9:9ff.) and rejection as the Suffering Servant (Is 42:1-4; 49:1- 
7; 50:4-11; 52:13-53:12), and as the greatest of prophets (Ml 3:23; Mt 
16:14) and also as a priest (Ps 110:4). He was to sum up in his person 
the whole vocation of the Chosen People in all its paradoxical aspects.9

The New Testament, in turn, proclaims that this Messiah is the 
Son of God, Jesus Christ, who confirmed his identity by his miracles, 
his perfecting and fulfillment of the Torah, his sacrificial death and his 
victorious rising from the dead and return to the Father. By these deeds 
he initiated the Reign of God on earth, of which his Church remains a 
permanent witness through the ages, and he will come again at the end 
of history to bring it to perfect fulfillment.10

Then comes the end, when he [Christ] hands over the kingdom 
to his God and Father, when he has destroyed every sovereignty 
and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has 
put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be de
stroyed is death (1 Cor 15:24-26; cf. Ps 110:4 and 8:7).

In the Synoptics’ account of Jesus’ preaching the coming King
dom of God11 it is clear that his Kingdom like that promised by the Old 
Testament prophets includes earthly justice and peace, since he teaches 
his disciples to pray, “Your kingdom come, your will be done, on earth 
as in heaven” (Mt 6:10). Moreover (if, as some exegetes argue,12 the 
Lukan form, 6:20-22, is the more original) the Beatitudes as actually 
preached by Jesus declared that the poor, the hungry, the suffering in 
the Kingdom already at hand are to share in all those good things of life 
which until then only the rich had possessed — a theme anticipated in 
the prophets (1 S 2:8; Ps 107:9) and Mary’s Magnificat (Lk 1:53).

9 CCC # 572. See C.R. North, The Suffering Servant in Deutero-Isaiah, 2nd ed. and Pierre
Grelot, Les Poemes du Serviteur.

10 CCC # 436-440, 528-529, 540, 590, 711-716, 674, 840.
11 Matthew, writing in a Jewish Christian milieu, says “Kingdom of Heaven” because of 

the reverent reluctance of the Jews to use the Divine Name.
12 See Ulrich Luz, Matthew, 1-11, pp. 226-228, for reasons for this view which to me do 

not seem to be conclusive since Luke’s theological insistence on the dignity of the poor 
might have influenced his version.
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In the Johannine literature, however, the spiritual implications of the 
great fact of Jesus’ Resurrection become more profoundly developed. 
Through baptism the Christian already lives in Christ a divine life that 
will never end, which death cannot touch.

“Just as the living Father sent me and I have life because of the 
Father, so also the one who feeds on me will have life because of 
me. This is the bread that came down from heaven. Unlike your 
ancestors who ate and still died, whoever eats this bread will 
live forever” (Jn 6:57-58). “Beloved, we are God’s children now; 
what we shall be has not yet been revealed. We do know that 
when it is revealed we shall be like him, for we shall see him as 
he is. Everyone who has this hope based on him makes himself 
pure, as he is pure” (1 Jn 3:2-3).

Thus, what the Christian hopes for at the deepest level of hope is the 
“beatific vision,” the face to face union with God.

Yet this hoped for union is not merely for oneself, since it is a 
union of generous love {agape) that must extend to all God’s creation; 
hence it is a hope for the union of the Church and of the whole cosmos 
with the Creator, pictured in the Book of Revelation as the “marriage 
feast of the Lamb,” of Christ and his bride the Church, a universe trans
formed and descending from heaven to earth (Rv 21-22). It is this scene 
which closes the Bible as the panorama of creation opened it (Gn 1- 
2).13

Before this glorious promise, however, we sinful human beings 
feel utterly powerless. Not only in our times has the hope of human 
progress through science and technology failed because, while they 
give us control over nature, they do not give us control over ourselves 
and our societies. All human history makes evident that humanity can
not of itself attain even earthly justice and peace, and certainly not 
eternal life with God. St. Paul in the Epistle to the Romans (1:16-2:16) 
vividly depicted humanity’s universal “falling short” of the goal for

13 C C C# 1042-1060.
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which it was created and the internal conflict within every human be
tween conscience and desire, between the true “inner” person, the real 
I, and the false “outer” person enslaved to sin:

We know that the law is spiritual; but I am carnal, sold in slavery 
to sin. What I do, I do not understand. For I do not do what I 
want, but what I hate. Now if I do what I do not want, I concur 
that the law is good. So it is no longer I who do it, but sin that 
dwells in me. For I know that good does not dwell in me, that is, 
in my flesh. The willing is ready at hand, but doing the good is 
not. For I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want.
Now if I do what I do not want, it is no longer I who do it, but sin 
that dwells in me. So, then, I discover the principle that when I 
want to do right, evil is at hand. For I take delight in the law of 
God, in my inner self, but I see in my members another principle 
at war with the law of my mind, taking me captive to the law of 
sin that dwells in my members. Miserable one that I am! Who 
will deliver me from this mortal body? (Rm 7:14-24)14

We all experience this utter powerlessness to overcome our own 
weaknesses or to solve the tragic problems of a world of war, delusion, 
and injustice, and it seems to make a mockery of hope. It is this existen
tial despair that drives people to deny the very existence of a good God. 
“In their insolence the wicked boast, ‘God doesn’t care, doesn’t even 
exist’” (Ps 10:4). “I will punish the men... who say in their hearts, 
‘Neither good nor evil can the Lord do’” (Zp 1:12). But St. Paul an
swers his own temptation to despair with a cry of hope, “Thanks be to 
God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rm 7:25). Christian faith pro
vides this answer in Jesus Christ, risen from death. Savior of all who 
believe in him. “In the world you will have trouble, but take courage, I 
have conquered the world” (Jn 17:33).15

14 In this passage Paul’s statement, “So it is no longer I who do it, but sin that dwells in 
me” should not be taken too literally as if he was denying personal responsibility for 
his actions, and blaming it on a personified “Sin,” like the comedian who kept saying, 
“The devil made me do it!” Paul means that it is not his true self as God created him to 
be and as his conscience says he ought to be, but his false sinful self who sins. Paul 
dramatizes this inner self-contradiction as two persons struggling within himself. Dr. 
Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. See Chapter 3, note 19.

15 CCC # 638-658.
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Of course this victory of Christ and of all who are in Christ is now 
known only in faith. It is not experienced, except obscurely, in a world 
that today remains so very troubled. Jesus constantly urged his dis
ciples to be vigilant for his Second Coming, as in the great Eschatological 
Discourse of Mark 13 (Mt 24) and the Parable of the Ten Virgins (Mt 
25:1-13). Some exegetes have claimed that Jesus expected this to take 
place soon after his death. Hence they argue that his moral instructions 
were only an “interim ethic” and no longer apply 2000 years after. 
They also maintain that the early Church at first shared this expectation 
and, only after it had failed to be fulfilled, accepted the idea of the 
continuation of history.16

Other exegetes, however, have pointed out that Jesus made no 
recorded prediction of a date, but rather is reported to have replied to 
the question, “But of that day or hour, no one knows, neither the angels 
in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Be watchful! Be alert! You 
do not know when the time will come” (Mk 13:32-33).17 What the 
Twelve could be sure of was that the Kingdom would begin to be mani
fest “in power” even in the time of those who heard him. This was 
fulfilled by the ending of the old order with the inauguration of the new 
covenant by the founding of the Church at Pentecost (Ac 2:1-47) and 
the destruction of the Temple in 70 A.D. (Mt 24:1-2; Mk 13:1-2; Lk 
21:5-6).

What We Hope For

Thus what we hope for (with a hope bom of faith) as supremely good, 
but still in the future and impossible to obtain by any human effort, yet 
possible with God, is first of all God himself — not just our happiness 
but the coming of the Reign of God in which we and all who love God

16 The thesis of a merely “interim ethics” in the New Testament is argued by Jack T. 
Sanders, Ethics in the New Testament. Such views seem now to have little support 
among scholars. By the time of the last books of the New Testament (cf. Rv 20:3, 7, 
and 2 P 3:8), though the expectation of a sudden Second Advent o f Christ was still very 
lively, the “interim” was being spoken of in terms of a “thousand” years.

17 CCC # 1048, 672-674.
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will share. God has freely invited us to share eternal life with him (see 
the Parable of the Wedding Feast, Mt 22:1-14). Secondarily we hope 
for the means, supplied both by nature and by grace, to reach God. 
“God is able to make every grace abundant for you, so that in all things, 
always having all you need, you may have an abundance for every 
good work” (2 Cor 9:8).

This note of hope sounds throughout the Bible. The Psalmist of 
the Old Testament sings, “Whom else have I in heaven? And when I 
am with you, the earth delights me not” (Ps 73:25). St. Paul says, “We 
boast in the hope of the glory of God” (Rm 5:2), which Titus (1:2) 
describes as “the hope of eternal life that God, who does not lie, prom
ised before time began” and Hebrews (7:19) as “a better hope... through 
which we draw near to God.”

Strangely, our need for God’s gift of the virtue of hope has some
times become obscured in the Church. In the late Middle Ages the 
legalism fostered by the Nominalists in the universities often led to a 
kind of Pelagianism that emphasized human effort at the expense of 
confidence in God’s grace.18 The result was that some Christians like 
the young Luther felt they could not live with the seemingly impossible 
demands of God’s holy law.19 Consequently he and others of the Re
forming party sought assurance of their personal salvation in a one
sided interpretation of St. Paul’s teaching on salvation by faith.20 The 
Council of Trent replied to this question not only by its teaching on 
faith and works, but also by teaching that it is hope, rather than the 
Reformers’ subjective “assurance” of election and forgiveness, which

18 Francis Clark, S.J., “A New Appraisal o f Late Medieval Theology” answers the charge 
of Heiko Oberman, The Harvest of Medieval Theology that these Nominalist 
theologians were Pelagians, by showing that they never denied our total dependence on 
God’s grace to do good. On the contrary, out of pastoral concern, they sought to exalt 
God’s mercy in accepting such of our better dispositions which he might use to prepare 
the way for the grace he alone can bestow. Unfortunately the Nominalist formulations 
were easily misunderstood in a Pelagian or Semi-Pelagian sense.

19 For a sympathetic account o f Luther’s theology o f Law and Gospel, see Paul Althaus, 
The Theology of Martin Luther, note especially pp. 53-63, 157-158, 169-178.

20 Paul Hacker, The Ego in Faith: Martin Luther and the Origin o f Anthropocentric 
Religion.
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is the grounds for true Christian trust in God’s saving power. Trent said 
that faith without hope cannot give us a share in God’s life.21

In the seventeenth century, Catholic Jansenists and Quietists (no 
friends of each other) proposed the absurd theory that Christian perfec
tion (“perfect love’’) implies a resignation to one’s own damnation if 
that be the will of God. In other words, perfect Christians no longer 
hope for their own salvation! Pope Innocent X, 1687, rejected this error 
taught by the pseudo-mystic Michael Molinos; Alexander VIII, 1690, 
rejected it in its Jansenist version, and Innocent XII, 1699, in its Mod
erate Quietist version by Fenelon. These popes insisted on the intimate 
link between faith and hope.22

What we hope for is nothing less than God himself. Thus, at the 
end of each of the letters to the seven churches in the Book of Revela
tion a reward for fidelity to Christ is given which symbolizes eternal 
life with God; for example, “To the victor I will give the right to eat 
from the tree of life that is in the garden of God” (Rv 2:7). Yet it is 
entirely consistent with such hope to seek other, secondary rewards for 
our effort. Not only does the Old Testament promise material and spiri
tual rewards to those who trust in God’s promises, but Jesus in the 
Beatitudes (Mt 5:3-11) promises both kinds of rewards (the meek will 
“inherit the land,” v. 5, while the clean of heart “will see God,” v. 8).

Faith requires an effort of the will, a determination to walk the 
hard path to heaven even in darkness. Who would long endure this 
effort without hope? But hope seems difficult in dark times, and it 
therefore requires from God a virtue by which we are able to hope as 
Abraham did, “hoping against hope” (Rm 4:18) without ever giving 
up. For “... in hope we were saved. Now hope that sees for itself is not 
hope. For who hopes for what one sees? But if we hope for what we do 
not see, we wait with endurance” (Rm 8:24-25).

The Council of Trent in insisting on the necessity of hope in

21 Trent, DS #  1528-1531, 1536-1540, 1545-1550, 1581, 1704.
22 Alexander VIII, against Jansenists, DS #23 1 0 , 2313; Innocent XI against the quietism 

o f Michael Molinos, DS #  2207, 2212; and Innocent XII against Fenelon’s notion of 
“totally disinterested love,” DS # 2351-2352, 2361.
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addition to faith23 was only affirming the many Scriptural exhortations 
to hope in God or affirmations of its necessity, such as:

You shall return by the help of your God, if you remain loyal 
and do right and always hope in your God (Ho 12:7). Cursed is 
the man who trusts in human beings... Blessed is the man who 
trusts in the Lord, whose hope is in the Lord (Jr 17:5a-7). Only 
in God be at rest, my soul, for from him comes my hope (Ps 
62:6). For you are my hope, O Lord; my trust, O God, from my 
youth (Ps 71:5). Trust God and he will help you; make straight 
your ways and hope in him (Si 2:6). But since we are of the day, 
let us be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love and 
the helmet that is hope for salvation (1 Th 5:8). If for this life 
only we have hoped in Christ, we are the most pitiable people of 
all (1 Cor 15:19). Rejoice in hope, endure in affliction, perse
vere in prayer (Rm 12:12). So when God wanted to give the 
heirs of his promise an even clearer demonstration of the immu
tability of his purpose, he intervened with an oath, so that by two 
immutable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we 
who have taken refuge might be strongly encouraged to hold 
fast to the hope that lies before us. This we have as an anchor of 
the soul, sure and firm (Heb 6:18b-19a).24

The Motive of Hope

Thus what we hope for (the material object of hope) is God himself and 
all the means required for us, along with the whole Church and all 
humanity, to complete our journey to God. But what precisely is the 
reason or motive (the formal object) for which we can hope without 
fear of disappointment? The scholastic doctors discussed this question 
extensively. St. Bonaventure seems to have thought it to be God’s faith
fulness.25 Many others thought it to be God’s mercy, or God as our

23 D S #  1531; C C C # 2090, 2134.
24 In the New Testament “hope” is elpis. On its word group see B. Mayer, EDNT, I, pp. 

437-440.
25/ /  Sent., d. 26, q. l ,a .2 .
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highest good, or some combination of these motives. St. Thomas 
Aquinas with more precision held that the motive or formal object of 
hope is God’s omnipotence, his infinite power.26 It is because “for God 
all things are possible” (Mt 19:26; except, of course, to contradict him
self!) that our hope in him can be absolute. Nothing can prevent the 
salvation of those who hope in God, except their own rejection of his 
grace, and even such hardness of heart can be overcome if we ask God 
for his help. “A clean heart create for me, O God; renew in me a stead
fast spirit” (Ps 51:12).

Of course this proper and principal reason for hope presupposes 
as more remote motives God’s goodness and mercy (Ps 13:6; 51:3; 
98:3) and his promises (Heb 10:23; Tt 1:2), along with such mediating 
motives as the merits of Christ, the merits and prayers of the saints 
especially Our Lady, and even our own merits, but only as these merits 
are God’s work in us by grace through Christ’s merits.27 Nevertheless 
God’s mercy and promises would not be grounds for hope if God were 
powerless to fulfill his promises, nor for absolute hope unless God’s 
power were without limits. Thus the recent attempts of Alfred North 
Whitehead, Charles Hartshome and the “process theologians” to solve 
the problem of evil by positing a God who is not omnipotent can suc
ceed only at the expense of undermining the fundamental Christian 
doctrine of hope.28

In nature religions God’s power is his chief attribute; he is the 
Almighty. Often God is understood not so much as a person but as a 
Force (as in the Star Wars science-fiction films).29 This is the predomi
nant theme of many passages of the Old Testament: God is manifested 
in the voice of the thunder (Ps 29:3), the storm wind (Ps 29:9), the 
volcano (Ps 97:5), the earthquake (Ps 99:1); or in the bedrock (Ps 18:3), 
the mountains (Ps 121:1), the vastness of the ocean and the sky (Ps 104;

26 ST., II-II,q. 17, a. 1.
27 Trent, D S #  1553, 1556-1557, 1576; CCC # 956, 1370, 1820-1821,2683.
28 For the philosophical basis of process theology see Charles Hartshome, The Divine 

Relativity.
29 On the view that a transcendent “force” which empowers persons and things is the 

basis of all religion see Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, pp. 
216-234.
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Jb 38). He is also Yahweh Sabaoth, the Lord of Hosts (armies), a war
rior God (Ex 15:1-18; Is 1:9, quoted by St. Paul in Rm 9:29; Ps 24:10, 
etc.).

Today, we tend to downplay this terrific, awesome side of God, 
yet only the Almighty can be our assurance that the great forces of evil 
in the world and within us can be conquered. Because God is the “Strong 
One, the Holy One,” as the Eastern Church loves to praise him in the 
liturgy, and because Christ is “the power of God” (1 Cor 1:24), the Son 
of Man who will “come in the clouds with great power and glory” (Mk 
13:26) as he himself predicted, our hope is not wishful-thinking but 
absolutely realistic.

B: ITS CERTAINTY

Is Hope Assured?

Hope is a virtue which strengthens the will as faith strengthens the 
intellect, and to hope is an act of free choice, since we hope for what we 
do not see except by faith. Since throughout his life Jesus was already 
in perfect union with his Father as the saints in heaven are now, he did 
not in the strict sense hope for what he already possessed, but he did 
hope for the completion of his mission from the Father, for the salva
tion of the whole world, and for the glorification of his own body.30 
Hence, the Fourth Gospel gives us his prayer at the Last Supper:

“Holy Father, keep them [the Twelve] in your name that you 
have given me, so that they may be one just as we are... I pray 
not only for them, but also for those who will believe in me 
through their word, so that they may all be one, as you, Father, 
are in me and I in you” (Jn 17:1 lb; 20-2la).

All Christians in this world must live in hope of final fidelity to God at 
death, while the souls in purgatory hope for the completion of their 
purification and face-to-face union with God.

30 S.T., III, q. 7, a. 4.
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Hope is given with faith and charity to all in baptism and can be 
lost only by sinning directly against it, or indirectly by sinning against 
faith, since hope is rooted in faith. Some Catholics have a very inad
equate conception of hope. They think that it means, “I hope, because 
I know that God will save me if I do my part.” But of course that leaves 
the awful thought, “Yes, but probably I won’t do my part!” It is true 
that Christian hope is absolutely certain and infallible only as far as 
God is concerned, while from our side it is only conditionally certain, 
since we are always free to sin. As St. Paul says, “Whoever thinks he is 
standing secure should take care not to fall” (1 Cor 10:12). “Work out 
your salvation with fear and trembling” (Ph 2:12b).

Yet simply speaking hope is certain and participates in the certi
tude of faith, as is often affirmed in the New Testament.31

Take courage and be stouthearted, all you who hope in the Lord 
(Ps 31:25). Hope does not disappoint, because the love of God 
has been poured out in our hearts through the Holy Spirit that 
has been given to us (Rm 5:5). Be strongly encouraged to hold 
fast to the hope that lies before us. This we have as the anchor of 
the soul, sure and firm (Heb 6:18,19). I am suffering these things; 
but I am not ashamed, for I know him in whom I have believed 
and am confident that he is able to guard what has been entrusted 
to me until that day (2 Tm 1:12).

The Council of Trent32 in answer to the Reformers’ insistence 
that true faith gives the believer an absolute assurance of being saved, 
defined that faith does not itself reveal who is and who is not saved, but 
that hope, bom of true faith, assures us that no matter how weak we are, 
the power of God can overcome all our defects. Consequently, hope 
tells us not merely, “God will save you, if you do your part” but much 
more: “God can and will give you the power to do your part, and even 
the actual doing of your part, if you ask him in hope.”

Christian hope is a filial hope, the hope of a child in its loving 
parents, because God has assured us, “Can a mother forget her infant, 
be without tenderness for the child of her womb? Even should she

31 S.T., II-II, q. 18, a. 4.
32 D S #  1559, 1563, 1566, 1568; CCC # 2091-2092.
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forget, I will never forget you” (Is 49:15). Yet for that very reason it 
also includes an element offilial fear, the kind of fear that is “the begin
ning of wisdom” (Ps 111:10; Pr 9:10; Si 1:16, 24), the fear of losing 
God by our own sin, from which we must pray to be freed.

What of those who fear God with only a servile fear, that is, only 
because they fear punishment if they offend him (Si 1:25-29)? Some 
Jansenists condemned such fear as sinful, but the Council of Trent33 
and Alexander VIII and Clement XI34 rejected this opinion and taught 
that such fear is of itself not sinful but a real deterrent to sin, which John 
the Baptist (Mt 3:7-10) and Jesus himself (Mt 10:28; Lk 12:5) did not 
hesitate to preach. Yet it can never have the justifying effect of the filial 
fear that accompanies the virtue of Christian hope. In heaven when 
hope is fulfilled, even filial fear will cease, because sin is no longer a 
possibility for the blessed.

In the Old Testament the great example of hope is Abraham who 
at God’s command was willing to offer Isaac, his only son, on whom 
all his hopes seemed to depend (Gn 22:1 -14); but all the prophets sound 
this same note. Thus Jeremiah, who at one time came close to despair: 
“You duped me, O Lord, and I let myself be duped... All the day I am 
the object of laughter; everyone mocks me” (Jr 20:7), still proclaimed, 
“Hear the word of the Lord, O nations, proclaim it on distant coasts and 
say: He who scattered Israel, now gathers them together, he guards 
them as a shepherd his flock” (Jr 31:10).

The gift of the Holy Spirit which relates to hope and perfects it by 
the immediate strengthening and guidance of the Spirit is the Gift of 
Fear, while the First Beatitude, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs 
is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:3) indicates the acts of hope by which 
we acknowledge our spiritual poverty, our powerlessness, and place 
our trust solely in God’s almighty power.

Jesus furnished us with a perfect example of hope with its pov
erty of spirit when he rejected Satan’s offer of “all the kingdoms of the 
world” (Mt 4:8-10), when to save the world he chose poor simple men

33 D S #  1558, 1676.
34 Alexander VIII, 1690, against the Jansenists, DS # 2313-2314; Clement XI, 1713, 

against the Jansenist Quesnell, DS #  2460-2464.
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as his apostles (Mk 1:16-20), and when he refused to save himself from 
the Cross, saying to Peter:

“Put your sword back into its sheath... Do you think that I can
not call upon my Father and he will provide me at this moment 
with more than twelve legions of angels? But then how would 
the scriptures be fulfilled... ?” (Mt 26:52-54a).

In her Magnificat Mary expresses the same absolute confidence: 
“He has helped Israel his servant, remembering his mercy, according 
to his promise to our fathers, to Abraham and to his descendants for
ever” (Lk 1:54-55). This confidence is also manifest in the lives of all 
the saints, many of whom passed through times when all hope seemed 
vain. Yet the Bible never minimizes how hopeless the human condi
tion is when it is not illumined by the light of faith, as we can see from 
the Book of Job, Lamentations, or Qoheleth which contain some of the 
darkest portrayals of the human lot in all literature.

Despair

Hope can be destroyed either by giving up — the sin of despair, or by 
relying on it without warrant — the sin of presumption,35 Despair in the 
strict sense of the term is deliberate acceptance of the thought that, 
“Even God cannot save me from ultimate disaster.” This is not the 
same as a sin against faith, because those who have no faith have no 
reason to hope, and because those who despair may still believe in 
God’s promises of salvation in general, but doubt it applies to them in 
particular.

Obviously, such an act of despair directly against hope is for the 
Christian intrinsically wrong and, when fully deliberate (which is prob
ably rare), mortally sinful, since it cuts off the one who despairs from 
asking God for the help without which salvation can never be attained. 
Such sins against hope are much worse than sins against prudence, tem
perance, and fortitude, but they are less serious than sins against faith or

35 CC C # 2091-2092.
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love which deny God’s truth and goodness. This is because God’s truth 
and goodness are more basic attributes of his divinity than his power. 
Yet sins against hope are a greater obstacle to salvation than these other 
sins.

Thus Jesus was probably speaking about sins against hope when 
he said, “Therefore, I say to you, every sin and blasphemy will be 
forgiven people but blasphemy against the Spirit will not be forgiven” 
(Mt 12:31).36 That is, a sin against hope cannot be forgiven, because 
until one is willing to hope for forgiveness, forgiveness is blocked.

It would be a great mistake, however, to judge that every person 
who seems without hope has committed this grievous sin of despair. A 
very common pathological mental condition is what is called depres
sion, which can have many causes, genetic, hormonal, or the result of 
severe shocks such as the death of loved ones or the traumas of war
time combat. Depressed persons often perceive the world and them
selves as exaggeratedly dark. They are filled with groundless anxiety 
and guilt, and feel themselves utterly worthless and powerless to carry 
on their lives. Probably most suicides result from such pathological 
conditions. Since these states are usually not the fault of the victim, any 
more than other diseases, and the victim’s ability to deliberate and 
make free decisions is severely limited, there is no question here of 
grave sin.37 Jesus in the passage quoted above was speaking of some 
Pharisees who were not depressed, but coldly malicious in their accu
sations that Jesus was working miracles by the power of the devil 
Beelzebul.

Even when a person is not suffering from mental pathology, but 
is simply grieving over tragic losses, or suffering under the heavy bur
dens of life and sickness, as Job was, their temptations to despair are 
spiritual trials not sins. One has only to read the Psalms to see how 
those who truly love God and hope in him, nevertheless complain to 
him, and find hope very hard.

36 According to Benedict Viviano, NJBC, p. 654, the dominical saying o f Mt 12:31 has 
been transmitted in both Q and Marcan forms, which Mt tries to combine. The Q form 
implied that sins against the Son of Man were forgivable, but not those against the 
Holy Spirit. The likeliest meaning is that the unforgivable sin is obstinate resistance to 
the Holy Spirit, i.e., to God’s grace and mercy.

37 CCC # 2282-2283.
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How long, O Lord? Will you utterly forget me?
How long will you hide your face from me?

How long shall I harbor sorrow in my soul, 
grief in my heart day after day?

How long will my enemy triumph over me?
Look, answer me, O Lord, my God! (Ps 13:2-4a).

Such prayer is in fact an expression of the virtue of hope, since in 
these trials hope becomes purified of every other motive except confi
dence in God’s almighty power. St. Francis de Sales as an adolescent, 
troubled by the gloomy theological discussions about predestination 
initiated by Calvinism, and feeling no “assurance” of his election, suf
fered for a long time from a terrible feeling that he was predestined to 
hell. St. Paul of the Cross, the founder of the Passionists, for forty years 
suffered a similar darkness. St.Therese of Lisieux tells us in her auto
biography that after having lived a childhood and adolescence when 
heaven was always a vivid picture for her, she entered into eight years 
during which she was tempted by atheistic thoughts and seemed to be 
in “a dark tunnel with no light at the end.”38 Such Christian men and 
women, however, continued to pray and through the darkness of their 
faith and the secret power of their hope became great saints.

Spiritual Boredom

The direct cause of sinful despair is the cardinal sin of acedia, often 
translated “sloth,” but better “boredom,” that is disgust with spiritual 
values. St. John Cassian calls this “the vice of monks”39 because the 
experience of the Desert Fathers showed that those living the contem-

38 On these purifying experiences see John G. Arintero, O.P., The Mystical Evolution, vol. 
2, pp. 63-117; 184-204.

39 “Our sixth combat is with what the Greeks call acedia, which we may term weariness 
or distress of heart. This is akin to dejection, and is especially trying to solitaries, and a 
dangerous and frequent foe to dwellers in the desert; and especially disturbing to a 
monk about the sixth hour, like some fever which seizes him at stated times, bringing 
the burning heat of its attacks on the sick man at usual and regular hours. Lastly, there 
are some of the elders who declare that this is the ‘midday demon’ spoken of in Psalm 
91:6.” Institutes, Bk X, chapter 1.
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plative life often become weary with constant prayer and meditation on 
spiritual realities which are invisible and intangible to the bodily senses 
and imagination. The temptation then is to turn back from contempla
tion to a life of sensual indulgence or excessive busy-ness. On the other 
hand, the same distaste for the spiritual realm arises in those who give 
themselves up to the avid pursuit of sex, drugs, and other sensual expe
riences. Because such pleasures leave the human soul empty and dis
gusted with life, despair and suicide often follow, as we have seen in 
the lives of so many “rock stars.”

What are the remedies for spiritual boredom and despair? Obvi
ously the wrong remedy for the weary contemplative is to abandon 
prayer and seek diversion in the world, or in feverish activity. St. 
Benedict (d.c. 543), the great guide of western monasticism, taught 
that the remedy was a good balance in life, a rhythm of work and prayer, 
good companionship, and moderate recreation,40 and this advice goes 
for all Christians in their own situations. For the bored sensualist, the 
answer is to return to a sane way of life, taking pleasure in the simple 
good things it provides, and to begin to pray again. Generous efforts to 
help others will turn one’s thoughts outward, away from self-pity and 
depression. St. Paul says, “Do not grow slack in zeal, be fervent in 
spirit, serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, endure in affliction, persevere in 
prayer” (Rm 12:11-12).

When, on the other hand, this gloom arises from feelings of guilt, 
genuine or neurotic, from grief, or from a sense of failure in life, of 
disappointment with efforts to overcome sin, the remedy is to consider 
the passion of Jesus, his love for us symbolized by his Sacred Heart, the 
great mercy of God and his promises to help the worst of sinners, typi
fied in the motherliness of the Blessed Virgin Mary, and in the lives of 
the saints who were once great sinners, like St. Mary Magdalene or St. 
Augustine.41

40 See The Rule o f St. Benedict, with its introduction and notes by A.C. Mersel and N.L. 
de Mastro.

41 Cassian, Institutes, X, chapters 7-20, comments on 1 Th 4 and 2 Th 3 which he regards 
as St. Paul’s pastoral remedy for acedia and lack of charity. The fundamental remedy, 
he argues, is steady work, since it is laziness that breeds this depression. Hence it was 
that in the Benedictine tradition acedia was called “sloth.” In the Life of the Servant o f



Living in Hope 171

If acedia arises from bottled-up anger, frustration, and feelings 
of revenge, the remedy is the forgiveness of enemies, made possible by 
the realization that Jesus has forgiven us. “As the Lord has forgiven 
you, so must you also so do” (Col 3:13). Finally, the despairing should 
not hesitate to seek the help of other Christians whom they may find 
much more willing to help than they suppose.

Presumption

While despair is too little hope, presumption is too much; or rather it is 
a false hope, because it produces a confidence not based on trust in God 
but on our own powers to gain this happiness while neglecting the 
means God offers. The Bible often warns against this false hope in our 
own powers to attain happiness, as the Psalmist says: “Some are strong 
in chariots; some in horses [we might say today “in our nuclear weap
ons”]; but we are strong in the name of the Lord, our God” (Ps 20:8). 
Presumption is directly against the virtue of magnanimity which en
courages to great actions, rather than against theological hope. But it is 
directly against theological hope to mock the mercy of God by delay
ing repentance, the Sacrament of Reconciliation, and good works, in 
the “hope” (i.e., the presumption) that after a bad life, we can have a 
death-bed conversion.

Presumption is often expressed by such statements as “God is 
good. He will understand why I am doing what the Church tells me is 
sin, and he will forgive.” The prophets confronted this presumption 
among the people of their times who worshipped idols and oppressed 
the poor in the confidence that because they were members of the Cho
sen People they would be saved. John the Baptist denounced the same 
folly: “Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
father.’ For I tell you, God can raise up children to Abraham from these 
stones” (Mt 3:9; Lk 3:8). And Jesus uttered the even more terrible 
words:

the great medieval mystic Henry Suso, O.P., Henry describes a deep depression into 
which he fell and then a voice that said to him, “Get up and sweep your cell.” This 
began his recovery.
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“If you were Abraham’s children, you would be doing the works 
of Abraham. But now you are trying to kill me, a man who has 
told you the truth that I heard from God; Abraham did not do 
this. You are doing the works of your father!... You belong to 
your father the devil and you willingly carry out your father’s 
desires” (Jn 8:39b-40a, 44).

Such presumption is fostered by certain heresies. For example, 
Pelagius’ one-sided emphasis on good works can lead to presuming 
that we can save ourselves, while Luther’s one-sided emphasis on faith 
in opposition to Pelagianism can lead to presuming that God will save 
us no matter how we live — although, no doubt, both Pelagius and 
Luther intended to reform Christian life not to encourage such foolish 
exaggerations. Presumption also is caused by vanity or pride which 
make us deaf to the words of our Lord in the Fourth Gospel, “I am the 
vine, you are the branches. Whoever remains in me and I in him will 
bear much fruit, because without me you can do nothing” (Jn 15:5).

Presumption, unlike despair, is only indirectly against hope, since 
it does not deny God’s power, but rather is against God’s providence in 
that it does not respect his plan to save us through our conformity to the 
due order of means to ends which God has provided. Hence it does not, 
like despair, utterly block God’s grace, and is not always a mortal sin. 
For example, to hope for miracles to solve problems that one could 
solve by ordinary means, or to expect from God graces for which one 
has not done what one could to prepare, or for which one has not prayed, 
can be only a venial sin if it does lead to the neglect of the essential 
means to salvation. To commit a mortal sin with the knowledge that it 
can be forgiven if repented or to hope that one will repent and confess 
does not add to that sin (and may even diminish it), but to commit a 
mortal sin because we presume we can repent and go to confession 
adds to the first sin another mortal sin of presumption.

When we sin mortally, we do not know we will ever repent, since 
repentance requires the grace of God to which we have no right. The 
remedy for the vice of presumption is humility before God and medi
tation on the mystery of God’s free bestowal of grace. An Old Testa
ment story that instructs us in this matter, is how Esau thought so little
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of his father Isaac’s blessing that one day when hungry he sold it to his 
younger brother Jacob for a pot of stew (Gn 25:29-34), because he 
“cared little for his birthright” (v. 34). The sin of presumption shows 
that same lack of appreciation for the gift of God’s mercy which be
comes our “birthright” through baptism. A New Testament story that 
shows how disastrous is the sin of despair is that of Judas’ suicide (Mt 
27:3-10; Ac 1:16-20) in contrast to the repentance of Peter (Mt 26:69- 
75; Mk 14:66-72; Lk 22:56-62; Jn 21:15-17). A Church Father, Julianus 
Pomerius (d.c. 500) said:

Let faintheartedness not be present lest we despair of being able 
to do what we can do; let there be no vicious presumption lest 
we ascribes to ourselves what we are to do only by the grace of 
God.42

Aquinas says43 that in the Ten Commandments there is no ex
plicit command to hope, because it is implied in the promises on which 
the Covenant was founded: “Choose life then, that you and your de
scendants may live” (Dt 30:19b). By the natural law we are bound to 
hope in God, since even reason tells us that ultimately God alone can 
move all things to the goal for which he created them, and therefore our 
ultimate trust ought to be in him alone. The Bible confirms this also as 
regards the supernatural end to which God has called us by his grace. If 
we meditate on the Scriptures we will find them full of God’s promises 
and words of hope.

You shall return by the help of your God, if you remain loyal 
and do right and always hope in your God (Ho 12:7). Who among 
you fears the Lord hears his servant’s voice and walks in dark
ness without any light, trusting in the name of the Lord and 
relying on his God (Is 50:10). Hope in God! For I shall again be 
thanking him in the presence of my savior and my God (Ps 42:6).
Trust in him at all times, my people! Pour out your hearts before 
him; God is our refuge! (Ps 62:9). O Israel hope in the Lord,

42 Julianus Pomerius, The Contemplative Life, III, c. 20, p. 148.
43 S.T., II-II, q. 22, a. 1.
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both now and forever (Ps 131:3). You who fear the Lord, hope 
for good things, for lasting joy and mercy (Si 2:9). Everyone 
who has this hope based on him [God] makes himself pure, as he 
is pure (1 Jn 3:3). Therefore, gird up the loins of your mind and 
live soberly, and set your hopes completely on the grace to be 
brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ (1 P 1:13).

The Sacrament of Hope

Alexander VII in 1665 rejected the opinion that it is not necessary for 
Christians often throughout their lives to express at least interiorly this 
hope of attaining God.44 It is necessary to arouse our hope in times of 
temptation and discouragement by a positive effort, and also when we 
sincerely receive the sacraments since these are signs of hope.

Of all the sacraments, the Anointing of the Sick seems to have a 
special relation to hope.45 Among the Psalms there are many that cry 
out for God’s help in sickness (e.g., 6, 30, 32, 38, 41, etc.) which the 
ancients associated closely with sin. It is in sickness and the fear of 
death that we experience our utter powerlessness and are confronted 
with the mystery of the judgment and future life. Modem medicine is 
a marvelous proof of what human intelligence can do to overcome our 
powerlessness, but in the end death or at least the liability to death 
inherent in our bodily nature can never be overcome. Consequently, in 
serious sickness the Sacrament of Anointing still provides hope for life 
now and forever.

Is anyone among you sick? He should summon the presbyters of 
the church, and they should pray over him and anoint him with 
oil in the name of the Lord, and the prayer of faith will save the 
sick person, and the Lord will raise him up. If he has committed 
any sins, he will be forgiven (Jm 5:13-15; cf. Mk 6:13; 16:18).

The Sacrament recalls how Jesus healed the sick physically, but 
it also brings spiritual healing, especially by arousing the spirit of hope

44 D S #  2021.
45 CCC# 1499-1532.
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in the sick who are discouraged and fearful, and makes them confident 
that even if death comes they will rise with Christ. Everyone who is in 
serious illness, or about to undergo major surgery can and should re
ceive this sacrament, and the pastor, family and friends of the sick have 
a responsibility to make this possible. Since Vatican II, people less and 
less see this as a frightening sign that death is imminent, but as hopeful 
and helpful; not a substitute for medical care, but a celebration of God’s 
healing power with which medical care cooperates. The reception of 
the Eucharist as Viaticum46 (food for the journey), when possible, is 
the most fitting way to celebrate the actual passage of the Christian 
from this troubled life to the peace of the everlasting wedding feast.

Summary of Norms

The positive norm for the theologal virtue of hope, whose formal 
object is God as the Almighty Savior and which is included in the First 
Commandment,47 can be formulated as follows:

1. Since union with God is the ultimate goal of human life which cannot 
be reached unless we hope to attain it and strive for it by the aid of 
grace, we the baptized must continue firmly to hope for eternal life in 
God through Christ by the power of the Holy Spirit in spite of our sins 
and trials in this life even to death.

The exceptionless negative norms can be stated as follows:48

1. Never despair of the mercy of God no matter what our sins may be.
2. Never presume that we will attain eternal life without sincerely striv

ing to keep God’s commandments or that because of God’s mercy we 
can sin with impunity.

3. Never lose trust that God hears and answers according to his wisdom 
and merciful will our prayers for ourselves and others, especially for 
the coming of God’s Kingdom.

46 CC C # 1517.
47 CCC # 2086.
48 CCC # 2090-2092.





Chapter 5

LIVING MODERATELY

Do not love the world or the things of the world. If anyone 
loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. For all that is in the 

world, sensual lust, enticement for the eyes, and a pretentious life is 
not from the Father but is from the world. Yet the world and 

its enticements are passing away. Whoever does the will of God, 
however, remains forever (1 Jn 2:15-17).

A: SELF-DISCIPLINE

Christian Asceticism

The meaning of the above famous text and the classical medieval theme 
De Contemptu Mundi is not that we should have contempt for the world 
which God created, which we ought to love for the sake of its Creator 
and its own goodness. Our contempt is for its present sinful state which 
makes it an obstacle to reaching God, rather than the gracious road to 
God which God intended.1

The need for self-discipline is a lesson which the first pages of 
Genesis sought to teach. To get her to eat the fruit of the Tree of the 
Knowledge of Good and Evil the serpent tempted Mother Eve with a 
“pretentious life” (1 Jn 2:16), namely, the illusion that she could live as 
the gods do if she would only cut herself loose from her dependence on 
the Creator: “Your eyes will be opened and you will be like gods who 
know what is good and what is bad” (Gn 3:5). “The woman saw that the 
tree was good for food” (the lust of the flesh), “pleasing to the eyes” 
(the lust of the eyes), and “desirable for gaining wisdom” (a pretentious

A famous example of the De Contemptu Mundi genre is the work of Pope Innocent III, 
On the misery o f the human condition (De miseria humanae conditionis). He intended 
to write a companion “Praise o f the World” but never got to it!



178 L iving the T ruth in Love

life) (Gn 3:6). “Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they 
realized that they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and 
made loincloths for themselves” (Gn 3:7).2

Thus, “the lust of the flesh,” which St. Paul calls “the law of my 
members” (Rm 7:23) or “the outer man” as distinguished from the 
“law of my mind” or “inner man” (Rm 7:22-23)3 is the first hurdle that 
we must leap to reach God, although no doubt the lust of the eyes and 
a pretentious life are still higher hurdles, as we shall see later.

It is essential in considering the meaning of the texts from 1 John 
and Romans not to misread them in terms of Greek philosophical ideas 
which may have influenced their manner of expression but which are 
not consistent with the main perspective of the Bible. The philosophy 
of Plato was based on a dualism between the visible, material world, 
and an ideal, spiritual world of which the former was only a shadowy 
copy. For Platonism the real human person is not the material body 
which is only the garment of the real human self, namely, the spiritual 
mind or soul. The body will perish, but the soul has always existed and 
will always exist. Salvation, therefore, consists in the mind’s liberation 
from the body. The ethical consequence is the notion that virtue con
sists in quieting the impulses of the body so that the mind can be free of 
the body’s noise and become completely attentive to the spiritual real
ity which is innate within it.4

This Platonic dualistic conception of the human being, although 
it was very useful to the early Church Fathers in trying to explain the 
Gospel to peoples of Hellenistic culture because of the points of con
tact it had with biblical teaching, cannot be entirely squared with that

2 See John Paul II, Original Unity o f Man and Woman: Catechesis on the Book of 
Genesis, pp. 123-140 on the meaning of “nakedness” in Gn 2:25 and “shame” in 3:7.

3 “The ‘inner person’ (in Rm 7:22) is what the individual should be, in distinction from 
what he actually is. According to a person’s essential determination by God he should 
find his joy in the law (according to Psalm 119). In fact he is dominated by the strivings 
of sarx [flesh] and is hostile to God’s will,” N. Walter, EDNT, p. 65. Walter says also 
that in 2 Cor 4:16 (and analogously in Eph 3:16) “the contrast is between the visible 
and the invisible in the existence of the Christian... not between the unreal and the 
real.” It is between Paul’s visible suffering and his invisible confidence in Christ.

4 On the influence of Platonic anthropology on Christian theology see my Theologies of 
the Body: Humanist and Christian, pp. 103-147.
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teaching, since the Bible does not teach the pre-existence of the human 
soul. Hence, the central Christian teaching on the resurrection of the 
body is quite contrary to the Platonic idea of escape from the body.

Therefore, St. Paul — whose perspective is thoroughly Jewish 
and for whom, because of his own experience of the risen Christ (1 Cor 
9:1, 15:8; Gal 1:16; Ac 9:3-9) the doctrine of Resurrection is funda
mental — when he contrasts “the spirit” and “the flesh” (e.g., in 1 Cor 
15:12-19) ought not to be understood in terms of Platonic matter-spirit 
dualism. As the writer of 1 John likes to contrast “darkness” vs. “light” 
(1:5-7), “world” vs. “God” (4:4-5) and “death” vs. “life” (3:14), so for 
Paul the duality is that of “the flesh” vs. “the spirit,” or “the law of the 
members” vs. “the law of God” (Rm 7:23), or “the outer” vs. the “inner 
man” (Rm 7:22), that is, the human person in the state of sin, powerless 
to attain salvation, and the person redeemed by grace and empowered 
to reach God.

Yet the New Testament writers also recognized the psychologi
cal truth in the Greek anthropology: namely, that we most vividly ex
perience sin as the struggle between our minds which show us what is 
worthy of our human nature and the unruly sensual desires of our bod
ies. We are driven by the lust for physical pleasure and the desire for 
immediate gratification to do all sorts of things that our realistic reason 
tells us are foolish and self-destructive.

Our current culture, even more worldly than the Greeks, while it 
readily denounces social injustices and violence, hates to admit the fact 
that sins of the flesh are really sins at all, and complains that the Church 
talks too much about such private sins rather than much more serious 
public, social abuses. Yet it is obvious enough that alcoholism, drug 
addiction, incest, sado-masochism, and the disruption of families by 
adultery are major sources of injustice and violence in our society.

The reaction to this widespread moral laxity in Greek society 
was not only the spiritualistic philosophy of Plato, but more popularly 
the philosophy of Stoicism.5 The Stoics were materialists, but they 
sought, within the perspective of materialism, to raise moral standards.

5 See Michael Spanneut, Permanence du Stoicisme de Zenon a Malraux, especially pp. 
130-178.
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What they proposed was a system of self-control. They hoped that at 
least philosophers by right-thinking and rigorous self-discipline could 
so strengthen the control of their wills over their bodily passions and 
feelings that they would achieve a state of perfect serenity of mind and 
a resignation to the inevitable which could not be troubled either by the 
hunger for pleasure or the fear of pain. The early Christians saw much 
in common between the Gospel and Stoicism.6 Many of the Church 
Fathers used the terminology of this philosophy to make the Gospel 
understandable to the people of their times, especially to the practical- 
minded Romans for whom Stoicism often had more appeal than 
Platonism.

Yet the Gospel could not be perfectly squared with Stoicism. The 
Stoics as materialists did not believe in the survival of the individual 
soul after death (in this respect Platonism was closer to Christian faith); 
and they could not accept the central Christian doctrine of the Passion 
and compassion of Christ. For them a man like Jesus, who wept at the 
death of a friend (“And Jesus wept,” Jn 11:35, the shortest verse of the 
Bible!), who shuddered with fear in Gethsemane (Lk 22:39-46), and 
cried out in agony on the Cross (Mk 15:34), was a weak person, not a 
true philosopher, not a man of virtue.

The Fathers of the Church were somewhat embarrassed at these 
philosophical objections, and did not find it to easy to explain why the 
Bible did not teach so lofty a spirituality as Plato, or so rigorous a 
system of self-control as the Stoics. Sometimes the Fathers were overly 
influenced in their apologetics and moral teaching by the attitudes they 
strove to counter. Yet, gradually the Church was able to develop its 
own system of personal discipline which we call Christian asceticism 
(from Greek askesis, training, exercise, practice).

This notion of the disciplined control of the bodily drives and 
feelings was not, as is sometimes said, alien to the Jews. The Wisdom 
literature is full of instructions about self-discipline, and the Mosaic 
law institutionalized the complicated system of ritual purity (Lv 11-16) 
which required great self-control, especially for priests (Lv 21) and for

6 On this subject see Marcia L. Colish, The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early 
Middle Ages, vol. 2, Stoicism in Christian Latin Thought through the Sixth Century.
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the persons consecrated by the Nazarite vow (Nb 6:1-21).7 But these 
strict regulations did not imply that the human body, its sexuality or 
other biological needs, human emotions, or the world of material things 
were in themselves evil. On the contrary, since they were created by 
God, they are all good in themselves, when used in accordance with 
the purposes intended by the Creator. As Julianus Pomerius wrote:

Not by having emotions, then, but by using them badly, do we 
transgress. For the nature of human emotions indicates the Cre
ator of man; their quality shows man’s good or bad will. And so, 
these same impulses which are emotions in men become virtues 
in those who use them well and passions or agitations or, as 
some like to say, disorders in those who lead evil lives.8

The Need for Discipline

Discipline of the passions was necessary because, after the world has 
fallen into sin, human beings are very much inclined to abuse the good 
things of the Creator, to make idols of them, and thus to overthrow the 
whole moral order — as witness the history of Solomon, wisest of men, 
who was trapped by lust into idolatry (1 K 11:1-13), and of whom 
Sirach laments:

7 See J. Milgrom, Numbers, Excursus 11, pp. 355-359 for commentary. He says that 
“Israelites who crave the austere life o f the priesthood can achieve it by taking the 
Nazarite vow (6:1-21), although this in practice, it seems, is transitory and discour
aged” (p. xli). The Nazarite vowed for a time (or was vowed by his parents for life) not 
to drink wine, or fresh grapes, or dried grapes, or even their kernels or husks (Nb 6:3-4) 
and not to shave or cut his hair (Nb 6:5), nor render himself unclean by contact with the 
dead (Nb 6:7-8). If accidentally he was defiled by the dead, he had to shave his head 
and begin the period of his vow anew (Nb 6:9-12). Unless he was dedicated for a 
lifetime, on the completion of his vow he must offer his hair and other sacrifices (Nb 
6:13-21). A woman could be a Nazarite. See Jg 13:14 concerning the wife o f Manoah 
who apparently also dedicated her son Samson to be a Nazarite for life; cf. Dr. Chavel, 
the editor of Maimonides, The Commandments, vol. 1, p. 105, who also quotes another 
work of Maimonides in which, to explain this vow, he says, “The chief object o f the 
Law is to [teach man to] diminish his desires, and to cleanse his outer appearance after 
he has purified his heart.”

8 The Contemplative Life, Bk. Ill, c. 31, p. 162.
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You abandoned yourself to women and gave them dominion 
over your body. You brought dishonor upon your reputation, 
shame upon your marriage, wrath upon your descendants, and 
groaning upon your domain (Si 47:19-20).

That there were ascetics in Israel in the time of Jesus is evident 
from what we know of the desert-dwelling Jews of the Qumran sect, 
who were scrupulously observant of the law and at least some of whom 
were celibate.9 We see this also in the account in Luke (2:22-38) of 
Simeon, a “man righteous and devout, waiting the consolation of Is
rael, and the Holy Spirit was upon him” and of Anna, a widow and “a 
prophetess” who “never left the temple, but worshipped night and day 
with fasting and prayer” and of John the Baptist, “clothed in camel’s 
hair, with a leather belt around his waist... fed on locusts and wild 
honey” (Mk 1:6).10

Jesus accepted the discipline of the Old Law. As he said when 
John the Baptist hesitated to baptize him in the baptism of repentance, 
“Allow it now, for thus it is fitting for us to fulfill all righteousness 
[dikaiosyne, justice]” (Mt 3:15). Jesus also fasted for forty days in the 
desert before beginning his mission (Mt 4:1-11), kept vigils for prayer 
(Mk 1:35; 14:32-42), regularly made the pilgrimages to the Temple in 
Jerusalem for the great feasts (Jn 2:13; 5:1; 7:2-10,37; 10:23-24; 11:55; 
12:12) and, like the Qumran ascetics, observed celibacy.11 Neverthe
less, in face of the criticisms of the Pharisees, he did not allow these 
austerities to prevent him and his disciples from eating and drinking 
with the sinners whom he had been sent to call to repentance, with the

9 See Raymond E. Brown, NJBC, p. 1075, n. 108, for summary on the celibacy at 
Qumran. He concludes: “Probably one group (the elite, or the priests, or the fully 
initiated) did practice celibacy, at least for periods of their life —  the priestly line had 
to be continued —  but the rest were married. This agrees with Josephus’ evidence 
about non-marrying and marrying Essenes (Jewish War, 2.82 and 13 # 120, 160).”

10 See also the description of the asceticism of St. James, the second bishop of Jerusalem, 
whose “knees, from praying, were like those of a camel,” in Eusebius, Church History, 
II, c. 23.

11 William E. Phipps, Was Jesus Married? (New York: Harper and Row, 1970) and 
response by another Protestant theologian, George Wesley Buchanan, “Jesus and Other 
Monks of New Testament Times,” Religion in Life 48 (1979): 136-142.
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result that he was accused of being “a glutton and a drunkard” (Mt 
9:10-13; 11:16-19).

After Jesus’ crucifixion, Christians discovered a new motive for 
asceticism in addition to the old ones: namely, to identify with Jesus in 
his expiatory sufferings for the sins of the world and to offer an effec
tive sacrificial prayer for sinners. St. Paul had practiced the discipline 
of the law with pharisaic rigor (Ph 3:5-6), and he felt the need to con
tinue some such asceticism after he no longer felt himself bound by the 
law: “I drive my body and train it, for fear that, after having preached 
to others, I myself shall be disqualified” (1 Cor 9:27). Yet the Pauline 
tradition always urged moderation in asceticism itself, and relativized 
its value, warning against exaggerations:

For while physical training (somatike gymnasia) is of limited 
value, devotion (eusebeia) is valuable in every respect, since it 
holds a promise of life both for the present and for the future.
This saying is trustworthy and deserves full acceptance (1 Tm 
4:8-9; cf. 4:1-7).

Paul found the best discipline to be the immense sufferings en
tailed by his ministry (2 Cor 11:23-29; 12:7b-10) and his identification 
with the Crucified:

For his sake I have accepted the loss of all things and I consider 
them so much rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in 
him, not having any righteousness of my own based on the law 
but that which comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness 
from God, depending on faith to know him and the power of his 
resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by being conformed 
to his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the 
dead (Ph 3:8-11)... Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your 
sake, and in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in the afflic
tions of Christ on behalf of his body, which is the church... (Col 
1:24).

Similarly St. Peter advises, “Rejoice to the extent that you share in the 
sufferings of Christ, so that when his glory is revealed you may also 
rejoice exultantly” ( IP  4:13).
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Institutional Asceticism

From the beginning the Christian communities included some mem
bers who lived an ascetical, celibate life. When Paul, while approving 
marriage, recommended celibacy, he added, “Only, everyone should 
live as the Lord has assigned, just as God called each one. I give this 
order in all the churches” (1 Cor 7:17).12 Yet Paul also cautioned against 
an excessive asceticism (as regards marriage: 1 Cor 7:5; cf. 1 Tm 4:1- 
5; Heb 13:4, and as regards wine-drinking: 1 Tm 5:23).13 It was not, 
however, until the fourth century, after the end of the persecutions and 
the Constantinian establishment of the Church, when the original Chris
tian severity of life had become compromised by superficial conver
sions, that monasticism (the solitary, ascetical life) arose in Egypt and 
spread through the Church. This hermitic life received its classical 
description in The Life o f St. Antony attributed to St. Athanasius and 
The Lives o f the Desert Fathers.14

These hermits (the term “monk” is from the Greek, monos, a 
solitary; the word “nun” is ultimately from the Sanskrit for “mother”), 
men and women, sought to live lives of prayer accompanied by very 
severe physical penance, but some did so without the necessary pru
dence or “discretion.” Consequently, they soon found it necessary to 
gather into communities under the direction of a spiritually prudent 
abbot (“father”) with a definite “rule.” This cenobitic (from “common 
table”) asceticism, attributed to St. Pachomius (d.c. 346), has taken 
various forms but remains a permanent feature of the Church, fruitful 
of many saints. In the West among the Celtic monks, monasticism at 
first emphasized a very severe asceticism which afterwards under the 
Rule o f St. Benedict was considerably moderated.15 Monasticism’s role 
in the Church is not to divide Christians into the ascetic and the non-

12 Hans Conzelmann, 1 Corinthians, pp. 125-126, says, against certain other exegetes, 
that it matters little whether the first word of this verse is translated “But (or: Only; or: 
Nevertheless)”; nor whether it concludes or begins a section since as a linking verse it 
does both.

13 Simon Tugwell, O.P., Ways of Imperfection, pp. 1-12, emphasizes that the earliest 
Church Fathers are suspicious of “perfectionism,” i.e., the pursuit of an extraordinary 
asceticism apart from participation in the common life o f the Christian community.

14 St. Athanasius, The Life of St. Antony, Palladius, Lausiac History, Helen Waddell, The 
Desert Fathers.
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ascetic, but to keep the ascetic ideal alive, thus encouraging all the 
baptized to live soberly in their current situations, according to the 
Pauline advice:

For the grace of God has appeared, saving all and training us to 
reject godless ways and worldly desires and to live temperately 
[sophronos, prudently], justly, and devoutly in this way, as we 
await the blessed hope, the appearance of the glory of the great 
God and our savior Jesus Christ... (Tt 2:11-13).

In the Sermon on the Mount (Mt 5-7) Jesus made clear that fast
ing, poverty, almsgiving, chastity of mind and body are required of all. 
While, no doubt, there is a “spirituality for the laity,”15 16 fitted to life in 
the world, this spirituality is based on the same fundamental principles 
as that of institutionalized asceticism. Thus the whole Church shares in 
the discipline of Lent and days of fast, abstinence, and vigil.

Pleasure

As these experiences of the Christian community showed, the first moral 
problem for every human being is control of our love of bodily plea
sure and our fear of bodily pain. We are not simple spirits, but complex 
bodily beings, with a variety of needs and biological drives. Wherever 
there is multiplicity, if there is to be a unified, consistent, cooperative 
activity this multiplicity must be harmonized and focused; otherwise 
the organism destroys itself by internal conflict. In the human being 
this unity is produced by the will guided by reason which strives to take 
all factors into account, like the conductor of an orchestra.17

15 The Rule of St. Benedict, in Latin and English with notes, Timothy Fry et al., eds. The 
introductory history on monasticism and the Rule is very helpful, pp. 3-155; also cf. 
M.D. Knowles, O.S.B, Christian Monasticism on varieties of monastic life.

16 On the ‘Types o f Spirituality” see Geoffrey Wainwright in Cheslyn Jones et al., The 
Study of Spirituality, pp. 592-605.

17 Aristotle, Politics, Bk I, c. 5, 1254b 2, says, “We may firstly observe in living creatures 
both a despotical and a constitutional rule; for the soul rules the body with a despotical 
rule, whereas the intellect rules the appetites with a constitutional and royal rule.” 
Aquinas frequently quotes this, e.g., S.T., I, q. 81, a. 3, ad 2; I-II, q. 9, a. 2, ad 3; q. 17, 
a. 7 c., q. 56, a. 4, ad 3.



186 L iving the T ruth in Love

For the Christian, reason is enlightened by faith in the Word of 
God, and the will conforms to this faith through love. This control of 
faith, therefore, is not despotic, seeking only the good of reason itself, 
but is concerned for the total good of the person in all its dimensions.18 
Such is the true self-love that should be the model for our treatment of 
our neighbor.19

“Do to others whatever you would have them do to you. This is 
the law and the prophets” (Mt 7:12). “You shall love the Lord 
your God... You shall love your neighbor as yourself. The whole 
law and the prophets depend on these two commandments” (Mt 
22:37a, 39-40).

But there is also a false self-love which first of all begins with the 
aggrandizement of sensual pleasure or hedonism (from Greek for 
“honey”) as if true happiness consisted in such pleasure, as the Epicu
reans and Jeremy Bentham (d. 1832), author of the ethical theory called 
“utilitarianism,” maintained. Such a view is plausible only if under the 
term “pleasure” we include satisfactions which are not merely sensual. 
Certainly, the pleasure of the bodily senses is not of itself something 
bad. Nothing is more obvious or natural than that every human being, 
even the baby at the breast, seeks sensual pleasure, and as St. Thomas 
Aquinas said, “No one can live without some bodily, sense pleasure.”20

18 Control o f reason over feelings is not despotic. On the morality o f the “passions” see 
C C C # 1762-1774.

19 “A man is said to love himself when he loves himself as he is by nature spiritual... And 
in this way a man ought to love himself, after God, more than any other, as is evident 
from the very essence of loving... For God is loved as the source of good on which is 
grounded the love of charity; and from charity a man loves himself because of what he 
shares o f this good, while the neighbor is loved because of what he also shares of this 
good. To share jointly, however, is a reason for love according to a certain communion 
in relation to God. Whence, as ‘unitas potior est quam unio' [ ‘identity’ is greater than 
‘communion’ —  a man is identical with himself but only in communion with his 
neighbor, cf. q. 25, a. 4], the fact that a man himself shares in the divine good is a 
greater reason for loving than the fact that another shares with him in this same sharing. 
Therefore a man ought to love himself more from charity than he does his neighbor. A 
sign of this is that a man ought not to sin, which is contrary to sharing in blessedness, 
in order that he might free his neighbor from sin.” St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q.
26, a. 4.

20 S.T., I-II, q. 34, a. 1 c.
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It is also obvious, however, that pleasure is not always good for 
us. Sometimes it is deadly, as witness the victims of alcohol and drugs, 
or those who get AIDS from sexual promiscuity. Experiments show 
that if given the chance to stimulate the pleasure centers in the brain 
animals will kill themselves by repeating this stimulus until they die of 
exhaustion. Pleasure, therefore, is good for an organism only when 
under control.

What principle guides this necessary control of pleasure so that it 
enhances our human lives rather than corrupts and destroys them? It is 
evident from animal life that pleasure has a biological function; it serves 
as an inducement to perform acts necessary for the survival and well
being of the animal and its species.21

There is a natural pleasure in the sheer comfort of the body in 
activity and in rest. How delightful the feeling of healthy, vigorous 
activity when dancing, working, playing in a stimulating environment, 
in sunlight and good weather! Or resting in a comfortable chair, or 
taking a good night’s sleep! There is great satisfaction simply in trav
eling, seeing new sights, gazing on the beauty of flowers and smelling 
their perfumes, listening to music, feeling a textured fabric or a gentle 
breeze on the skin.

Jewish culture as reflected in the Bible does not dwell on such 
pleasant sensations as much as Greek literature did, but neither does it 
ignore or reject them, since much of the Bible is poetry, and poetry 
works through sensuous images, pleasant or unpleasant. Jesus uses 
such images in his parables and in the Sermon on the Mount as when he 
said, “Learn from the way the wild flowers grow. They do not work or 
spin. But I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was clothed 
like one of them” (Mt 6:28-29). These few words show us Jesus was no 
Stoic, indifferent to the pleasure of the senses. His way of healing through 
touch and his establishment of the sacraments which always involve a 
sensible element also show his appreciation of the senses.22

These pleasures of the senses arise simply from the normal exer-

21 For modern research see Thomas A. Szasz, Pain and Pleasure: A Study of Bodily 
Feelings and Richard A. Steinbock, ed., The Psychology of Pain.

22 CC C# 1146-49, 1189.
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cise of our bodily functions. They facilitate such functions, and when 
we feel discomfort or pain in these functions it is an important signal to 
us to withdraw from the situation lest the body suffer injury, and to 
seek rest or healing for the body. Persons who lack this capacity for 
pain are very liable to severe accidents, as the paralyzed man who lets 
his cigarette badly bum his hand. Thus pleasure is beneficial when it 
promotes proper functioning and harmful when it promotes injurious 
functioning of the body.

But what is good and bad functioning of the body? It is not diffi
cult to decide this question if we simply consider the effects of an 
action on bodily health (e.g., to decide whether smoking causes lung 
cancer and circulatory disease), but bodily health is not all there is to 
being a human being. There is also psychological health, and supremely 
the good of the person as a whole which we call “moral health” or 
virtue. A person can be physically healthy and yet neurotic, or psycho
logically normal and yet an evil human being. We cannot reduce the 
viciousness of a Stalin or a Hitler merely to physiological or psycho
logical causes, as some psycho-historicists and medico-historians have 
attempted.

The Pleasure-Pain Drive

Therefore, pleasure has to be morally regulated in view of the move
ment of the whole human person to its ultimate goal, which the Chris
tian knows by faith to be union with God in the community of those 
who love God and neighbor. When pleasure-seeking becomes an ob
stacle, an idol, substituting for joy in God and neighbor in their spiri
tual personhood, it is morally evil. When, on the contrary, it facilitates 
that journey to God and his community of persons, as God intended it 
to do, it is morally good, a precious gift of God, for which we must be 
greatly thankful.23

Now for the most part the pleasures of human life do in fact 
facilitate our living as Christians and help us bear the pains and bur-

23 CCC# 1767.



Living Moderately 189

dens that sin has brought into the world. Catholic Christianity has not 
favored the grim asceticism of the Puritan or Jansenist who thinks that 
the Fall has totally corrupted the work of the Creator. The Bible itself 
approves the simple pleasures of life, while warning that they are fleeting.

Therefore, I commend mirth, because there is nothing good for 
man under the sun except eating and drinking and mirth: for this 
is the accompaniment of his toil during the limited days of his 
life which God gives him under the sun... Go eat your bread 
with joy and drink your wine with a merry heart, because it is 
now that God favors your works. At all times let your garments 
be white, and spare not the perfume for your head. Enjoy life 
with the wife whom you love, all the days of the fleeting life that 
is granted you under the sun. This is your lot in life, for the toil 
of your labors under the sun. Anything you can turn your hand 
to, do with what power you have; for there will be no work, nor 
reason, nor knowledge, nor wisdom in the nether world where 
you are going (Ec 8:15; 9:7-10).24

Cultures fostered by Catholic Christianity have produced great art, 
music, and literature, and a way of worship that is aesthetically appeal
ing. The Church has especially encouraged the folk cultures of every 
nation with their simple pleasures.

One genuine human need is play or recreation. The Bible recog
nizes play as the natural activity of childhood (Zc 8:5; Jesus’ own par
able in Mt 11:16-19), but it also recognized the need of feasting for 
adults, in the many exhortations in the Torah to “make merry” (e.g., Lv 
23:40; Dt 12:7, 14:26, 16:14) and the Third Commandment (Dt 5:14) 
obliged the Jews to the Sabbath day of rest.25

We rest not only by doing nothing, but also by activities different 
from the necessary labors of life, which have no purpose except their 
recreative benefit. When, however, play, or the pleasure that is its over-

24 Compare with Qoheleth’s appreciation of the good things of this life the ten “better 
than’s” o f Si 40:17-27, which acknowledges these same goods but which ends “better 
than these is fear o f God.” Yet Qoheleth also ends his whole book, “The last word, 
when all is heard: Fear God and keep his commandments, for this is all” (Ec 12:13).

25 CC C # 2168-2195.
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flow, becomes an end in itself, it becomes serious, and then it ceases to 
be true play. Professional football may be recreation for the spectators, 
but is very hard work for the players. Thus, even in play pleasure should 
not be sought for its own sake, but for the rest and re-creation of our 
energies for more valuable activities, and it must be moderated by what 
it contributes to these activities. “All work and no play makes Jack a 
dull boy” — but so does too much play. As the prophet Amos warned 
the Samaritans who made merry as the disaster of the Assyrian inva
sion approached threatening their land, the inheritance of the tribe of 
Joseph:

Lying upon beds of ivory,
stretched comfortably on their couches.

They eat lambs taken from the flock, 
and calves from the stall!

Improvising to the music of the harp,
like David, they devise their own accompaniment.

They drink wine from bowls
and anoint themselves with the best oils;
yet they are not made ill by the collapse of Joseph!

Therefore, now they shall be first to go into exile
and their wanton revelry shall be done away with (Am 6:4-7).

There are two areas of human life which are so important to sur
vival and health that they are biologically supplied with intense plea
sures, the proper management of which, as experience shows, requires 
considerable discipline to bring under due control by virtue. These are 
the pleasures of food and drink necessary for the survival of every 
individual (the “lambs,” “calves” and “wine from bowls”), and the 
pleasures of sex necessary for the survival of the species (the “beds of 
ivory”). The other pleasures of the senses (“the music of the harp” and 
anointment “with the best oils”) are naturally closely ordered to these 
two functions; and the pleasure connected with them is the most in
tense and urgent.

Of these needs, however, that for food and drink is more neces
sary and, if too long unsatisfied, the human being perishes; whereas the 
individual can remain healthy without sexual pleasure, though not eas-
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ily. Yet sexual pleasure is more intense, no doubt because biologically 
the existence of the species is more important than that of the indi
vidual, and because the task of achieving it is more complex, involving 
as it does the responsible collaboration of human parents in the main
tenance of the offspring that may result from intercourse.

We can understand then why the problem of physical health in 
human life turns largely around the question of the proper use of food 
and drink and why the abuse of alcohol and drugs (which are a kind of 
pseudo-food) are so destructive. And again, why the problem of human 
relations turns so much about sexual love and family conflicts. Chris
tian asceticism, therefore, aims first of all to moderate these pleasures 
and bring them under the control of reason for the good of the whole 
person and the community.

The search for immediate sensual gratification tends to be addic
tive. The glutton, the drunkard, the “junky,” the Don Juan, the nym
phomaniac, are enslaved in a vicious cycle of a seemingly irresistible 
need for a “fix” with a high and a consequent low that again demands 
a fix. Such addiction reduces human freedom to a minimum, and blocks 
the way to anything in life but the all-consuming pursuit of a pleasant 
physical relief and the avoidance of the pain that follows from its dep
rivation. Such a condition is far different than the flexible normal rhythm 
of hunger and satisfaction of a healthy and free fife.

But the two fundamental biological drives for nourishment and 
reproduction are not the only ones. Besides the drives connected with 
pleasure and the avoidance of pain, which the scholastics called “the 
concupiscible appetites” (“concupiscence” means “desire” of any kind), 
we also have a drive that the scholastics called the “irascible appetite” 
(from ira, anger).26 These two basic drives respond to images which we 
have learned to regard as pleasant or painful. They produce changes in 
our bodies experienced as “feelings” or “emotions” — pleasurable or 
painful, aggressive or resistant reactions which our reason judges ap
propriate or inappropriate to the reality of the situation.

26 CCC #  1765 does not use these terms but instead speaks o f “love” (concupiscible 
appetite) and “anger” (irascible appetite). It uses (in quotes) the term “passions” which 
I have avoided by speaking of “drives.”
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The Effort Drive

Sigmund Freud, who at first attempted to reduce all biological drives to 
the pleasure principle or satisfaction of the libido (desire), was led by 
his clinical experience to add a second and contrary principle, which he 
misleadingly called “the death wish,” but which today is recognized as 
aggression. Even this term is somewhat misleading, because it tends to 
have a negative connotation. What this drive really is, is the urge to 
make an effort to overcome obstacles or difficulties that stand in the 
way of achieving satisfying pleasures.

If animals had only the pleasure-pain drive, then, when in their 
search for pleasure they ran into an obstacle, they would simply run 
away from it or succumb to it passively, without attempting to over
come it at the risk of pain. But often to survive an animal cannot just 
escape its enemies, or give up when it confronts an obstacle in its search 
for food or a mate, or simply allow itself to be injured or killed. It must 
fight to overcome that obstacle, even at the cost of painful effort and 
great risk or at least endure the attack until it can escape or fight back. 
Hence, animals need afighting drive that moves them to struggle against 
difficulties in order to be free of pain and achieve pleasurable satisfac
tion.

Various names have been given in modern psychology to this 
drive, but I will call it the effort drive, since what characterizes it is the 
overcoming of a difficulty, sometimes by conquering it, sometimes by 
enduring it until it passes, usually accompanied by a feeling of effort or 
strain.

This God who girded me with might, 
kept my way unerring,

Who made my feet swift as a deer’s 
set me safe on the heights,

Who trained my hands for war,
my arms to bend even a bow of bronze (Ps 18:33-35).

Thus the search for nourishment and procreation entails not only 
the maximization of pleasure and the minimization of pain, but also the 
struggle to survive the many enemies and natural obstacles that prevent
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these pleasures and comforts. Hence security is as important to the 
animal as food and sex.

Today, there is much concern about human “feelings” and “emo
tions,” and many systems of therapy to cure people of neurotic emo
tions and restore healthy ones are current. Yet surprisingly, there is no 
generally accepted classification of emotions or feelings.27 One of the 
reasons for this, no doubt, is that the term “emotion” is ambiguous. 
Sometimes it is taken as identical with “feeling,” that is, a complex of 
conscious bodily sensations and mental images. Thus the feeling of 
fear includes sensations of tensing muscles, accelerated heartbeat and 
breathing, chill, and a strange sensation in the pit of the stomach, etc.

On the other hand “emotion” also refers to the drives, or appe
tites, which we have just discussed and which are not directly con
scious phenomena except through the feelings to which they may give 
rise. Thus it is possible to be hungry (the drive for food) without feeling 
hungry, or to feel hungry without really being hungry. It is best, there
fore, to use “feeling” for the sensation, “drive” for the appetite, and 
“emotion” to include both, since they are normally associated as cause 
and effect.

Aristotle, basing himself on the very developed study of the 
emotions by the Greek rhetoricians interested in “moving” their audi
ences, proposed a very simple classification of the basic emotions which 
has become traditional in moral theology, although in English it is not 
easy to find unambiguous terms for them.28 The two basic emotions are 
attraction (love) and repulsion (hate) which arise when we sense or 
imagine something that appears pleasant or painful respectively.

Often these emotions remain as mere tones of feeling without 
stimulating us any further. For example, in the Song of Songs when 
Solomon says, “Ah, you are beautiful, my beloved, ah, you are beauti
ful! Your eyes are doves behind your veil” (Sg 4:1a), he feels the at
traction of the Shulamite. When he says, “Come from Lebanon, my

27 For modern research see B.L. Schemes, The Psychology of the Emotions.
28 Aquinas classifies the passions (S.T., I-II, q. 23, a. 1) based on Aristotle, Nicomachean 

Ethics, Bk. II, c. 5, 1105:19-28; De Veritate, q. 26, a. 4. Much of what he has to say 
about them in detail is derived from Aristotle’s Rhetoric, Bk. II, 10-11.
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bride! come from Lebanon, come!” (Sg 4:8), his desire for her is en
kindled. Finally, when he says, “How beautiful is your love, my sister, 
my bride, how much more delightful is your love than wine” (Sg 4:10), 
he is filled with joy in union with her.

On the contrary, in the Book of Jonah we read that the prophet is 
dismayed by the call of the Lord to preach repentance in the city of 
Nineveh and feels the emotion of repugnance, since he has only hatred 
for the Ninevites, his people’s enemy (Jon 1:1-2). Then he seeks to run 
away, feeling the emotion of flight (Jon 1:3), and finally as he was 
caught in the storm at sea he is filled with sorrow, since he knows he 
can not escape the Lord and he asks the sailors to throw him overboard 
(Jon 1:12). As these texts illustrate, the pleasure-pain drive develops in 
the positive sequence: attraction, desire, joy, or the negative sequence: 
repugnance, flight, and sorrow, while the effort drive runs through the 
sequence: hope, aggression, joy, or the negative sequence: fear, dis
couragement, anger, sorrow (anger is the emotion felt when one is 
failing but is still resistant to the evil). Notice that all drives begin in 
love (attraction) or hate (repugnance) and end either in joy or sorrow.

The Gospels relate incidents in which Jesus, as perfectly human, 
seems to have experienced the whole gamut of these emotions. Thus he 
is attracted by goodness in others, as in the incident with the rich young 
man: “Jesus, looking at him, loved him” (Mk 10:21); and again when 
“Jesus saw Nathanael coming toward him and said of him, ‘Here is a 
true Israelite: There is no duplicity in him’” (Jn 1:47). Jesus also felt 
desire, yearning for the accomplishment of his mission, “There is a 
baptism with which I must be baptized, and how great is my anguish 
until it is accomplished” (Lk 12:50) and when he said at the Last Sup
per, “I have eagerly desired to eat this Passover with you before I suf
fer” (Lk 22:15). Finally, when he saw that his work was beginning to 
take effect, he was filled with joy at the Supper where he instituted the 
Eucharist: “I have told you this so that my joy might be in you and your 
joy might be complete. This is my commandment: love one another as 
Hove you” (Jn 15:11-12).

But Jesus also suffered and felt repugnance at the dishonesty of 
some of his opponents, “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, you hypo
crites. You are like whitewashed tombs, which appear beautiful on the
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outside, but are full of dead men’s bones and every kind of filth” (Mt 
23:27) and sometimes he had to take flight from those who sought to 
kill him (Lk 4:30) and to avoid arousing the opposition of the authori
ties as long his mission permitted: “After this, Jesus moved about within 
Galilee; but he did not wish to travel in Judea, because the Jews29 were 
trying to kill him” (Jn 7:1).

Jesus is often pictured as a passive figure, but in fact he was a 
fighter for the truth and for the defeat of the Devil. The Book of Revela
tion symbolizes him as a Lamb who is a Lion (Rv 5:1-8). Hence, he 
also experienced the effort-drives both in their negative and positive 
sequence. He felt overpowering fear in the Garden of Gethsemane as 
his death approached: “He was in such agony and he prayed so fer
vently that his sweat became like drops of blood falling on the ground” 
Lk 22:44.30 When Judas came up to him and it was apparent he was 
doomed, this fear turned into profound discouragement as he saw his 
sleeping disciples and then confronted Judas with the bitter words, 
“Judas, are you betraying the Son of Man with a kiss?” (Lk 22:48). 
Finally as he hung on the Cross, he recited the great Psalm 22 which 
expresses one’s temptation to the hopeless sorrow of despair, “My 
God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” (Ps 22:1; cf. Mt 27:46; 
Mk 15:34), just as he had mourned over Jerusalem just before his own 
death,

“If this day you only knew what makes for peace — but now it 
is hidden from your eyes. For the days are coming upon you 
when your enemies... will smash you to the ground and your 
children within you... because you did not recognize the time of 
your visitation” (Lk 19:42, 44).

29 Note that often in the Fourth Gospel the word “Jews” does not mean the whole people 
of Israel (after all Jesus was one of them himself) but the party of persons in Judea who 
were Jesus’ opponents. See NA 4 and CCC # 595-598 which explain the grave error of 
blaming the great majority of the Jewish people o f Jesus’ own time for his death, let 
alone subsequent generations of Jews. In fact all of us human beings, inasmuch as we 
are all sinners, share in the guilt o f his death since he had to die to save us from the 
consequences of sin.

30 The textual authenticity o f Lk 22:43-44 is disputed; see Robert J. Karris, O.F.M., 
NJBC, 43:184, p. 717; but with somewhat less vivid detail, the Agony in the Garden is 
also related in Mt 26:39-46; Mk 14:32-42.
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Yet Jesus was also firm in the positive emotion of hope, because 
as he three times predicted his death, each time he concluded by prom
ising the disciples his Resurrection three days after his death (Mk 8:38; 
9:31; 10:34). Consequently, when the time came to go to Jerusalem for 
a definitive confrontation with the Temple priests, he did not hesitate. 
“When the days for his being taken up were fulfilled, he resolutely 
determined to journey to Jerusalem” (Lk 9:51) and he steeled himself 
to endure his death without resort to violence lest it distort the meaning 
of his mission. “Father, if you are willing, take this cup away from me; 
still, not my will but yours be done” (Lk 22:42; Jn 10:11). And the 
writer of the Fourth Gospel implies the profound joy that filled the 
heart of Jesus in his dying words on the Cross, “It is finished” (Jn 
19:30), meaning not only that his suffering was over, but that his mis
sion to save all humankind was completed.

But did the “gentle and humble” Jesus (Mt 11:29) ever feel an
ger? Indeed he did, and often. He is recorded to have gotten angry at 
the commercialization of religion, when he scourged the money-chang
ers in the Temple and overturned their tables (Mk 11:15), at the indif
ference of the scribes and Pharisees to the sufferings of the people (Mt 
23:1-36), at the hard-heartedness of the crowd toward the disabled man 
(Mk 3:5), at the lack of faith of his apostles, “O faithless generation, 
how long will I be with you? How long must I endure you?” (Mk 9:19), 
and surprisingly even at the behavior of mourners who seemed to lack 
faith in the resurrection (Mk 5:38-39; Jn 11:33).31 One cannot “hunger 
and thirst for righteousness” (the Beatitude, Mt 5:6) without hating 
injustice and all evil, and therefore one should feel anger when con
fronted with it. As Jesus said, “No one can serve two masters. He will 
either hate one and love the other, or be devoted to one and despise the

31 Jesus, for example, in Mark 5:38-39, seems disturbed especially by the noisiness of the 
mourners. In Mk 8:33, he severely rebukes Peter, “Get behind me Satan!” and in Mk 
9:19, in evident exasperation at the ineptitude o f the Twelve, Jesus exclaims, “O 
faithless generation, how long will I be with you? How long will I endure you?” In Jn 
11:33 the phrase describing Jesus, rendered by NAB as “perturbed and deeply 
troubled,” in the Greek is literally “groaned [or snorted] in the [his] spirit” or as 
“troubled himself.” NAB in a note suggests that this was “perhaps in anger at the 
presence of evil” (death).
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other” (Mt 6:24b). To love God is to hate all that is evil in the world, 
without, however, hating our enemies, whom we are to love and pray 
for (Mt 5:43-48) because God loves them for the good he created them 
to be and wants to re-create them to be again.

Of course most of our feeling states are not pure examples of any 
of these eleven simple states, but very complex combinations of them 
whose subtlety it takes a sensitive poet, novelist, or playwright to un
tangle, and which are perhaps better expressed in music which imitates 
the tensions and resolutions of our feelings more subtly than words 
can. Any psychotherapist knows how difficult it is for clients to explain 
how they feel, and how ambiguous these feelings often are.

The biblical writers, of course, were not concerned with the analy
sis or classification of the emotions, but many of them, especially the 
poets, were highly gifted in their portrayal of human feelings. Who has 
better expressed the emotions of erotic desire and joy than the writer of 
the Song of Songs or the grief of loss than the writers of Job or Lamen
tations? The Psalms are almost an encyclopedia of the emotions and, as 
St. Augustine understood, the Church by singing the Psalms in its lit
urgy has taught its members how to feel in a truly human way.32 Did not 
God promise through Ezekiel that he would give us “a new heart... 
taking from your bodies your stony hearts, and giving you natural hearts” 
(Ezk 36:26)?

The parables of Jesus perhaps give us the best insight into his 
own experience of and sympathy with human feelings, as we see in the 
Parable of the Two Sons (the Prodigal, Lk 15:11-32) or of the Rich 
Man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19-31). Some are touched with a wry humor, 
as are the Parable of the Dishonest Steward (Lk 16:1-8) and the Parable 
of the Persistent Widow (Lk 18:1-8). As for St. Paul, his epistles are 
passionate almost to the extreme, eloquent with indignation, anger, 
sorrow, tenderness, and sarcasm. The Johannine writings overflow with 
love and exaltation. St. Paul says that one of the effects of sin is to 
deaden the healthy human emotions; hardened sinners become “sense
less, faithless, heartless, ruthless” (Rm 1:31).

32 See Confessions, Bk 9, iv, 8; vi, 14 (Chadwick, p. 160, 164).
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The Virtue of Moderation

How then are we to redeem human emotions, especially the fundamen
tal appetites for the pleasures of food, drink and sex and the drives to 
fight or flee, by a proper self-control under the guidance of faith and 
prudence? One has only to glance at world literature, of which the 
Bible is a major classic, to see how food and drink, love and war, 
provide much of the comedy and tragedy of human life. No wonder the 
Greeks worshipped Demeter and Dionysius (Roman Ceres and Liber), 
the goddess of wheat and the god of wine; and Aphrodite and Ares 
(Roman Venus and Mars), the goddess of love and the god of war!

When we read two of the most artful biblical stories, that of Jo
seph (Gn 37-50) and of David (1 S 16-2 S 24; 1 K 1:1-2:11), we see 
they pivot on struggles that arise from hunger for food and for love. 
Joseph rose to power in Egypt because he refused to be seduced by his 
master’s wife who was passionately attracted to the young man. He 
used this power to save his father and his treacherous brothers from 
famine. David fought many battles to secure the welfare of his people, 
but, when idled by peace, then yielded to lust and through his many 
wives got embroiled in disastrous dynastic struggles. In Greek litera
ture, the epics of the Trojan War and the tragedies and comedies, or in 
English the plays or novels of writers such as Shakespeare or George 
Eliot turn on the same great themes. What virtues bring these rebellious 
appetites and emotions under control of reason?

The Greeks spoke of sophrosyne (sanity, prudence), the Latins of 
temperantia, the New Testament of moderation under various terms. 
“But we will not boast beyond measure [metron] but will keep to the 
limits [kanon, rule] God has apportioned us” (2 Cor 10:13a). A bishop 
should be a model Christian, “a man of one wife, temperate [nephalion, 
no alcoholic], self-controlled [sophrona]” etc. (1 Tm 3:2). Women in 
their dress should have “modesty [aidous, respectability] and self-con
trol [sophrosyne]” (1 Tm 2:9).

The basic idea of this virtue of moderation is an ability to stick to 
the middle between the extremes of too much and too little in matters 
of pleasure in relation to the true goal of life, which faith tells us is
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ultimately union with God, but is immediately the preservation of the 
bodily life of the individual and of the species. The mean (middle) in 
such matters, of course, differs somewhat with individuals and their 
circumstances.

The virtue of moderation consistsformally in the ability to achieve 
the mean as regards physical pleasures and materially in the pleasure 
itself. The chief problems of moderation have to do with the two in
tense pleasures of food and drink (which are not so much those of taste 
and smell as of feeling full) and sex, both of which are especially con
nected with the sense of touch, itself the most basic of all the bodily 
senses. Hence three kinds of moderation are needed to discipline the 
pleasures of touch: abstinence as regards food, sobriety as regards drink, 
and chastity as regards sex. The opposite vices are gluttony, drunken
ness, and sexual impurity or “luxury.” In all these matters what is needed 
is the self-control that limits and often defers the satisfactions of the 
body for the sake of health and puts the body in service of the more 
specifically human activities of life.

For the Christian this means that life is not primarily for the body 
which will someday die, but for the soul which will live forever and 
share its eternal life with the risen body, which then will no longer be 
a natural body subject to suffering and decay, but a “spiritual” and 
“heavenly” body (1 Cor 15:36-48) always experiencing pure joy. 

Jesus exclaimed:

“O you of little faith! So do not worry and say, ‘What are we to 
eat?’ or, ‘What are we to drink?’. . . All these things the pagans 
seek. Your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. But 
seek first the kingdom of God and his righteousness, and all 
these things will be given you besides” (Mt 6:30b-33).

And Paul said:

“Everything is lawful for me,” but I will not let myself be domi
nated by anything. “Food for the stomach and the stomach for 
food,” but God will do away with both the one and the other (1 
Cor 6:12b-13a).
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For many... conduct themselves as enemies of the cross of Christ.
Their end is destruction. Their god is their stomach; their glory 
is in their “shame.” Their minds are occupied with earthly things 
(Ph 3:18-19).

Paul is also presented as telling Titus to be strict with the Cretans, 
one of whose poets had said of them, “Cretans have always been liars, 
vicious beasts, and lazy gluttons” (Tt 1:12).

The Greeks felt that while all human virtue adds beauty to the 
person and to life, moderation is especially “the beautiful virtue,” since 
excess or defect in taking one’s bodily pleasures distorts human nature 
and is disgusting. The Old Testament supports this idea by praising the 
chastity of women even more than their appearance, and thus con
demning the modem “cult of beauty” so constantly preached by our 
consumerist advertising:

Charm is deceptive and beauty fleeting; the woman who fears 
the Lord is to be praised (Pr 31:30).

Choicest of blessings is a modest wife, 
priceless her chaste person.

Like the sun rising in the Lord’s heavens,
the beauty of a virtuous wife is the radiance of 

her home.
Like the light which shines above the holy lampstand, 

are her beauty of face and graceful figure.
Golden columns on silver bases are her shapely limbs 

and steady feet (Si 26:15-18).

The New Testament expresses similar advice (1 Tm 2:9-10; 1 P 
3:3-5), and it also uses terms such as kosmios (modest, decent) and 
semnos (dignified) as proper marks of the bishop and deacon. The 
Church Fathers frequently praise moderation. Thus Julianus Pomerius
says:

Temperance makes a man temperate, abstemious, frugal, sober, 
moderate, chaste, silent, serious, modest. Residing in the soul, 
this virtue bridles lust, tempers the affections, multiplies holy 
desires and represses corrupt ones, sets in order all that is disor-
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dered within us, strengthens all that is well-ordered, removes 
wicked thoughts and implants holy ones, quenches the fire of 
lustful passion, kindles the tepidity of our soul by a desire of 
future reward, soothes our mind with peaceful tranquillity, and 
ever preserves it intact from every storm of vices.33

Shame

We can sin against moderation by apathy and emotional coldness to 
pleasure, but generally such sins do little damage and therefore are 
venial; so strong are the biological drives toward the pleasurable that 
excess is far more likely. Nevertheless, if emotional coldness or neu
rotic inhibitions cause someone to fail in fulfilling serious responsibili
ties to health or to others they can become mortal, as when a married 
person is cold to his or her partner. The excessive pursuit of pleasure 
can also be venial, but it is very likely, as we have already seen, to 
result in addictive habits that degrade and depersonalize the self-indul
gent, lowering them to the level of the brutes, and destroying that dig
nity and beauty of personality which results from the moderation that 
comes from intelligent self-control. As Proverbs (7:21-23) says of the 
fool who becomes an adulterer:

He follows her [Lady Folly] stupidly, 
like an ox that is led to slaughter;

Like a stag that minces toward the net, 
till an arrow pierces its liver;

Like a bird that rushes into a snare, 
unaware that its life is at stake.

Moderation includes among its integrating aspects first, nega
tively, the sense of shame, illustrated so well by the experience of Adam 
and Eve after the Fall: “Then the eyes of both were opened, and they 
realized they were naked” (Gn 3:7). Pope John Paul II has discoursed 
sensitively on the phenomenology of this fundamental human experi-

33 The Contemplative Life, III, c. 19, pp. 144-45.
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ence of our own “nakedness” or vulnerability.34 Shame is a fear of the 
loss of personal dignity in one’s own eyes and those of others because 
of immoderate behavior. The Bible further illustrates this by its story (a 
diatribe against Egypt) of how Ham, son of Noah, scornfully exposed 
his father as he lay in a drunken slumber, but his brothers Shem and 
Japheth reverently with averted eyes covered their father’s shame (Gn 
9:20-27).

A second more positive aspect of moderation is the sense of de
cency, which is the appreciation of the beauty and reasonableness of 
moderation. The language of the Bible is frank and direct about our 
bodily nature and its functions and sometimes shocks the prudish, but 
it is also free of the vulgarity, obscenity, and pornography which have 
become a part of modem Western culture. Thus, when Isaiah went 
walking “naked and barefoot” to shock the public into believing his 
prophecy of the conquest and degradation of Egypt and Ethiopia by the 
Assyrians (Is 20), it was because such conduct was so utterly contrary 
to Jewish custom, which unlike that of the pagans insisted on very 
modest garments for its priests (Ex 20:26; 42-43). Thus in 1 M 1:14-15 
we find the indignation of the orthodox Jews at the adoption under 
Greek domination of the hellenistic gymnasium in which the athletes 
competed naked. For Christians, freed from the ritual prescriptions of 
the Old Law, the ways of observing modesty may somewhat differ 
from one culture to another, but nevertheless modesty of person is still 
a responsibility.

B: INTEGRITY

Fasting

As the Jews feasted, so they also fasted. The Scriptures describe the 
obligatory religious feasts in detail, beginning first of all with the weekly 
Sabbath required by the Third Commandment (Ex 23:12-17; 34:18-26;

34 See reference in note 2 above.
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Lv 23; Dt 16:3-12; 2 Ch 8:13), while fasting was a sign of mourning 
and of petition to God. Thus Moses fasted before receiving the tablets 
of the law (Ex 34:28). The Israelites fasted before battle (Jg 20:26; 1 S 
7:6), and at the funeral of Saul (1 S31:13;2S 1:12). David fasted in 
petition for his son’s life (2 S 12:16). Jezebel proclaimed a public fast 
before an unjust trial and Ahab in repentance for it (1 K 21:9,27; 1 Ch 
10:12), as did Jehoshaphat in time of siege (2 Ch 20:3). Elijah fasted in 
flight until fed by an angel (IK  19:3-8). Isaiah instructed the people on 
true fasting (Is 58:1-12). Jeremiah declared that God ignores the fasts 
of the unrepentant (Jr 14:12), as does Zechariah (Zc 7), and had his 
prophecies read to the people by Baruch on a fast day (Jr 36:9). The 
exiles in Babylon fasted (Ba 1:5). Ezra fasted in preparation for leading 
the exiles back to Jerusalem (Ezr 8:21-23). Joel fasted at the time of the 
locust plague (J1 1:14; 2:15). Mordecai and Esther fasted severely to 
prepare to plead with the Persian king for their people (Est 4:16). Judith 
(Jdt 8:6) and the prophetess Anna (Lk 2:37) in their widowhood fasted. 
Daniel and his companions adhered rigidly to the dietary laws (Dn 1) 
and he fasted for three weeks in preparation for his great visions (Dn 
10:3). The Maccabees fasted in preparation for battle (1 M 3:47) and 
the repentant pagan Ninevites even made their animals fast (Jon 3:7)! 
Zechariah prophesied that only in the days of the Messiah will the need 
for fasting cease (Zc 8:19), hence John the Baptist and his followers 
continued the practice (Mt 9:14).

The principal acts of worship were sacrifices at which (except at 
the whole burnt-offerings) the offerers and the priests ate part of the 
victim in a kind of communion. Moreover, daily meals were ritualized 
with blessings and by an elaborate system of dietary rules based on the 
distinction between the “clean” and the “unclean.” How important ritual 
purity was for the Jews is seen from the fact that in the Maccabean 
period the holy scribe Eleazar accepted martyrdom rather than eat pork 
(2 M 6:18-31).

For example, the eating of hooved animals was permitted if their 
hooves were cloven and they also chewed a cud, but the pig, because it 
had cloven hooves but no cud, was forbidden (Lv 11:1-8). Likewise, 
fish had to have both fins and scales, etc. The principle, it seems, was
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that ambiguous border-line creatures that did not clearly fit into cus
tomary categories such as those divided by the Creator in the creation 
account of Genesis 1, symbolized a lack of order, a return to chaos, and 
were thus unclean.35 Later I will discuss the social and liturgical signifi
cance of this symbol system at greater length, but here the point is that 
these rituals provided a continual discipline of the appetite for food and 
drink.

Christian Fasting

In the New Testament the concept of dietary uncleanness was abol
ished (Mk 7:19). “Now food will not bring us closer to God. We are no 
worse off if we do not eat, nor are we better off if we do” (1 Cor 8:8). 
Yet Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount had given instructions on the 
proper motivation for fasting (Mt 6:16-18) and had answered the dis
ciples of John the Baptist about why his disciples were not fasting as 
frequently as John’s followers and the Pharisees did, “Can the wedding 
guests fast while the bridegroom is with them? ... But the days will 
come when the bridegroom is taken away from them, and then they 
will fast on that day” (Mk 2:19-20; cf. Mt 6:16-18). Therefore, the 
Church continued to fast, for example in exorcisms (Mt 17:21),36 in 
preparation for laying hands on Barnabas and Paul (Ac 13:3), and when 
they in turn established presbyters in the churches they had founded 
(Ac 14:23).37

35 See Mary Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and 
Taboo; Victor Turner, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure', and Frank H. 
Gorman, Jr., The Ideology o f Ritual for current anthropological theories. Jacob 
Milgrom, Numbers [Ba-midbar]: The traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS 
Translation/Commentary by Jacob Milgrom is extremely helpful in applying such 
anthropological insights to the biblical text and E.P. Sanders, Law from Jesus to 
Mishnah, especially pp. 131-308, to the Pharisaic understanding of these laws.

36 Mt 17:21 is omitted by NAB on the basis o f the best manuscripts, and seems to be a 
variant of Mk 9:29 which omits “and fasting.” The textual variant perhaps reflects the 
actual early Church practice o f priests fasting before performing the sacraments or 
exorcisms.

37 See also Lk 2:37; 2 Cor 6:5; 11:27.
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The Didache, Clement of Alexandria, and Tertullian38 all men
tion the Friday fasts to mourn the Crucifixion, and Friday fasting was 
often extended to Saturday in preparation for Sunday. The Lenten fast 
in preparation for Easter was established by the Council of Nicaea in 
325, and other fasts on vigils of great feasts. The Ember (Old English 
for “anniversary”) Days that marked the four seasons, and the Roga
tion (Latin for “petition”) Days that preceded the feast of the Ascen
sion were added later.

Fasting often included abstinence from flesh meat and from wine. 
The Eastern Church in its fasts abstains from all food except bread, 
salt, water, fruits and vegetables39; and the Western Church from flesh 
meat on Fridays and some other days. The very changed living circum
stances of modem life and great variation in local customs led Vatican 
II to simplify the traditional fasting rules to require a strict fast only on 
Ash Wednesday and Good Friday, but encouraged fasting throughout 
Lent and at certain other times.

A biblical basis for abstinence from meat is implied in the cre
ation narrative which says that only the plants were given to Adam and 
Eve for food (Gn 1:29). Only after the Fall and the Flood was flesh (and 
even then only without the life blood) permitted and wine invented (Gn 
9:20-21). These narratives seem to mean that the original creation was 
harmonious and therefore excluded bloodshed and intoxication. The 
ascetics also believed their experience had showed that meat and wine 
encourage an excess of sexual desire. Certainly meat and wine add to 
the immediate satisfactions of eating which require moderation.

Gluttony

As John Cassian’s Conferences make very clear, fasting in imitation of 
Jesus’ own desert fast (Mt 4:2) was basic to the asceticism of the Desert

38 See Didache (Audet) 8; Clement of Alexandria, Stromata, Bk VI, 75, PG 8:685-1382; 
9:9-602; Tertullian, De Jejuniis, PL 2, 953-978. On the history of fasting see F. Cabrol, 
“Jeunes," DACL 7 (2): 2481-2501.

39 St. Epiphanius, Expositio Fidei, 22, PG 42:828; Apostolic Constitutions V, 8, PG 
1:889-896.
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Fathers and thence was taken up by all the subsequent religious orders. 
Cassian tells us that experience taught the Desert Fathers that the capi
tal sin of gluttony was the first of all the appetites for a monk to learn to 
control, and was especially difficult because food and drink are indis
pensable for survival. But Cassian also urges moderation in the prac
tice of fasting.40 The Fathers of the Church and later spiritual writers 
produced a considerable literature on the value of fasting; for example 
St. Augustine, Seven Sermons on Fasting and Jerome, Against 
Jovinian.41 On the other hand, the Church did not forget the biblical 
warning (lT m 4:l-3 ) against those

... who forbid marriage and require abstinence from foods that 
God created to be received with thanksgiving by those who be
lieve and know the truth. For nothing created is to be rejected 
when received with thanksgiving, for it is made holy by the 
invocation of God in prayer [note the commendation for “grace” 
at meals].

Therefore, the Church has condemned such sects as the Encratites, 
the Manichees, and the Montanists who absolutely forbade meat and 
wine as evil in themselves. St. Paul even advises Timothy, “Keep your
self pure. Stop drinking only water, but have a little wine for the sake 
of your stomach and your frequent illnesses” (1 Tm 5:23). Sirach in an 
excellent essay (31:12-31) on the etiquette of moderate eating and drink
ing as they contribute to the true humanity of life writes:

When wine is present, do not pour out discourse, 
and flaunt not your wisdom at the wrong time.

Like a seal of camelian in a setting of gold 
is a concert when wine is served.

Like a gold mounting with an emerald seal 
is string music with delicious wine (Si 32:4-6).

40 Cassian, Institutes, Bk V is “Of the Spirit o f Gluttony.
41 Augustine, De Utilitate Jejunii, PL 40:70-714.
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Gluttony and Chemical Dependency

It is possible to sin against moderation negatively by deliberate neglect 
to eat the food and take the drink necessary for health. This, of course, 
is a relatively rare sin, but today it is recognized that not a few persons 
diet excessively to keep their figures. Sometimes excessive dieting (or 
even overdone ascetic fasting) becomes a neurotic compulsion {anorexia 
nervosa) which is not easy to treat and which is often aggravated by 
overeating followed by vomiting (bulimia).42

Much more common is the positive vice of gluttony or the exces
sive pursuit of the pleasure of eating, either because one eats too much 
for health (the gourmand), or is over concerned about the quality of 
one’s food, or spends too much of one’s income on food, or eats in too 
piggish a manner, or too often, or to the point of vomiting, or indulges 
in food which is harmful to health (the gourmet). Individual acts of 
gluttony are not ordinarily seriously harmful and therefore are venial, 
but habits that seriously harm health (at least in the short range), if not 
corrected, are mortal. Such overeating, however, can also be the result 
of neurotic compulsions that greatly diminish culpability, and may also 
have a physiological and even genetic basis, and require professional 
help to overcome.43

Much the same can be said about the abuse of alcohol and of all 
forms of chemical dependency on such substances as nicotine, caf
feine, and the still more serious consciousness-altering or narcotic drugs 
which have become a major problem in our society. Smoking in excess 
does serious and even fatal harm to the lungs and circulatory system. 
Alcohol and narcotics in excess damage the nervous system and liver, 
and are characterized by their psychoactivity, diminishing the use of

42 Today it is recognized that even some of the saints may have unknowingly subjected 
themselves by excessive fasting to the morbid physiological cycle o f anorexia nervosa. 
Their motivation, o f course, was to achieve self-control and do penance for their sins 
and those of others, not to be thin as with modem victims of the disorder. See Rudolph 
M. Bell, epilogue by W.N. Davis, Holy Anorexia and Julius H. Rubin, Religious 
Melancholy and Protestant Experience in America. For a different point o f view see 
Caroline Walker Bynum, Holy Feast and Holy Fast.

43 See Jim Orford, Excessive Appetites.
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reason and causing permanent brain damage. In pregnancy they can 
cause birth-defects in the child.44

The Old Testament provides many examples of the evil conse
quences of drunkenness, from the disgrace of Noah (Gn 9:20-27) and 
the incest of Lot (Gn 19:30-38), to the decadence of the pagan Persians 
(Est 1:6-10), and of the Jewish religious leaders lamented by Isaiah:

These also stagger from wine and stumble from strong drink.
Priest and prophet stagger from strong drink, overpowered by 
wine; led astray by strong drink, staggering in their visions, tot
tering when giving judgment. Yes, all the tables are covered 
with filthy vomit, with no place left clean (Is 28:7-8).

No wonder old Tobit in his parting counsels to his adolescent son for 
the first great journey of young Tobias’ life says, “Do not drink wine 
till you become drunk, nor let drunkenness accompany you on the way” 
(Tb 4:15).

Things had not much improved in the time of Jesus. St. Paul lists 
drunkenness among “the works of the flesh” (Gal 5:21) and of “dark
ness” (Rm 13:13). These had been common among the Gentiles before 
their conversion (1 P 4:3) and continued to be a problem among the 
baptized (Eph 5:18) even at the Eucharistic assemblies (1 Cor 11:21), 
so that Paul had to urge the Christians not to associate with drunkards 
(1 Cor 5:11), and to caution the churches not to elect heavy drinkers as 
bishops, deacons, and deaconesses (1 Tm 3:8, 11; Tt 1:7).

Excess in drinking for the non-alcoholic is venial unless the per
son knows in advance that it will make them liable to other mortal sins. 
Thus a doctor or judge, a driver, someone given to violence or to sexual 
indulgence when drunk may cause serious harm. Serious scandal can 
also be given by a priest celebrating the sacraments or preaching when 
drunk, a judge on the bench, parents before their children, etc. Moral
ists have traditionally held that it is also a mortal sin if drinking merely

44 For current research see Claudia Bialke Debner, ed., Chemical Dependency: Opposing 
Viewpoints', Jim Orford, Excessive Appetites: A Psychological View of Addictions', 
Roger E. Meyer, Psychopathology and Addictive Disorders', Gerald Bennett, Christine 
Vourakis and Donna S. Woolf, eds., Substance Abuse', Gerald G. May, Addiction and 
Grace.
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for pleasure goes to the point of total loss of reason because this is 
brutish and contrary to human dignity. Knowingly to become addicted 
to alcohol is, of course, a mortal sin because of the enslavement of 
one’s freedom and the very grave consequences to oneself and others. 
The fact that such actions are often regarded as comic simply show the 
incongruity between the dignity of the human person and the subhu
man state of inebriation.

The same norms apply to other forms of chemical dependency. 
Some forms, such as nicotine and caffeine addiction, are probably only 
venial for most people, because the consequences are long-range and 
not strictly predictable; and the same probably goes for addiction to 
mild tranquilizers, etc. But generally speaking, psychoactive substances 
such as opium, heroin, cocaine, etc. are so addictive that even experi
mental use of such drugs can create a grave risk for some persons.45 To 
take such a risk (and who knows in advance their own vulnerability?) 
is generally a mortal sin because it opens the way to self-destruction. 
The gravity of the use of marijuana, which seems not physiologically 
addictive, is less clear, but it is probable that its habitual use often leads 
to more serious addictions.46 For pregnant women who take drugs, the 
risk of birth-defects for the child is a very serious consideration requir
ing the advice of a physician.

The Measure of Moderation

Once aware that one has become addicted to alcohol or the more dan
gerous drugs, one has a grave responsibility to seek professional help 
to overcome the addiction. Only in this century has it become clear 
medically that moral exhortations and “temperance pledges” are not 
sufficient to help those whose drinking has become a vicious cycle of 
addiction with a physiological basis. In such cases freedom to reform 
or even to recognize one’s problem is greatly reduced and requires

45 See Lawrence J. Hatterer, M.D., The Pleasure Addicts.
46 See Helen C. Jones and Paul W. Lovinger: with a Foreword by C. Everett Koop, The 

Marijuana Question.
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outside intervention and support, which must be provided by family, 
friends, employers, groups like Alcoholics Anonymous, and the Chris
tian community.

Moderate use of alcoholic beverages as a mild relaxant is not (for 
non-alcoholics) harmful to health, but excess is extremely destructive. 
The Psalmist (104:15) thanks God for the rains “producing bread from 
the earth, and wine to gladden men’s hearts” and the sages advise, “Go, 
eat your bread with joy and drink your wine with a merry heart, be
cause it is now that God favors your works” (Ec 9:7), but they also 
warn, “Wine is arrogant, strong drink is riotous; none who goes astray 
for it is wise” (Pr 20:1).

Who scream? Who shriek?
Who have strife? Who have anxiety?

Who have wounds for nothing?
Who have black eyes?

Those who linger long over wine, 
those who engage in trials of blended wine.

Look not on the wine when it is red, 
when it sparkles in the glass.

It goes down smoothly; 
but in the end it bites like a serpent 
or like a poisonous adder.

Your eyes behold strange sights, 
and your heart utters disordered thought;

You are like one now lying in the depths of the sea, 
now sprawled at the top of the mast.

They struck me, but it pained me not; 
they beat me, but I felt it not;

When shall I awake to seek wine once again? (Pr 23:29-35).
It is not for kings, O Lemuel, 

not for kings to drink wine; 
strong drink is not for princes!

Lest in drinking they forget what the law decrees, 
and violate the rights of all who are in need.

Give strong drink to one who is perishing, 
and wine to the sorely depressed;

When they drink, they will forget their misery, 
and think no more of their burdens (Pr 31:4-7).
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Thus the measure of moderation for eating and drinking is the purpose 
which these basic human functions serve, namely the preservation of 
the individual by nutrition. We eat or drink too much or too little when 
we eat more or less than health requires. Is it, then, sinful to eat or drink 
more than health requires simply for pleasure? Obviously it is if this 
injures health, but what if it does not injure health and is done for a 
good purpose, namely, pleasurable recreation? We have already indi
cated that such recreation is justified if in turn it is limited by a real need 
to prepare for other good activities (the same is true when the purpose 
is a humane sociability, as will be shown later).

Nevertheless, it remains true that if the pleasure sought becomes 
separated from the fundamental purpose of eating and drinking, or is 
contradictory to that purpose, then the action becomes sinful, because 
when pleasure becomes an end in itself, rather than the facilitation of a 
morally good activity, it is injurious to the person, who then becomes 
addicted to its immoderate pursuit. Thus the glutton or drunkard who 
makes the pleasure of food or drink his end, will exhaust himself in 
seeking more and more.

For the same reason, behavior that deliberately renders acts of 
eating or drinking totally void of any nutritive value, as vomiting after 
eating for pleasure (bulimia), or eating substances that are not food, are 
unreasonable and contrary to human dignity. Ordinarily such acts, how
ever, are only venially sinful unless in fact they seriously encourage 
addiction.

Wine is very life to man 
if taken in moderation.

Does he really live who lacks the wine 
which was created for his joy?

Joy of heart, good cheer and merriment
are wine drunk freely at the proper time.

Headache, bitterness and disgrace
is wine drunk amid anger and strife.

More and more wine is a snare for the fool;
it lessens his strength and multiplies his wounds.

Rebuke not your neighbor when wine is served, 
nor put him to shame while he is merry;
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Use no harsh words with him and distress him not 
in the presence of others (Si 31:27-31).

Chastity

Since the sexual drive relates to the need to preserve the species and is 
directed to a partner and to offspring, it raises not only the problem of 
moderating desires for pleasure by reason in view of the good of the 
individual but also questions of justice and love toward the partner and 
offspring. Therefore, in this chapter we are concerned with sexuality 
only as it is a pleasurable activity which contributes to the physical and 
mental health of the individual. Its deeper interpersonal and social as
pects will be considered in later chapters. Since, as we have seen, plea
sure takes its moral character from the morality of the activity which it 
facilitates, the question that needs to be asked here is, “How can indi
viduals discipline themselves so that their pursuit of sexual pleasure is 
in keeping with the purpose for which God made us sexual beings?” 

What is primarily in question is sexual activity in the full sense of 
genital activity, that is, the pleasure of touch that arises from use of the 
sexual organs so as to produce that sensation called orgasm which 
gives full satisfaction to the sexual drive. In the male, orgasm is pro
duced by the ejaculation of semen and cannot be repeated immediately. 
In the female it results primarily from the stimulation of the clitoris at 
the entrance of the vagina and can be quickly repeated. Preparatory to 
full intercourse there can be much sex play in embraces, kisses, and 
touches especially of the erotic zones of the body.

The Bible speaks frankly of sexual pleasure as a gift of God. 
Adam exclaims in delight when God presents him with Eve,

‘This one, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh. This 
one shall be called ‘woman,’ [ishsha] for out of‘her man’ [ishah] 
this one has been taken.” That is why a man leaves his father and 
mother and clings to his wife, and the two of them become one 
body. The man and his wife were both naked, yet they felt no 
shame (Gn 2:23-24).
Have joy of the wife of your youth, your lovely hind, your graceful
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doe. Her love will invigorate you always, through her love you 
will flourish continually (Pr 5:18-19). Enjoy life with the wife 
whom you love, all the days of fleeting life that is granted you 
under the sun. This is your lot in life, for the toil of your labors 
under the sun (Ec 9:9). “Let him kiss me with kisses of his mouth!
More delightful is your love than wine... Bring me, O king, to 
your chambers” (Sg 1:2, 4b).

Although these texts (except Sg 1:2, 4b) are written from the male 
view, they apply also to the woman’s need for sexual pleasure which is 
just as real.

Since, as shown earlier, recreation through pleasure is a legiti
mate human activity necessary for physical and mental health in prepa
ration for the serious activities of life, sexual play can be morally good, 
simply because it relaxes tension and restores physical and mental fresh
ness, but it must remain within the limits of moderation. What sets 
these limits? The reasonable limits of pleasure, both as too much and 
too little, are to be determined in view of the nature of the pleasurable 
activity and its relation to the basic goals of life. The question, there
fore, is “What is the intrinsic purpose of sexuality?” Or, to put the 
question more theologically, “Why did God create human beings 
sexual?”

It is obvious enough from common sense and biology that the 
most fundamental and intrinsic reason that human persons are sexual is 
the need of the human race for procreation. Modem biology has added 
further understanding of why the sexual mode of reproduction is pref
erable to the asexual mode found in some lower forms of life. It guar
antees both the continuity of the species and at the same time the indi
vidual variety which enables the species to adapt to varied circum
stances. Theologically, the Bible confirms this biological emphasis on 
procreation in its account of the creation:

Then God said: “Let us make man [humankind] in our image, 
after our likeness...” God created man [humankind] in his im
age; in the divine image he created him [humankind]; male and 
female he created them. God blessed them, saying: “Be fertile 
and multiply; fill the earth and subdue it” (Gn 1:26a, 27-28a).
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Many exegetes have contrasted this account in Genesis 1 (per
haps based on the priestly tradition P), with the account in Genesis 2 
(perhaps based on the Yahwist tradition J, generally thought to be the 
older),47 in which, they claim, the purpose of the creation of Eve is not 
in view of procreation, but for companionship.

The Lord God said: “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will 
make a suitable partner [more literally, “a helper”] for him” (Gn 
2:18).

Yet theologically both accounts form part of a document which, 
whatever the age or origin of the components, must be taken as authori
tative and inspired in its finally edited form and interpreted as such. 
The second account, therefore, must not be read in opposition to the 
first, but as its fuller elaboration. In fact the second account says much 
the same as the first but in more vivid and concrete terms. In the second 
account Adam (i.e., archetypical humanity) names the animals and 
discovers that every human person is alone in the world and needs 
companionship, that is, we humans are by nature social. We can live 
only in community. God therefore makes a “helper” for him whom 
Adam immediately recognizes as of the same nature as himself (Gn 
2:23).

Thus Adam and Eve are partners in life, but this still does not say 
why they are of different sexes, or why they are sexual at all. The 
answer to this is immediately supplied by the Yahwist’s comment, 
“That is why a man leaves his father and mother and clings to his wife, 
and the two of them become one body” (Gn 2:24). Thus, as we come to

47 Thus Anthony Kosnick, et al.. Human Sexuality: New Directions in American Catholic 
Theology, pp. 24-25, claims that “The older Yahwist tradition sets the sexual nature of 
men and women within the framework o f our nature as social and relational beings” 
and contrasts this with “Some four hundred years later, the Priestly tradition came to 
relate sexuality with procreation, regarding the power to propagate as the direct result 
of God’s blessing.” This neglects to note that the Yahwist narrative is an etiological 
story of the origin of the human race by procreation. As for the “four hundred years 
later” one must distinguish between the time of the editing o f the material o f the 
narratives and their origin. On the antiquity of the Priestly tradition see J. Milgrom, 
Numbers, pp. xxxii-xxxv.
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be from a father and a mother, so we grow up to be father or mother in 
our turn, and hence the human community in which no one is alone 
continues. Thus God’s blessing of fertility announced in Genesis 1 is 
repeated here in a more concrete way.

These chapters of Genesis are first of all etiological. That is, they 
are intended not so much to relate the past for its own sake, as to ex
plain the human condition in which we find ourselves, and therefore to 
explain how the human community came to be, as is apparent from the 
constant insertion of genealogies.48 Nothing is said in them about how 
Eve helped Adam (her persuasion of Adam to join her in eating the 
forbidden fruit was certainly no help!), except to continue the human 
race in spite of their being doomed to die, “The man called his wife Eve 
[“Living”], because she became mother of all the living” (Gn 3:20). It 
is our modem individualism which has forgotten community that has 
led some exegetes to miss the fact that the biblical writers are first of all 
interested in understanding the origin and destiny of the human com
munity within which alone can individuals exist.

We should not conclude, however, that the Bible sees sex only as 
the procreative source of the human community. I have already indi
cated the recreative role of sex and will consider its interpersonal and 
social aspects later, but the Bible does see the survival of the species as 
the, fundamental purpose without which the very existence of the sexual 
differentiation of humanity into male and female would be unintelli
gible. The very difficulty modem science has met in trying to develop 
a “safe contraceptive” is evidence how God and nature have intimately 
related sex with procreation.

In the tradition of the Church there has always been unanimity on 
this fundamental purpose of sexuality (until new theories have been 
proposed in this century), but among the Fathers of the Church there 
were two different understandings of these texts of Genesis. The East
ern Fathers and even the Latins before St. Augustine, generally, inter
preted the creation narratives as meaning that if there had been no sin, 
the human community would have been multiplied by further creative

48 On the function of genealogies in the Bible see R.R. Wilson, Genealogy and History in 
the Biblical World.
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acts by God, and that sex would never have been exercised. Conse
quently, they thought that humanity was created sexed only in antici
pation of the Fall, when human mortality would make procreation nec
essary.49

These ancient exegetes based this interpretation on the fact that 
human intercourse is only mentioned in the Bible after the Fall (Gn 
4:1). St. Augustine (often mistakenly labeled today as anti-sexual), 
followed by St. Thomas Aquinas, rejected this Platonizing and dualis- 
tic view and rightly taught that if there had been no sin there would still 
have been sexual intercourse in Eden. The rabbis also interpreted Adam’s 
exclamation of delight at first seeing Eve as implying the intention of 
such intercourse (Gn 2:23-25).

Impurity

Thus chastity (from root meaning “clean,” “pure”) is a virtue moderat
ing the sexual appetite or genital pleasure according to a true under
standing of the God-given purpose of sexuality. Since moderation or
ders our emotions and saves them from chaos, in the metaphorical 
language of the Bible “cleanness” or “purity” means what is healthy, 
normal, and life-affirming, in harmony with the order of the world 
established by the Creator. Sexual moderation first of all tempers sexual 
desire, of which Jesus taught in the Sermon on the Mount, “I say to you, 
everyone who looks at a woman with lust has already committed adul
tery with her in his heart” (Mt 5:28). Note that Jesus is speaking of 
deliberate consent to impure pleasure, not of unwilled, transient im
ages which are only temptations to sin, not sin itself. Modesty is the 
aspect of chastity which avoids external actions that might unreason-

49 See Gary Anderson,“Celibacy or Consummation in the Garden? Reflections on Early 
Jewish and Christian Interpretations of the Garden of Eden,” Harvard Theological 
Review 82, 2 (1989): 121-148, who shows that the inter-testamental Book o f Jubilees 
excluded sex from Eden because Eden was a Temple, but rabbinic tradition included it 
because Eden was a place of joy like the Messianic age; and the lengthy study of both 
Jewish and Christian commentators by Jeremy Cohen, "Be Fertile and Increase, Fill 
the Earth and Master It”.
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ably stimulate sexual desires and thus occasion impurity, such as voy
eurism or exposing or touching one’s body or another’s inappropri
ately.

The principal object of the virtue of chastity, however, is the 
moderation of sexual activity. Masturbation (self-abuse) is a manipu
lation of the genitals so as to produce orgasm without copulation. It 
usually refers to solitary acts, but in a wider sense to such acts per
formed between partners. Today the lax opinion has arisen among some 
moralists, although repudiated by the Holy See, that masturbation is 
not objectively a sin, or at least not a mortal sin.50 The arguments for 
this are (1) that it does no harm to another; (2) that masturbation does 
no harm to the masturbator either physically or psychologically; (3) 
that it may even do good, because it is said to be a normal phase of 
adolescence. Statistics seem to show that 90% of males and many fe
males indulge in it at some time. Moreover, it seems that male adoles
cents who have never masturbated are often physiologically or psycho
logically abnormal. Some also argue that masturbation helps adults 
learn to have successful orgasm, and that it relieves sexual tension for 
those who have no other sexual outlet.

The Bible certainly says little directly about masturbation. For
merly such self-abuse was often joined with contraception under the 
label “onanism” because of the biblical story of Onan who was struck 
dead by God for trying by coitus interruptus (withdrawal from copula
tion before ejaculation) to evade the Levirate law (Dt 25:5) that re
quired him to beget a son by his brother’s widow (Gn 38:6-10). Today 
exegetes commonly say that what was condemned was Onan’s inten-

50 “The traditional teaching o f the Catholic Church that masturbation is gravely sinful is 
frequently doubted nowadays if not expressly denied... The opinion, however is 
contrary to both the teaching and pastoral practice o f the Church. Whatever force there 
may be in certain biological and philosophical arguments put forward from time to 
time by theologians, the fact remains that both the Magisterium o f the Church, in the 
course of a constant tradition, and the moral sense of the faithful have been in no doubt 
and have firmly maintained that masturbation is an intrinsically and gravely disordered 
action. The principal argument in support o f this truth is that the deliberate use o f the 
sexual faculty, for whatever reason, outside o f marriage is contrary to its purpose.” 
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, “Declaration on Certain Problems o f Sexual 
Ethics” (Personae Humanae), Dec. 29, 1975; cf. CCC # 2352. O f course in judging the 
gravity of acts, subjective factors must be considered.
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tion to evade the Levirate law, not the means he used. Moreover, coitus 
interruptus is not strictly masturbation.

Some exegetes, however, point out that the story occurs as part of 
a longer narrative (Gn 38:1-30) in which Onan “greatly offended the 
Lord” (v. 10) by “wasting his seed on the ground.”51 The text also links 
it with some nameless crime of his elder brother Er which also “greatly 
offended the Lord” (v. 7) and with the prostitution and incest of Tamar 
which was ordinarily liable to the penalty of burning (v. 24). Since God 
struck Er and Onan dead, although breaches of the Levirate law were 
ordinarily punished merely by a money or nominal penalty (cf. Dt 25:5; 
Rt 4:5-12), it is hard to deny that the “wasting of seed” in this story is 
regarded as shameful not only in its purpose but as a means. Nor can 
moralists who denounce Greek dualism in favor of a non-dualistic bib
lical anthropology consistently argue that this Old Testament condem
nation of onanism is obsolete because it appeals to the “physicalistic” 
notion of the evil of “wasting seed.”

Certainly Jesus seems to be speaking of masturbation in the Ser
mon on the Mount, when after speaking about committing adultery in 
the heart in the text already quoted, he then says:

“If your right eye causes you to sin, tear it out and throw it away.
It is better for you to lose one of your members than to have your 
whole body thrown into Gehenna. And if your right hand causes 
you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose 
one of your members than to have your whole body go into 
Gehenna” (Mt 5:29-30).52

51 Although most current commentators claim that Onan’s sin was only his violation of 
the Levirate, under the law this was not a capital offense (Dt 25:5-10; Rt 4). More 
plausible is the comment o f the Jewish scholar Robert D. Sacks, A Commentary on the 
Book of Genesis who says, “Onan’s action was displeasing to God for two reasons. It 
was an attack on his fundamental political duty. Personal immortality through 
procreation of his own name replaced communal immortality which was to have been 
ensured by the Jubilee Year (see... Gn 34:11). In addition, his act was a conversion of 
seed into chaos” (p. 416). Sacks sees this last sin as a grave violation of the God-given 
order of creation, i.e., an attack on monotheism.

52 On Mt 5:29-30 (cf. Mk 9:43-47; Luke omits this, probably as a hyperbole open to 
misinterpretation), Luz, Matthew, p. 297, notes that certain rabbinical texts prescribe 
cutting off the hand as judicial punishment for sexual offenses. J.D.M. Derrett, Law in 
the New Testament, although he holds that for Jews in Jesus’ time any deliberate
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The obvious sense of this text is that Jesus condemns the external act of 
adultery, then deliberate impure desires, then immodest voyeurism, 
and finally, impure manipulation; which last could include masturba
tion as the most obvious case. But again not all exegetes agree to this. 
Nevertheless, the Church has always understood the many texts of 
Scripture about personal purity as applying a fortiori to masturbation. 
The laws of holiness in Leviticus 15 insist on purification after seminal 
or menstrual flow. This is no mere superstitious taboo but was a disci
pline intended to emphasize the sacred power of sexuality and the re
spect due to it. While this form of discipline was time-conditioned and 
is no longer obligatory for Christians, its purpose still requires to be 
fulfilled in ways appropriate to our times.

The fundamental reason that masturbation is intrinsically and 
always wrong is that it violates chastity by using sex for the sake of 
pleasure alone, without any relation to the procreative purpose for which 
God gave it, and thus opens the way to an addiction to this abuse. Nor 
can self-abuse be justified as a kind of recreation relieving sexual ten
sions, for the same reason that the use of food or drink for recreation 
but totally unrelated to their nutritive purpose was said earlier to be 
sinful.

Moreover, sexual self-abuse is essentially more serious than the 
misuse of food and ordinary drink and more like the use of alcohol and 
drugs in that the pleasure sought is much more intense and therefore 
more addictive. Habitual masturbators are probably not harmed physi
cally by their habit as are alcoholics, nor do they become psychotic (as 
some nineteenth century physicians mistakenly thought from observ
ing psychotics with this habit), but they are addicted to a narcissistic 
and selfish pleasure which raises an obstacle to their learning to use sex 
for its real purposes of forming the family community. Thus to argue

orgasm outside the marital act was included as “adultery” under the commandment (p. 
380), argues (pp. 363-388) that Eastern peoples never use the right hand for unseemly 
purposes and therefore this saying cannot refer to masturbation. In my opinion Jesus is 
using speech which is both metaphorical and exemplary. He is saying, “What is more 
precious than your right (best) eye and your right (best) hand? Yet it would be better 
for you to be blind than to sin by lustful looks and to be crippled rather than to sin by 
lustful touches; so avoid all occasions o f the sin of lust.” Thus it refers to all lustful 
touches, including masturbation.
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that masturbation may help someone learn to have better orgasms in 
intercourse misses the point that it also teaches them to treat inter
course as a mere search for self-satisfaction.

Again, the fact that most adolescent boys and many girls mastur
bate at some time, no more proves that it is a “normal” or a necessary 
stage of maturation, than the many other dangerous and foolish acts 
adolescents perform experimentally. While in some sense we learn by 
making mistakes, the mistakes are still mistakes and sometimes very 
damaging ones. Moreover, it is truer to say that we learn not by making 
mistakes, but by repeatedly doing what is right.

Why has the Church taught that even a single act of deliberate 
masturbation freely consented to is not only a sin but a mortal one, 
while the misuse of food and drink is ordinarily only venial? Sexual 
pleasure is much more intense than pleasure in eating, because it is 
associated with a function more vital to the common good, and less 
necessary to the individual; consequently it is more addictive, more 
important, and less excusable. One sexual act can initiate a virgin into 
a life-long misuse of sex. In the case of someone struggling to over
come the habit of self-abuse each new act keeps them locked in the 
habit, like each new bout with the bottle locks in the alcoholic.53

Depersonalized Sex

As for the assertion that adolescents, particularly males, so frequently 
pass through a masturbatory phase that it must be regarded as a part of 
“normal development,” it is truer to say that given original sin, most 
adolescents have to learn self-control by rather painful discipline if 
they are ever to become mature. For the average male, the learning of 
sexual self-control in preparation for marriage is one of the major cri
ses of his life. A personal victory over masturbation thus is an impor-

53 On the psychological similarity o f sexual sin to other forms o f addiction see Ralph 
Earle and Gregory Crow, with Kevin Osborn, Lonely All the Time: Recognizing, 
Understanding, and Overcoming Sex Addictions: For Addicts and Co-Dependents.
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tant step in the formation of a mature masculine personality and readi
ness for the responsibilities of fatherhood.

It should also be obvious from these principles that certain other 
practices, formerly listed as “sexual perversions” and “deviations” — 
now called by psychologists “paraphilias” and often excused as “sexual 
variations” — are intrinsically wrong because they seek sexual plea
sure by a use of sex contrary to its fundamental procreative function, 
and thus, like masturbation, can be called “unnatural.” Most people 
will admit that sado-masochism in which sexual pleasure is sought 
through performing or submitting to acts of cruelty is perverse. Rape or 
intercourse against the will of the partner is an even more cruel act, as 
are pedophilia and child-incest which are forms of child abuse. Simi
larly sexual relations with an animal or by pseudo-intercourse with 
inanimate objects is obviously perverse. The same must be said of 
homosexual intercourse, and even heterosexual intercourse when per
formed anally or orally to orgasm, and finally of contraceptive acts, 
that is, fertile acts which have been deliberately made sterile by me
chanical, surgical, or chemical means in order to obtain sexual pleasure 
unrelated to procreation.54

Today many find it hard to understand how the Church has been 
consistent in its teaching on contraception when it approves and even 
promotes “natural methods” of avoiding conception by abstention in 
the fertile periods of the woman’s menstrual cycle which we now know 
is only about five days.55 Since, however, I have shown that sex for 
recreation, like eating for recreation, is not intrinsically wrong if within 
the limits of moderation, married couples may have sex even at times 
when they know conception is impossible (or when in fact one or both 
are permanently sterile), provided that it is not deliberately separated 
from its intrinsic tendency to procreation.

54 See CCC # 2351-2356 on the sinfulness o f these sexual practices; homosexuality is 
treated separately in # 2357-2359.

55 On the contraception question see Janet E. Smith, Humanae Vitae: A Generation Later 
and Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus, vol. 2, Living a Christian Life, pp. 
504-519. On Natural Family Planning see Mary Shivanandan, Natural Sex; John and 
Sheila Kippley, The Art of Family Planning; and John J. McCarthy, M.D., et al.. The 
Ovulation Method.
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While the married are normally required also to have intercourse 
in known fertile periods in order to conceive and beget a family, this 
obligation is limited, and does not require them to have more children 
than their circumstances in life or that of the society in which they live 
enable them to care for properly, or when the health of the woman 
might be injured. Hence, while the limitation of their family by contra
ception, that is, by deliberately rendering fertile acts sterile is a wrong 
means, deliberate abstention from the fertile period and intercourse in 
the sterile period is not a wrong means to this legitimate end, since the 
sterile period has a God-designed natural relation to fertility.

The parallel to sexual abstinence within marriage for a legitimate 
purpose is that it is licit to reduce the amount of nutrition in one’s diet 
in order to continue the recreative aspect of eating without gaining 
weight, provided one does not take to vomiting after meals or using 
food of no nutritional value. As I will show later, the intrinsic evil of 
contraception results even more profoundly from its disruption of the 
interpersonal and social meaning of sexuality, but even at this level of 
the virtue of moderation it is manifest as a perversion.

Since the scriptural precepts with regard to these sins take into 
account their dimensions of justice and charity along with those of 
moderation, I will defer further citation until later. Here it is sufficient 
to conclude by repeating what has already been said above, that Chris
tian asceticism means a freeing of the individual from an excessive 
pursuit of pleasure, but not of a legitimate use of it as a facilitator of 
good activities and as a recreative preparation for them. Such asceti
cism is motivated by the hope of a greater and more permanent life than 
this sinful and passing world can provide.

Self-Control

The Bible does not take for granted that the Christian by the very fact 
of baptism is “perfect.” In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus says, “Be 
perfect (teleioi, completely formed) just as your heavenly Father is 
perfect,” implying that we are not yet perfect images of God, but must 
strive to become such. In Ephesians 4:15-16 we are told:
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Living the truth in love, we should grow in every way into him 
who is the head, Christ, from whom the whole body [of Christ, 
i.e., the Church], joined and held together by every supporting 
ligament, with the proper functioning of each part, brings about 
the body’s growth and builds itself up in love.

Hence, before we can acquire the perfect virtue of moderation 
which will enable us to live the Christian life spontaneously and easily 
in perfect purity of heart, as in the Beatitude, “Blessed are the clean of 
heart, for they will see God” (Mt 5:8),56 we will experience an inner 
struggle in which we must use our will to control our rebellious drives 
for pleasure and aggression. This condition of struggle is that of self- 
control (continentia in Latin) which is a firm resistance of the will to 
excessive physical desires. While the virtues of moderation are in the 
sense appetites themselves, self-control is in the will controlling the 
sense appetites when they have not themselves become sufficiently 
refined by virtue.

St. Paul often (Rm 7:7-8:17; 2 Cor 3:17; Gal 4:1-7) contrasts the 
person who lives under the outward constraint of the Mosaic law but 
has not yet internalized it as the law of the Spirit, to one who lives by 
“the perfect law of freedom” (Jm 1:25), which is the perfect virtue 
given by the Holy Spirit. Thus, until one has become a truly moderate 
person disinclined by perfect virtue to gluttony, drunkenness, or impu
rity, with a positive distaste for these vices, a sincere but imperfect 
Christian may still be strongly inclined to them but be firmly deter
mined to keep such rebellious appetites under strict control.

Lack of self-control, on the other hand, is a vice to which certain 
temperaments are liable. Melancholics (who react slowly but stubbornly 
to situations) like Saul (see 1 S 18:6-13; 19:9-24), or cholerics (who 
react quickly and decisively) like David (2 S 11:1-12:25) are inclined 
to lose control of their strong passions. St. Paul was certainly a cho
leric, as his letters often manifest (cf. Galatians). Nevertheless, he was 
self-controlled and generally truly moderate (e.g., 1 Cor; 2 Cor 2:1-

56 In this Beatitude, “clean” or “pure” (kathoroi) is broader than sexuality, but includes it, 
i.e., in “the clean o f heart” the tension between conscience and desire, whether sexual 
or other desires, has been mastered by the virtues.
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11). Indeed, to lose control through lust, like David did (2 S 11), is 
more shameful than to do so through anger, as did Saul (1 S 18:10-11), 
because it betrays weakness not strength.

On the other hand, mercurial personalities (who react quickly but 
change quickly) like St. Peter (cf. Mk 14:27-31; Jn 18:10-12; Mk 14:66- 
72, and perhaps Judas? Jn 12:6; 13:27) and phlegmatic ones (who react 
slowly and change quickly) like the Galatians against whom St. Paul 
complains, “I am amazed that you are so quickly forsaking... the gos
pel of Christ” (Gal 1:6), or the Laodiceans (Rv 3:14-22) similarly re
buked by John, suffer more from inconstancy, that is, they lose control 
by letting trivial events weaken their resolutions.

C: SIMPLICITY

Humility

Aquinas identified five moderating virtues which are needed to deal 
with less urgent drives than those for food and sex, all of which are 
given considerable attention in the biblical Torah.57 Four of these relate 
more to the pleasure-pain drive, namely: moderation in (1) self-es
teem; (2) in curiosity; (3) in external manners; and (4) in external cloth
ing and possessions, and one relates more to the effort-drive, namely 
(5) moderation of anger. Of the pleasure-pain group the most funda
mental one, of special concern to Christians, is the virtue of humility58 
which moderates our human tendency to take pleasure in self-esteem, 
in fantasizing that we are more excellent than we really are, and our 
pain at being humiliated.59

57 See St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 143 and q. 155-169.
58 On the Greek tapeinos which means simply “lowly” (Lk 1:48) —  Old Testament 

“poor” or “afflicted” but which takes on the sense o f “humble” (e.g., Pr 3:34 LXX), see 
the article o f Walter Grundmann, “Tapeinos” in TDNT, vol. 8, p. 16, and G.E. 
Mendenhall, The Interpreters’ Dictionary o f the Bible, vol. 2, pp. 659-660; also H. 
Giesen, EDNT, vol. 3, pp. 334-335.

59 CCC # 1866 names “pride” as a capital sin. CCC #  2559, 2628, 2631,2706, 2713 
shows the importance o f humility for prayer.
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To desire excellence, to be “like gods” and escape death as the 
serpent said to Eve (Gn 3:5) is not itself wrong, since Jesus commanded 
us to “be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48) and God 
has invited us to share in his divine life (cf. Jn 10:34-36; 2 P 1:4). But 
it is the sin of pride to claim for ourselves by our own power to be 
anything but what we are, or to forget that even what we are is God’s 
gift.

For pride is a reservoir of sin, a source which runs over with 
vice. Because of it God sends unheard-of afflictions and brings 
men to utter ruin. The thrones of the arrogant God overturns and 
establishes the lowly in their stead (Si 11:13-14).

The Virgin Mary herself takes up this theme in her Magnificat, 
“God has shown might with his arm, dispersed the arrogant of mind 
and heart. He has thrown down the rulers from their thrones, but lifted 
up the lowly” (Lk 1:51-52; cf. 1 S 2:7; 2 S 22-.2S).60 Because it implies 
contempt of the Creator, pride, if deliberate, is always a mortal sin, 
unless it is merely implicit and about light matters.

Pride should be distinguished from vainglory, i.e., too much con
cern for what other people think of oneself. Vainglory is a much less 
serious sin than pride in the strict sense, yet it is nevertheless one of the 
seven capital sins. But pride in the strict sense of an excessive claim to 
superiority is the root of all sin, and it was the original sin of Adam and 
Eve. St. Gregory the Great says pride breeds presumption, ambition, 
and vainglory and from them all other sins spring.

Today we hear so much from the psychologists about how im
portant it is to have “a good self-image” and we are so urged by our 
democratic and competitive culture to be ambitious and to reject as

60 On the authenticity of the Magnificat see Joseph A. Fitzmyer, S.J., The Gospel 
According to Luke I-IX, pp. 357-362, who agrees with the conclusion of Raymond E. 
Brown, S.S., whom he quotes as saying in The Birth of the Messiah, p. 355, “Thus, it is 
not impossible that, in the last third of the century when he was composing Luke/Acts, 
Luke came upon these canticles [Benedictus and Magnificat] in a Greek-speaking 
Jewish Christian community in an area influenced by Jerusalem Christianity,” i.e., it is 
not a Lucan composition, but based on a pre-Lucan tradition which Luke may have 
encountered in Jerusalem where traditions about Mary may have been preserved.
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shameful and weak any admission of failure or inferiority that we tend 
to be blind to the importance of a realistic self-understanding and of a 
willingness to accept our actual limitations. In truth every human per
son has from God a great dignity and many gifts, and especially the gift 
of being a unique individual created by God for himself. Therefore, we 
should have a good self-image as Sirach (10:27-28) says, “My son, 
with humility have self-esteem, pride yourself as you deserve. Who 
will acquit him who condemns himself? Who will honor him who dis
credits himself?”

Thus proper self-esteem is not incompatible with admitting that 
other human beings, perhaps even all human beings are somehow su
perior to ourselves. The false democracy that tries to pretend that ev
eryone is equal in all respects (egalitarianism) is an illusion which the 
Bible exposes as sheer folly.

The moderation of this tendency to over-rate ourselves is the 
virtue of humility in opposition to the vice of pride. In the Old Testa
ment humility is commonly connected with repentance as, for example, 
when God says:

When their uncircumcised hearts are humbled and they make 
amends for their guilt, I will remember my covenant with Isaac, 
and my covenant with Abraham (Lv 26:41-42; cf. 1 S 2:7; 2 S 
22:28; 1 K 21:29; Ps 69:11, etc.).61

God is ready to show mercy to the humble:

For he brings down the pride of the haughty, but the man of 
humble mien he saves (Job 22:29). The Lord is exalted, yet the 
lowly he sees, and the proud he knows from afar (Ps 138:6). He 
guides the humble to justice, he teaches the humble his ways (Ps 
25:19). When he is dealing with the arrogant he is stem, but to 
the humble he shows kindness (Pr 3:34). Humble yourself the 
more, the greater you are, and you will find favor with God; For 
great is the power of God, by the humble he is glorified (Si 3:18- 
19).

61 See note 58 above.
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Pride ends in degradation:

Man’s pride causes his humiliation, but he who is humble of 
spirit obtains honor (Pr 29:23, cf. 18:12). When pride comes, 
disgrace comes, but with the humble is wisdom (Pr 11:2). Pride 
goes before disaster, and a haughty spirit before a fall. It is better 
to be humble with the meek, than to share plunder with the proud 
(Pr 16:18-19; cf. Ob 1:2-4).

Sirach 10:6 to 11:6 provides us with a little essay on humility and 
how it brings true rather than illusory honor, summed up in the verse: 
“The roots of the proud God plucks up, to plant the humble in their 
place” (Si 10:15). In the New Testament we find the same admonition, 
“Humble yourself before the Lord and he will exalt you” (Jm 4:10).

Humility is a recognition of our true condition: “Do not esteem 
yourself better than your fellows... More and more humble your pride; 
what awaits man is worms” (Si 7:16-17). Or as St. Paul, echoing sev
eral passages of the Old Testament asks:

Who indeed are you, a human being, to talk back to God? Will 
what is made say to its maker, “Why have you created me so?”
Or does not the potter have a right over the clay, to make out of 
the same lump one vessel for a noble purpose and another for an 
ignoble one? (Rm 9:20-21; cf. Ws 15:7; Is 29:16; 45:9-12; Jr 
18:6).

It is to the humble that the messianic blessings are promised by 
the prophet Zephaniah:

Seek the Lord, all you humble of the earth, who have observed 
his law. Seek justice, seek humility; perhaps you may be shel
tered on the day of the Lord’s anger (Zp 2:3). For then will I 
remove from your midst the proud braggarts, and you shall no 
longer exalt yourself on my holy mountain. I will leave as a 
remnant in your midst a people humble and lowly, who shall 
take refuge in the name of the Lord, the remnant of Israel (Zp 
3:11-12).
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It is this remnant that will remain to praise the Lord, “Holy men 
of humble heart, bless the Lord” (Dn 3:87).

Christ’s Humility

Humility has a very special place in Christian morality, because Jesus 
said of himself, “Learn from me, for I am meek and humble of heart; 
and you will find rest for yourselves. For my yoke is easy, and my 
burden light” (Mt 11:29-30). An early Christian hymn compares the 
humility of the New Adam to the pride of the Old Adam, saying of 
Jesus:

Though he was in the form of God,
he did not regard equality with God something to be 

grasped.
Rather, he emptied himself, 

taking the form of a slave, 
coming in human likeness, 
and found human in appearance, 
he humbled himself,
becoming obedient on a cross (Ph 2:6-8).62

Therefore, the Son of God in his humanity accepted the human 
condition. He was bom poor (Lk 2:7; cf. Lv 12:8), worked with his 
hands as a carpenter like his father Joseph (Mk 6:3; Mt 13:55), chose as 
some of his apostles fishermen (Mk 1:16-20), preached as a homeless 
wanderer (Mt 8:20), refused to accept any earthly honor or power (Mt 
4:8-10; Jn 6:15), washed the feet of his own apostles (Jn 13:1 -17; cf. Lk 
12:37-39), died naked on the cross (Jn 19:23-24), and was buried in 
another’s tomb (Mt 27:59-60).

62 Because o f the poetic structure of Ph 2:6-11 it is generally believed to be a pre-Pauline 
hymn, perhaps even originally in Aramaic. The view that the first line merely contrasts 
Jesus to Adam, although supported by some noted exegetes such as Oscar Cullmann 
and J. Murphy-O’Connor, O.P., according to Brendan Byrne, S.J., NJBC, pp. 794-795, 
“is difficult to prove” as shown in the article o f T.F. Glasson, “Philippians 2:6-11,” 
New Testament Studies 21 (1974-75): 133-39.
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Moreover, Jesus first of all directed his mission to the poor and 
lowly. “Blessed are you who are poor, for the kingdom of God is yours” 
(Lk 6:20), which Matthew spiritualizes as “Blessed are the poor in 
spirit” (Mt 5:3). Jesus rebuked his disciples for not permitting little 
children to approach him, saying, “The kingdom of heaven belongs to 
such as these” (Mt 19:14b), and:

“Amen, I say to you, unless you turn and become like children, 
you will not enter the kingdom of heaven. Whoever humbles 
himself like this child is the greatest in the kingdom of heaven.
And whoever receives a child such as this in my name receives 
me” (Mt 18:3-5).

It is not that children or the poor are especially virtuous, but that they 
are less likely to fall into the pride which is so great an obstacle to 
accepting the Gospel. Jesus exclaimed to the proud and self-righteous 
Pharisees that the “tax collectors and prostitutes are entering the king
dom of God before you” (Mt 21:31).

In several Lucan parables Jesus stresses the folly of pride in one’s 
good works (the Pharisee and the Tax-Collector, 18:10-14) or one’s 
wealth (the Rich Fool, 12:16-21 and Lazarus and the Rich Man, 16:19- 
31). But his most forceful words on the subject are in the Parable of the 
Places at Table (Lk 14:7-11):

“When you are invited, go and take the lowest place so that 
when the host comes to you he may say, ‘My friend, move up to 
a higher position.’ Then you will enjoy the esteem of your com
panions at table. For everyone who exalts himself will be 
humbled, but the one who humbles himself will be exalted” (Lk 
14:10-11).

James stresses the same theme:

The brother in lowly circumstances should take pride in his high 
standing, and the rich one in his lowliness, for he will pass away 
“like the flower of the field” (Jm 1:9-10).

1 Peter also urges humility:



230 L iving the T ruth in Love

Be of one mind, sympathetic, loving toward one another, com
passionate, humble (1 P 3:8)... You younger members, be sub
ject to the presbyters. And all of you, clothe yourselves with 
humility in your dealings with one another, for “God opposes 
the proud but bestows favor on the humble” [Pr 3:34]. So humble 
yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that he may exalt you 
in due time (IP  5:5).

The great spiritual writers of the Church call humility “the foun
dation of the spiritual edifice” because it opens us up to God’s grace 
(“God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble,” Jm 4:6) and is 
necessary to conversion. As such it excels the other virtues of modera
tion, but is inferior to prudence, justice, and the theological virtues.

The practice of humility as the foundation of sanctity formed an 
important part of the monastic tradition, and the Rule o f St. Benedict 
lists twelve steps of growth in humility.63 St. Bernard of Clairvaux, the 
founder of the Cistercians, simplified these to three: (1) to have suffi
cient humility is to submit to superiors without striving to rival them; 
(2) to have full humility is to count oneself as in the bottom rank and be 
content with it; and (3) to have overflowing humility is serenely to 
count oneself least of all.64 The Rule o f St. Augustine, followed by the 
canons and friars, says of those in high places (cf. Mt 20:20-28):

Superiors are not bound to ask pardon of their subjects even 
though they may feel conscious of having used harsher words in 
correcting them than the necessities of discipline required, lest 
by an indiscreet exercise of humility the authority of the supe
rior should be weakened. Still, he should ask pardon of the Lord 
of all who knows how tenderly you love those whom you have 
rebuked, perhaps too severely... Your superior should not take 
pleasure in ruling you but rather in serving you with all charity.
While the honor you pay him exalts him in your eyes, let fear 
prostrate him at your feet before God.65

63 Chapter 7, Mersel-Mastro, ed., pp. 191-203.
64 St.Bemard of Clairvaux, The Steps o f Humility.
65 St. Augustine of Hippo, The Rule of St Augustine, c. 7. Translation quoted is from a 

private edition of the Dominican Constitutions, 1968; but see Van Bavel edition, pp. 
23-24.
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Thus, Christian humility is only caricatured by the hypocritical 
posing of Moliere’s Tartuffe or Dickens’ Uriah Heep and by those who 
pretend to it in order to manipulate the feelings of others and thus to 
control them covertly. Two marvelous examples of true Christian hu
mility are St. Francis of Assisi, “the little poor man,” and St. Therese of 
Lisieux, teacher of “the little way of love.”66

If we are to grow in humility we should (a) meditate on the un
earned gifts we have received from God; (b) honestly attribute these 
gifts to God, and our neglect or misuse of these gifts to ourselves; and 
(c) recognize without envy that our neighbors may have received even 
greater gifts from God than we have, so that we may well be their 
inferior. But is it really possible to think or say honestly that we are “the 
least” as Jesus and Bernard tell us we should do? St. Thomas Aquinas’ 
solution of this strange Gospel paradox67 is that humility does not re
quire us always to believe that the gifts we have received from God are 
inferior to what our neighbors have received, nor that what we have 
accomplished by our natural gifts is inferior to what they have accom
plished. Yet we can always consider, says Aquinas, that if our neigh
bors had received the gifts God has given us they might very well have 
used them better than we have, considering how little use we have 
made of them. Hence we can honestly suppose that we may be in fact 
in the lowest place in God’s eyes, even lower than Judas!

Docility

Another basic human trait which requires moderation is our pleasure in 
learning new things, and our pain in acknowledging our own igno
rance, of which Aristotle said, “Every man desires to know.” We have 
all been amused by the curiosity of the monkey, but the human being is 
infinitely more inquisitive. More than any other it is this trait that makes 
us human, made in the divine image, homo sapiens. Yet if “curiosity

66 See St. Francis of Assisi: Writings and Early Biographies and St. Therese of Lisieux, 
Autobiography of a Saint.

67 ST., II-II,q. 161, a. 3 and a. 6, 1.
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killed a cat,” it can also be self-destructive of human beings, as we are 
told by the myth of Pandora, the Greek Eve, who was tempted by curi
osity to release from a sealed box all the evils that beset humankind.

The virtue which moderates the vice of curiosity is docility 
(“teachability”) or studiousness, the desire to know what we ought to 
know and the willingness to be taught it.68 We see this openness to truth 
and the disciplined search for it in the great and saintly Doctors of the 
Church, such as Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine of Hippo, Bonaventure, 
Thomas Aquinas, Alphonsus Liguori, Catherine of Siena, and Teresa 
of Avila, but also in the great Christian philosophers and scientists 
such as Descartes, Pascal, Galileo, and Pasteur, and scholars such as 
Origen, Baronius, Battifol, and Lagrange.

The Bible praises studiousness primarily in regard to the study of 
the Torah, as in the longest of the psalms:

How I love your law, O Lord!
It is my meditation all the day.

Your command has made me wiser than my enemies, 
for it is ever with me.

I have more understanding than all my teachers,
when your decrees are my meditation (Ps 119:91-99).69

The rabbis cultivated this constant study of the Torah and incul
cated it in their pupils, so that to this day in Orthodox households after 
supper the men stay at table and study the Bible. Jesus broke the prece
dent of excluding women from this discussion when he praised Mary 
for listening to his instructions more than Martha for serving the meal. 
“Mary has chosen the better part and it will not be taken from her” (Lk 
10:42).70 It is this tradition of constant study which has enabled Jews 
today, although a tiny minority, to be leaders in the intellectual world. 
But the rabbis saw it as more than intellectual prowess, it was worship

68 S.T., II-II, q. 161.
69 On this topic see Benedict T. Viviano, O.P., Study as Worship.
70 Luke’s point, characteristic o f his Gospel, may simply be that Jesus admitted women to 

discipleship and that they in turn received the Church into their houses. See Ben 
Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus, pp. 100-103.
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of God as Truth. They even made the point with a little puzzle: Ques
tion: “What does God do all the while in eternity?” Answer: “One third 
of his time is given to creating the world, one third to governing it, and 
one third to studying Torah!”71

The Bible also praises more secular kinds of learning, as typified 
in the Wisdom literature by the figure of Solomon, who asked God for 
wisdom to govern his people. God’s answer was:

“Because you asked for this — not for a long life for yourself, 
nor for riches, nor for the life of your enemies, but for under
standing so that you may know what is right — ... I give you a 
heart so wise and understanding that there has never been any
one like you... In addition, I give you what you have not asked 
for, riches and glory” (1 K 3:10-13).

Solomon’s wisdom was not only that of statecraft; he declares of God 
that:

“He gave me sound knowledge of existing things, that I might 
know the organization of the universe, and the force of the ele
ments. Cycles of years, positions of the stars, natures of ani
mals, tempers of beasts, powers of the winds, and thoughts of 
men, uses of plants and virtues of roots. Such things as are hid
den I learned and such as are plain” (Ws 7:17, 19-21).

Yet a lack of moderation in the desire to know on the part of the 
scholar can be self-destructive, and Qoheleth expresses the weary 
puzzlement of the researcher:

“When I applied my heart to know wisdom and to observe what 
is done on earth, I recognized that man is unable to find out all 
God’s work that is done under the sun, even though neither by 
day nor by night do his eyes find rest in sleep. However much

71 This story was related to me by a rabbinical scholar without mentioning its source. It 
should be noted that while the Reformation’s emphasis on Bible study made such study 
suspect for many Catholics after Trent, Vatican II strongly encouraged it: DV #21-22; 
CCC# 131-133, 141.
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man toils in searching, he does not find it out; and even if the
wise man says he knows, he is unable to find it out” (Ec 8:16-
17).

Thus curiosity becomes a vice of too much desire for knowledge 
when one wants to know something for a bad purpose (e.g., the search 
for nuclear weapons or abortifacients); or when it is a waste of energy 
on trivial matters (research on the biographies of movie stars); or when 
it is an effort to learn from illicit sources (from the devil by divination, 
or by reading other peoples’ letters to which one has no right), or a 
study of creatures without reference to the Creator (as the atheistic 
scientist); or simply beyond one’s capacity with the danger of falling 
into error (as those who predict the future by astrology).

What is too sublime for you, seek not,
into things beyond your strength search not.

What is committed to you, attend to;
for what is hidden is not your concern.

With what is too much for you meddle not,
when shown things beyond human understanding.

Their own opinion has misled many,
and false reasoning unbalanced their judgment.

Where the pupil of the eye is missing, there is no light, 
and where there is no knowledge, there is no 

wisdom (Si 3:20-24).

Like undue intellectual curiosity, so also curiosity of the senses 
can be sinful if it is a waste of time, or has an evil purpose, or unneces
sarily occasions temptations. Monastic asceticism therefore taught a 
strict discipline of the senses, but this should not exclude their use for 
careful observation and aesthetic appreciation when this has a good 
purpose. Since truth of itself is good, curiosity is of itself only a venial 
sin because of its lack of reasonable moderation and waste of time and 
energy, but it can be mortal if it leads us to the neglect of serious duties, 
or when wrongly motivated as mentioned above.
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Humane Manners

Moderation in our emotions needs also to be reflected in our external 
behavior since we take pleasure in the expression of our feelings in 
gesture, speech, and manners and this pleasure of sociability and con
viviality can become coarse and offensive. Certainly etiquette is not 
morals, yet it expresses our moral attitudes, and as social beings this 
human communication is not a trivial matter. Moderation in such mat
ters consists in a middle course between an exaggerated civility that 
betrays vanity and affectation on the one hand, and a boorishness that 
is offensive and embarrassing on the other. Such failings if deliberate 
are venial sins, unless they express serious contempt or give serious 
scandal.

We can distinguish between the etiquette of serious affairs 
(ieutaxia, e.g., in the liturgy and public ceremonies) and in recreation 
(eutrapelia, e.g., in social conversation or sports). Lack of decorum 
destroys the beauty and dignity of serious affairs, and the enjoyment of 
recreation. Traditionally moralists, treating of decorum, discussed the 
morality for Christians of two types of recreation. First, many Church 
Fathers and Councils declared the gladiatorial games, then so popular, 
to be mortally sinful because of their cruelty and destruction of human 
life.72 In the Middle Ages the Church also condemned the popular 
knightly jousts, except when really necessary for military training.73 
Today, serious questions can be raised about such sports as bull-fighting, 
professional boxing, and dangerous car races. Second, many Church 
Fathers denounced the theater, on the grounds of its obscenity.74 Thus

72 For example the work of Tertullian, De Spectaculis (PL 1:627-662) written about 200 
AD and (probably, although attributed to St. Cyprian) Novatian, De Spectaculis (c. 
250) (PL 4:779-788). The gladiatorial games were abolished by Constantine I soon 
after he granted freedom to the Church; this was later codified in the Theodosian Code, 
15, 12. 1 (438).

73 DS # 799, 1111, 1113, 1830, 2022, 2571-2575,3162, 3672. The last o f these 
condemnations by the Holy See was in 1925 against German student dueling even 
when there was no risk of death, but only of wounding. See the article of V. Cathrein, 
“Duel,” CE, 5: 184-187.

74 See the dissertation of Ignatius W. Butler, The Moral Problems o f the Theater, Mendel 
Kohansky, The Disreputable Profession: The Actor in Society; Jonas A. Barish, The 
Antitheatrical Prejudice; Mortimer J. Adler, Art and Prudence, for various aspects of 
the debate on the morality o f the theater as an institution.
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in the seventeenth century in France, actors (including the great play
wright Moliere) were automatically excommunicated. The theater, films, 
and television in our own day exhibit many of these same excesses of 
sex and violence. Nevertheless, the theater, movies, and television are 
certainly legitimate forms of recreation, but they cannot be considered 
true recreation if they provide an occasion of sin to the audience or 
promote wrong moral attitudes, such as racism, sexism, or other forms 
of hatred and contempt for human dignity.

Simplicity of Life-Style

We also need to moderate the pleasure we take in being well-dressed 
and in our houses, furniture, automobiles, and other external posses
sions.75 The way we use such goods also expresses moral attitudes and 
no doubt influences them. The Bible pictures Adam and Eve in para
dise as “naked, yet they felt no shame” (Gn 2:25). Living in a perfect 
environment they had no need of protection, and the beauty of their 
bodies was no obstacle to living rightly but added to its pleasure. With 
the Fall, they “realized they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves to
gether and made loincloths for themselves” (Gn 3:7). Out of Eden they 
needed protection from a hostile environment; so “for the man and his 
wife, the Lord God made leather garments, with which he clothed them” 
(Gn 3:21). The Fathers of the Church say that because humans had 
fallen to the level of animals, it was fitting they should be clothed in 
animals’ skins!76

75 CCC # 2407 (quoted in VS, n. 100) says, “In economic matters, respect for human 
dignity requires the practice o f the virtue of temperance, so as to moderate attachment 
to this world’s goods.” CCC # 2415  says, “Man’s dominion over inanimate and other 
living beings granted by the Creator is not absolute; it is limited by concern for the 
quality of life o f his neighbor, including generations to come; it requires a religious 
respect for the integrity o f creation.” On care for the environment also see CA, nn. 37- 
38.

76 See Westermann, Genesis 1-11, pp. 269-270, on this passage; also Stephen N. 
Lambden, “From Fig Leaves to Fingernails: Some Notes on the Garments of Adam and 
Eve in the Hebrew Bible and Select Early Post-Biblical Jewish Writers,” in P. Morris 
and D. Sawyer, A Walk in the Garden, pp. 74-90, for rabbinical speculations on this 
text. For a patristic view see St. Gregory o f Nyssa, The Great Catechism, c. 8, pp. 482- 
484.
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Thus with a touch of dry humor the Bible indicates the three 
purposes of clothes: protection of the body, moderation of sexual at
traction by modesty, personal beauty and dignity. The most common 
moral failings in the use of clothing regard the second two purposes 
when people dress immodestly, or when they dress ostentatiously and 
extravagantly. What is true of our clothing is true of our homes: we 
need shelter, privacy, and a pleasant environment worthy of human 
dignity.

When the Bible speaks of immodesty and extravagance in dress, 
because its writers were males, these complaints usually are aimed at 
vain women, but they apply equally to vain men.77 Jesus contrasts those 
who live “in royal palaces” and “wear fine clothing” (Mt 11:8) with 
John the Baptist who wore a hair shirt and leather belt (Mt 3:4), marks 
of a prophet. The former prophets also denounced the extravagance 
and luxury in housing and clothing of the rich who neglect the poor. 
Thus Amos (4:1-3) denounced the elaborate dress of the Samaritan 
women as Isaiah did that of the “daughters of Zion,” predicting they 
would someday be reduced to rags (Is 3:16-24; 32:9-14).

In the New Testament after an admonition especially to men about 
quarreling and neglecting prayer, we read the following admonition 
especially to women:

Women should adorn themselves with proper conduct, with 
modesty and self-control, not with braided hairstyles and gold 
ornaments, or pearls, or expensive clothes, but rather, as befits 
women who profess reverence for God, with good deeds (1 Tm 
2:9-10).
Your adornment should not be an external one: braiding the 
hair, wearing gold jewelry, or dressing in fine clothes, but rather 
the hidden character of the heart (IP  3:3-4a).

77 See Marcia L. Colish, “Cosmetic Theology: The Transformation of a Stoic theme” and 
The Stoic Tradition, pp. 27-29, 34-36, 51, 86-87, 93, 99-107, 211-212, 243-248, 257- 
259. The Fathers did not complain only of women’s styles, but spent more time on 
denouncing their vanity than that o f men. I would note that the complaints about 
women both in the Bible and in the Fathers of the Church reflect the androcentricity of 
the writers, but theologically they apply to men mutatis mutandis. Thus texts 
condemning feminine vanity in dress apply equally to the vanity of men in machismo.
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Similarly, Amos denounces the luxurious houses of Israel:

“Then will I strike the winter house and the summer house. The 
ivory apartments shall be ruined and their many rooms shall be 
no more, says the Lord” (Am 3:15).
“You hasten the day of violence! Lying upon beds of ivory, 
stretched comfortably on their couches” (Am 6:4).

And Jesus began the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus:

“There was a rich man who dressed in purple garments and fine 
linen and dined sumptuously each day. And lying at his door 
was a poor man named Lazarus covered with sores” (Lk 16:19- 
20a).

These admonitions warn us today against our consumerism and 
the cult of youth and beauty at the expense of more important values. 
Yet it is also against moderation to neglect one’s appearance or one’s 
home out of laziness, insensitivity, or lack of respect for others, or 
simply, as with some adolescents, to “show off’ or annoy their parents. 
Lack of moderation in all such matters, however, usually does only a 
little harm and is a venial sin, but it can lead to serious harm and mortal 
sin if the extravagance or immodesty is grave. Moderation in such 
matters depends, however, a good deal on the custom and the times, 
rather than on any absolute standard.

Meekness

Finally, we need to moderate the anger that arises in us when our effort- 
drives seem to be frustrated and we desire to strike back at an offender. 
The virtue which helps us to control this anger is called meekness.™ 
“Insolence is not allotted to a man, nor stubborn anger to one bom of 78

78 In Nb 12:3 Moses is said to be “by far the meekest man on the face of the earth.” C. 
Rogers, “Moses: Meek or Miserable,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 
(1986): 257-63, says that “meek” (anaw) may mean “miserable”; others would translate 
it “forbearing” or “patient” or “humble.” In the New Testament Greek prautes means
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woman” (Si 10:18); “Wrath and anger are hateful things, yet the sinner 
hugs them tight” (Si 27:30). In fact strong personalities are especially 
liable to this:

The more wood, the greater the fire, the more underlying it, the 
fiercer the fight;
The greater a man’s strength, the sterner his anger, the greater his 
power, the greater his wrath. (Si 28:10).

One of the remarkable features of the patriarchal narratives in 
Genesis is that these Fathers — far from being pictured as heroic men 
of violence as in Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey and other ancient stories 
— are generally portrayed as very mild and patient men, as we will see 
later. Thus Moses, who in youth impetuously killed an Egyptian who 
was striking a Hebrew (Ex 2:1 l-15a), became a mature man who, in 
spite of all his exasperation with the refractory Hebrews he was trying 
to lead to freedom, earned the traditional tag, “as meek as Moses.” 
“Moses was the meekest man on the face of the earth” (Nb 12:3). “For 
his [Moses’] trustworthiness and meekness God selected him from all 
mankind” (Si 45:4).

Jesus said, “Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the land” 
(Mt 5:5; cf. Ps 37:11) and of himself, “Learn from me, for I am meek 
and humble of heart” (Mt 11:29). The special excellence of meekness 
among all forms of moderation is that it is closely connected to love, 
which prefers to be hurt by the beloved than to hurt the beloved.

Related to meekness is clemency, a virtue important for parents 
and those who have the public responsibility of inflicting punishments 
on offenders. While meekness moderates our feelings of revenge, clem
ency moderates the execution of punishment when justice requires this. 
Thus, Moses pleaded with God for the people after they worshipped 
the golden calf (Ex 32:7-14) and for his sister Miriam after she was 
struck by God with leprosy for her sedition (Nb 12:1-15). David also

gentleness, kindness, mildness. On the various shades of meaning of this term in the 
New Testament see H. Frankemolle, EDNT, III, pp. 146-147. He sums it up thus:
“Prautes is the courage necessary for service —  renouncing violence and in faithful 
trust in Yahweh.” On Moses’ meekness see Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers, pp. 111-112.
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displayed clemency to Shimei, who had cursed him and his descen
dants (2 S 19:20-24).79

While cruelty is the opposite of clemency, so is excessive le
niency on the part of those who have the duty to punish. Thus, we read 
how the priest Eli brought doom on his house by his neglect to correct 
his priest sons severely enough when he found they were abusing their 
office by exploiting the people who brought sacrifices to the Temple (1 
S 2:12-17, 22-36). Yet throughout the Old and New Testament God 
himself exhibits a wonderful clemency in withholding richly deserved 
punishment until people have time to repent. “But you, O Lord, are a 
merciful and gracious God, slow to anger, most loving and true” (Ps 
86:15).

In the Old Testament God is, however, often represented as an
gry. In fact 375 times in the Old Testament nouns meaning “anger,” 
“wrath,” refer to God, while only 80 times to humans.80 In Nahum, a 
prophecy against Nineveh, we find this view of God typical of the Old 
Testament:

A jealous and avenging God is the Lord, 
an avenger is the Lord, and angry;

The Lord brings vengeance on his adversaries, 
and lays up wrath for his enemies;

The Lord is slow to anger, yet great in power,
and the Lord never leaves the guilty unpunished (Na 1:2-3).

This divine wrath was not just against God’s enemies. The Psalmist 
felt it keenly in his own life:

Truly we are consumed by your anger, 
and by your wrath we are put to rout.

You have kept our iniquities before you,
our hidden sins in the light of your scrutiny.

79 Cursing a ruler was a capital offense (Ex 22:28). John Gray, I and II Kings, pp. 103- 
104, points out that the effects of a curse were thought to extend to the family and 
descendants o f the accursed. Hence, while David accepted the curse on himself as a 
punishment, he ordered Shimei to be killed after his own death to prevent that curse 
affecting Solomon or his royal line.

80 J. Fichtner, article “Orge,” TDNT 5:392-409, especially p. 395, n. 92.
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All our days have passed away in your indignation; 
we have spent our years like a sigh...

Who knows the fury of your anger
or your indignation toward those who should fear 
you (Ps 90:7-9, 11).

The New Testament continues to speak of God’s anger. “The 
wrath of God is indeed being revealed from heaven against every im
piety and wickedness” (Rm 1:18). “The wrath of God is coming upon 
the disobedient” (Eph 5:6; cf. Col 3:6). “Vengeance is mine; I will 
repay” (Heb 10:30; cf. Dt 32:35-36). In Revelation (15-16) we read of 
the “seven bowls of God’s fury” to be poured forth upon the earth and 
of the “cup filled with the wine of his [God’s] fury and wrath” which 
“great Babylon” must drink (Rv 16:19).

We must understand these expressions about God’s wrath, like 
all terms applied to God, analogically. God has no bodily emotions 
such as human anger, but like truly moral humans (and far more vigor
ously than they) he condemns all injustice and oppression and is deter
mined to bring justice to the world (Is 10:1-4). The divine wrath is 
God’s judgment on the evil of unrepentance (Is 9:12-16; Jr 4:4); idola
try (Ezk 5:11-15); unjust war (Ho 5:10); pride (Is 9:8-11); cruelty (Is 
9:18); the arrogance and violence against the Chosen People (Is 10:5- 
15; 59:15b-19; Ezk 25:15-17).81 Such anger is virtuous, not evil, be
cause moderated by the divine wisdom.

As the prophet Nahum insisted, “God is slow to anger” (Na 1:3; 
cf. Ex 34:6; Nb 14:18; Ps 103:8); and he is “rich in clemency, loathe to 
punish” (Jon 4:2). Sirach says, “Mercy and anger alike are with him 
[God] who remits and forgives, though on the wicked alights his wrath” 
(Si 16:11b).

Jesus, in his humanity, when faced by injustice felt such anger 
keenly and expressed it in words and actions, as we have already seen. 
When his critics complained because he healed a man with a withered 
hand on the Sabbath, “Looking around at them with anger and grieved 
at heart, he said to the man, ‘Stretch out your hand.’ So he stretched it

81 On God’s judgment, a topic too often neglected in catechesis and preaching today, see 
C C C # 1020-1060.
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out and the man’s hand was restored” (Mk 3:5). Referring to the reli
gious leaders of Jerusalem, he cursed the fig tree that bore no fruit, as 
a parable in action (Mk 11:12-14) which warned them of what would 
happen to them if they did not repent.

Jesus also declared himself to be the final judge who will pass 
sentence on sinners in terrible anger: “Depart from me, you evildoers!” 
(Mt 7:23) or “Amen, I say to you, I do not know where you are from. 
Depart from me, all you evildoers” (Lk 13:27; Mt 24:51). It is thus that 
Michelangelo represented the victorious Christ in the Sistine Chapel 
with his upraised arm of condemnation. St. Paul too regularly speaks of 
God’s “wrath” (1 Th 5:9; Rm 1:18; 5:9; 9:22; Eph 2:3; Col 3:6) and of 
the judgment as “the day of wrath” (1 Th 1:10; Rm 2:5) and his own 
epistles exhibit moments of real anger:

But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach to you a 
gospel other than the one that I preached to you, let him be 
accursed! As we have said before, and now I say it again, if 
anyone preaches to you a gospel other than the one that you 
received, let him be accursed! (Gal 1:8-9; cf. Rm 5:1-5; 2 Cor 
13:1-4).

Capital Sin of Anger

The human failure to moderate feelings of anger and revenge by the 
control of reason, is the capital sin of unrighteous anger that often 
leads to violence.82 The Epistle of St. James cautions:

Know this, my dear brothers; everyone should be quick to hear, 
slow to speak, slow to wrath, for the wrath of a man does not 
accomplish the righteousness of God (Jm 1:19).

And a Pauline epistle exhorts, “Be angry but do not sin; do not let the 
sun set on your anger, and do not leave room for the devil” (Eph 4:26). 
Such anger is wrong either because one has no authority to punish an

82 CCC # 1866, 2259, 2262, 2302.
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offender, or because the motive is not justice but the satisfaction of 
one’s own feelings, or because in fact the person does not deserve 
punishment, or because these feelings are not moderated by meekness, 
or the punishment by clemency.

Anger, if it leads to serious injustice or to internal consent to such 
injustice, or blasphemy, scandal, etc., can be a mortal sin, but if not, it 
is venial. When scandal occurs it is usually because such angry behav
ior often provokes similar anger from others, so that the evil escalates 
into quarrels, feuds, and wars.

Anger can be unreasonable and thus immoderate either because 
it is sudden and violent anger for a slight offense, or because it is per
sistent, stubborn anger which cannot be appeased. Of itself it is less 
sinful than hatred because the angry person may not really intend any 
harm. It is also less sinful than lust because it aims not at selfish plea
sure but at overcoming (although mistakenly or in a wrong way) an 
injustice. Hence of itself excessive anger is a venial sin, but as a capital 
sin it easily gives rise to many much more serious and even mortal sins, 
including murder. God cautioned Cain when Cain grew angry' because 
God loved Abel more than himself:

Why are you so resentful and crestfallen? If you do well, you can 
hold up your head, but if not, sin is a demon lurking at the door: 
his urge is toward you, yet you can master him (Gn 4:6-7).83

But Cain, instead of heeding God’s advice, nourished his anger 
and finally murdered Abel. “When the unjust man [Cain] withdrew 
from her [Wisdom], he perished through his fratricidal wrath” (Ws 
10:3). This is portrayed as the beginning of all the bloody feuds and 
wars which are narrated at such length throughout the Old Testament 
and which came to their climax in the fury of the religious leaders who 
put Jesus to death.

83 Westermann, Genesis 1-11, argues that attempts to explain why Cain’s sacrifice was 
less acceptable to God than Abel’s are mistaken. Cain’s envy, although understandable 
was not justified, because God’s elections (as in the case o f Jacob and Esau, etc.) are 
free and transcend our scrutiny. Westermann also says that the verses Gn 4:6-7 have 
never been satisfactorily explained, but probably temptation to sin is personified as a 
demon like a wild beast waiting at the door and which must be tamed.
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The Wisdom literature has much to say about controlling anger:

Rejoice not when your enemy falls, and when he stumbles, let 
not your heart exalt, lest the Lord see it, be displeased with you, 
and withdraw his wrath from your enemy (Pr 24:18). One can
not justify unjust anger; anger plunges a man to his downfall (Si 
1:19). Should a man nourish anger against his fellows, and ex
pect healing from the Lord?... If he who is but flesh cherishes 
wrath, who will forgive his sins? Remember your last days, set 
enmity aside; remember death and decay, and cease from sin (Si 
28:3-6).

These writings also say much of the harm caused by angry words and 
the importance of calming angry feelings:

The fool immediately shows his anger, but the shrewd man passes 
over an insult (Pr 12:16; cf. 19:11-12). A mild answer calms 
wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger (Pr 15:1). The fool gives 
vent to all his anger; but by biding his time, the wise man calms 
it (Pr 29:11).

Proverbs even suggests that a bribe may be necessary to placate an 
enemy: “A secret gift allays anger, and a concealed present, violent 
wrath” (Pr 21:14); and yet points out that frank expression of justified 
anger may be a kindness: “Better is an open rebuke, than a love that 
remains hidden” (Pr 27:5) and warns that anger can end in murder: 
“For the stirring of milk brings forth curds, and the stirring of anger 
brings forth blood” (Pr 30:33); “Pitch and resin make fires flare up and 
insistent quarrels provoke bloodshed” (Si 28:11); and can even be self
destructive: “Envy and anger shorten one’s life; worry brings on pre
mature old age” (Si 30:24).

In our efforts to be disciplined, to practice a Christian asceticism 
of moderation in order to achieve peace within ourselves and to free 
our energies to serve God and neighbor, we should remember the vig
orous words of St. Paul. He was writing to the Corinthians who were so 
familiar with the races and boxing matches at the great Greek games 
held in their city:
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Do you not know that the runners in the stadium all run in the 
race, but only one wins the prize? Run so as to win. Every ath
lete exercises discipline in every way. They do it to win a perish
able crown, but we an imperishable one. Thus I do not run aim
lessly; I do not fight as if I were shadowboxing. No, I drive my 
body and train it, for fear that, after having preached to others, I 
myself should be disqualified (1 Cor 9:24-27).

The Sacrament of Chastity

Although I have not yet discussed marriage in its full meaning as a 
sacrament of love, yet it is obvious that the virtue of chastity has a 
special relation to the Sacrament of Matrimony.84 St. Augustine named 
the “control of concupiscence” (i.e., disordered sexual desires) as one 
of the goods of marriage. This must be understood not merely in a 
negative sense, that the married need not seek sexual satisfaction out
side of marriage, but in the positive sense that the Sacrament enables 
the married to acquire the virtue of chastity as the holy and humanly 
fulfilling use of God’s gift of sexuality.

Moreover, this right use of sexuality in our fallen human condi
tion requires a genuine asceticism. The couple must not treat each other 
as mere sexual objects, but according to the dignity of their human 
personhood. This demands tenderness, sensitivity, thoughtfulness, 
unselfishness, and cooperation in the regulation of births; and hence a 
certain practice of abstinence within marriage.

This asceticism of marriage, aided by the Sacrament, thus par
ticipates in the mystery to which the Sacrament of Matrimony points: 
the eternal wedding of the Church to Christ, and of each human person 
to God in faith, hope, and love.

Summary of Norms

The positive norm of the cardinal virtue of moderation (temperance) 
by which the pleasure-pain drives (passions) participate in reason and

84 CCC# 1601-1679.
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thus serve as means to union with the Trinity is contained in the 
Decalogue in the Sixth Commandment against adultery considered as 
a typical case of the violation of moderation. In its full scope, however, 
it can be formulated as follows:85

1. Moderate the drives for pleasure and avoidance of pain in such a way 
that they submit to the guidance of reason and faith by avoiding ex
tremes and thus facilitate and not substitute for the free moral acts 
necessary as means to our goal of life in the Trinity.

And the negative norms can be stated as follows (first in general for all 
such acts, then in particular for those that are most difficult):

2. Never make physical pleasure an end in itself, but seek it only as it 
facilitates free moral acts.

3. Never eat or drink or assimilate other chemical substances which do not
contribute to health or healthful recreation.

4. Never engage in genital sexual acts unless within marriage and in a 
manner consistent with the true ends of marriage.

We have shown in this chapter that the relation to the procreation of 
children is essential to the true ends of marriage, but have not yet dis
cussed the God-given purpose of marriage in full.

The end o f all things is at hand. Therefore, be serious and sober 
for prayers... Be sober and vigilant. Your opponent the devil is 
prowling around like a roaring lion looking for someone to de
vour. Resist him, steadfast in faith (IP  4:7, 5:8)

85CC C# 1809, 1838, 1762-1775



Chapter 6

LIVING COURAGEOUSLY

"In the world you will have trouble, but take courage. 
I have conquered the world” (Jn 16:33).

A: THE VIRTUE

The Need for Courage

The problem of self-control with regard to our effort appetites follows 
on the problem of moderating our pleasure-pain appetites. The proxi
mate problem to be dealt with is how to overcome our fears in the face 
of danger and to check our too violent impulses to attack, so as to 
continue on the path to our true end as our reason dictates. This, of 
course, presupposes the perils and labors themselves, especially the 
danger of death, which must be met.

Lively is the courage of those who fear the Lord, for they put their 
hope in their savior;
He who fears the Lord is never alarmed, never afraid; for the Lord is 
his hope (Si 34:13-14).

The motive (formal object) of our facing these dangers is to act reason
ably for the common good, which is the same as doing God’s will (“fear 
of the Lord”) even when our emotions of fear or impulses to attack 
tempt us to panic. The Fathers of the Church emphasize this virtue of 
fortitude as a “principal” virtue.1

1 See Julianus Pomerius, The Contemplative Life, Bk. Ill, Chapter 20.
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Thus we need both to be able to attack when reason shows us we 
can win, but also to endure this stress, or pressure, without capitulating 
when we see that for now attack is useless. Of these two kinds of acts, 
the second is certainly the more difficult, and requires the greater cour
age. Veterans of war often say that life in the trenches or a fox-hole is 
harder to take than “going over the top” in active combat, and many of 
us have experienced that waiting in the doctor’s office in anticipation 
of news that we must have surgery is worse than the surgery itself.

Courage is especially needed to stand firm in our good resolu
tions in the midst of a storm of conflicting thoughts and impulses. As 
Ben Sirach says:

Masonry bonded with wooden beams 
is not loosened by an earthquake;

Neither is a resolve constructed with careful deliberation 
shaken in a moment of fear.

A resolve that is backed by prudent understanding 
is like a polished surface of a smooth wall.

Small stones lying on an open height
will not remain when the wind blows;

Neither can a timid resolve based on foolish plans 
withstand fear of any kind (Si 22:16-IB).2

The virtue of courage (fortitude) uses the emotion of anger as its 
instrument to get our bodies prepared to sustain or attack. It is known 
that the hormone adrenalin is excreted to produce the bodily changes 
required for anger, and most of us recognize these bodily sensations as 
we “get our dander up,” our “fighting spirit.” Psychologists have stud
ied anger extensively, and today we are all familiar with ways of “deal
ing with stress” on the one hand, and “assertiveness training” on the 
other.3

2 Skehan-Di Leila, Wisdom of Ben Sira, p. 314, explain that the small stones in v. 18b 
were placed on top o f walls o f vineyards in Palestine to alert the watchers by their 
rattling if a fox tried to climb over the wall.

3 See Robert J. Blanchard and D. Caroline Blanchard, eds., Advances in the Study of 
Aggression, for a review o f the main findings o f current psychology on the aggressive 
drive.
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Courage is needed to be faithful to the dictates of all the other 
virtues. A coward will yield to temptation against any virtue, if sticking 
to it becomes difficult. Hence courage is a cardinal virtue and is supe
rior to the cardinal virtue of moderation to which it adds this note of 
strength. Yet it is less important than justice, prudence, or the theologi
cal virtues,4 because a courageous person can also be an oppressor, a 
fool, and an atheist, and thus ultimately self-destructive.

Courage in the strictest sense is concerned with the greatest evil, 
namely death, when the highest good, the common good, is at stake, 
especially when a crisis comes on one suddenly with no opportunity to 
prepare for it. Thus when a decree went out for the slaughter of all the 
Jews in the Persian Empire, Queen Esther prayed: “My Lord, our King, 
you alone are God. Help me, who am alone and have no help but you, 
for I am taking my life in my hand” (Est C: 14-15). As Judith made 
ready to meet Holofemes, general of the Assyrians, she prayed:

“Lord, God of my forefather, Simeon!... Give me, a widow, the 
strong hand to execute my plan. With the guile of my lips, smite 
the slave together with the ruler, the ruler together with his ser
vant; crush their pride by the hand of a woman” (Jdt 9:2a, 9b- 
10).

In less dangerous situations courage is also necessary, but is not 
exhibited in its full force. It should be noted that the aggressive appetite 
is involved not only in such destructive actions as annihilating an en
emy, but also in constructive activities that require the overcoming of 
difficulties. Thus the builder, the engineer, the inventor, the artist, the 
organizer, the athlete, the explorer, the parent all have to attack a thou
sand difficult problems and overcome them constructively, creatively.

Although courage concerns the dangerous and therefore the pain
ful, we experience a certain kind of pleasure in exercising it, because it 
makes us feel powerful. That is why sports and recreations that involve 
a certain element of risk and fear and even pain are “exciting” and give 
us pleasure. If this becomes exaggerated and even confused with our

4 St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 123, a. 12.



250 L iving the T ruth in L ove

sexual appetites, it ends in sadism or cruelty in inflicting pain. On the 
other hand, it can express itself in masochism, the erotic pleasure in 
being hurt. Sadism or masochism can even go the point that orgasm is 
produced by such actions.5

The reason for these pathological responses probably has some
thing to do with the fact that even normal love-making involves a cer
tain element of aggression (particularly but not exclusively on the part 
of the male) and submission (particularly on the part of the female). If 
this love play becomes exaggerated, it can turn into an act of violence. 
The act of rape reflects an essentially sadistic conception of sex inher
ent in stereotypes of macho, violent masculinity and helpless, passive 
femininity.6

Not all indifference to danger is real courage. “Greenhorns” of
ten seem very daring and take great risks, because their inexperience 
hides from them the possible consequences of their acts. Veterans of 
war or other dangerous occupations may also seem very cool in danger, 
simply because they have become so used to it and so fatalistic about 
its risks that they do not feel normal fear. But such pseudo-courage 
fails when the greenhorn begins to realize what he has got into, or when 
the veteran is faced with a danger that is unfamiliar to him.7

Courage is often thought of as a masculine virtue because of its 
relationship to the male’s stronger aggressive tendencies that can be 
traced back to the hormonal differences with which evolution has sup
plied him to fulfill his role as husband and father, while chastity is 
generally considered a feminine virtue. But if we remember that to 
endure is harder than to attack, we realize that women’s roles in life 
have often required an even greater power of endurance than men’s, so 
that women’s courage, although less evident in aggression, may very

5 See Margarete Mitcherlich, M.D., The Peaceable Sex: On Aggression in Women and 
Men, pp. 171-191, for a discussion of sadism and masochism.

6 The book o f Susan Brownmiller, Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape —  which 
argues that rape is primarily motivated by aggression not by sexual desire as such —  
has been widely influential. For the complexity o f this and similar issues involving the 
relation between the aggressive and the sexual drives see Mary Roth Walsh, ed., The 
Psychology of Women: Ongoing Debates, pp. 62-98.

7 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. Ill, c. 6, 1115a 7.
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well be on the whole the greater. The courage of Mary and the holy 
women who stood at the foot of the Cross with the dying Jesus put to 
shame that of the apostles who had fled (Mt 27:56; Mk 15:40; Lk 23:49; 
Jn 19:25).8

In most cultures the model of courage is the warrior who risks his 
life for his country. Certainly, the Old Testament speaks of many such 
warrior heroes. Moses was not primarily a warrior, but a leader, and yet 
he waged war on the Egyptians and those who opposed the Hebrews’ 
entrance into the promise land. Moses’ successor Joshua was also a 
warrior, and after him came the “judges” or saviors of Israel, including 
women like Deborah (Jg 5:15-31) and Jael (Jg 4:17-24), and later Judith. 
The judges were called to lead the people in emergencies, but they 
were succeeded by Saul and David and the whole line of kings who 
were permanent captains-in-chief, although they sometimes turned this 
duty over to subordinates, as in later life David did to the ruthless Joab 
(2 S 18:11-12).9 After the exile, for a long time the Jews lacked military 
leaders, until about a century and a half before Jesus’ time when they 
were again led to war by the Maccabees.

These Jewish fighters were certainly models of aggressive cour
age. Hebrews in its great praise of men and women of faith (Chapter 
11) includes:

Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephtah, David..., who by faith con
quered kingdoms, did what was righteous, obtained the prom
ises, they closed the mouths of lions, put out raging fires, es
caped the devouring sword; out of weakness they were made 
powerful, became strong in battle, and turned back foreign in
vaders (Heb 11:32-34).

Thus the Jews were commanded by God not to give in to fear 
during the “wars of the Lord.” God says to Joshua:

8 The Synoptics say that the women stood watching “at a distance” (Mk 15:40; Mt 27:55; 
Lk 23:49) but John 19:25 says they came to the foot o f the Cross.

9 On Joab, a loyal friend of David and yet indeed a “man of blood,” see McKenzie, 
Dictionary of the Bible, pp. 438-439.
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“Do not be afraid or dismayed. Take all the army with you and 
prepare to attack Ai. I have delivered the king of Ai into your 
power, with his people, city, and land” (Jos 8:1).

And to Isaiah:

“Go out to meet Ahaz... and say to him: Take care you remain 
tranquil and do not fear; let not your courage fail before [the 
invaders]” (Is 7:3-4).

Yet Proverbs says, “A patient man is better than a warrior, and he 
who rules his temper, than he who takes a city” (Pr 16:32), and Jeremiah 
unceasingly declared to the Jews that they could not save themselves 
by military alliances or warfare, but only by patient endurance and 
internal reform.10 In the New Testament this latter conception of cour
age is more fully developed. Jesus deliberately refuses to take up the 
sword to enforce his mission, because, as he says to Peter who tries to 
defend him:

“Put back your sword into its sheath, for all who take the sword 
will perish by the sword. Do you think that I cannot call upon 
my Father and he will not provide me at this moment with more 
than twelve legions of angels? But then how will the scriptures 
be fulfilled which say it must come to pass in this way?” (Mt 
26:52-54).

In the Sermon on the Mount he had already taught:

“You have heard that it was said, ‘An eye for an eye, a tooth for 
a tooth.’ But I say to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil.
When someone strikes you on your right cheek, turn the other 
one to him as well” (Mt 5:38-39).

10 On Jeremiah’s pacificism see the introduction o f John Bright to his commentary on 
Jeremiah, pp. ciii-ccxviii.
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Martyrdom

The social implications of this non-violence of Jesus I will discuss in a 
later chapter, but what is clear here is that the mission of Jesus (“how 
will the scriptures be fulfilled”) was too difficult to be accomplished by 
the easier means of force. It had to be accomplished through the much 
harder way of courageous suffering and dying in witness of the truth. 
Hence the New Testament model is not the warrior but the martyr, of 
which Jesus on the Cross is the supreme example, accompanied by his 
mother Mary, her heart pierced spiritually by the same lance that pierced 
the heart of her son “that the scriptures might be fulfilled” (cf. Lk 2:34- 
35).

Today the term “martyr” is applied very freely to all sorts of 
people; for example, the Japanese kamikaze pilots, the Buddhists who 
burnt themselves as a protest to communism, and the Shiite soldiers in 
the Iran-Iraq war are all called “martyrs.” But this most honorable title, 
which means “witness” has a specifically Jewish and Christian mean
ing.11 True martyrdom requires three conditions: (1) that the victim 
actually die, (2) that he or she dies in witness of faith in Christ which is 
directly expressed in words, or implicitly in acts done or sins refused 
because of faith, and (3) that the victim accepts death voluntarily. They 
are not martyrs who do not actually die, or die from disease, for the 
sake of merely natural truths, or heresy, or for their country in war, or 
through suicide, etc.

Thus the Blessed Virgin Mary, although she surpassed the mar
tyrs in her sorrows (the liturgy applies to her the words, “Come, all you 
who pass by the way: Look and see whether there is any suffering like 
my suffering!” Lm 1:12) was not strictly speaking a martyr, since she

11 “Martyr” is often used loosely o f anyone who dies for the sake of any cause. But the 
Christian cause is (a) in fact objectively true, and not a subjective illusion, as are many 
of the causes for which persons die sincerely but deludedly; and furthermore (b) the 
truth in question is a truth of reasonable faith exceeding all human experience. Thus 
those who die for the sake o f fanatical religious cults, or as terrorists, or for their own 
glory, however sincere, are not genuine martyrs, but are objectively suicides. Nor are 
those who die for a noble but merely human motive, as the parent who dies to save a 
child, or a soldier for his country, since such virtuous acts can pertain simply to the 
order of natural virtue.
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did not die from her sorrows. Nor was Judas Maccabeus a martyr, 
although he died fighting for the law (“The other acts of Judas, his 
battles, the brave deeds he performed have not been recorded, but they 
were many,” 1 M 9:22), because he died fighting, not as one submitting 
to being killed.

Since the Church has always held that martyrdom is equivalent 
to baptism for those not yet baptized (“There are three that testify, the 
Spirit, the water, and the blood,” 1 Jn 5:7-8), the Holy Innocents, al
though they are not strictly martyrs since they did not die voluntarily, 
are nevertheless honored as martyrs in the liturgy because they died in 
the place of the infant Christ and received the baptism of blood.

The strict concept of martyrdom is first clearly stated in the Bible 
in the story of the seven Maccabean brothers and their mother (2 M 7) 
who died rather than eat pork which the Greek oppressors tried to force 
upon them to indicate their renunciation of the law and the covenant 
with God. This story is also important because it clearly expresses for 
the first time the doctrine of the Resurrection in the words of the mother 
to her youngest son:

“Since it is the Creator of the universe who shapes each man’s 
beginning, as he brings about the origin of everything, he, in his 
mercy, will give you back both breath and life, because you now 
disregard yourselves for the sake of his law” (2 M 7:23).

The first Christian martyr after Jesus himself, was St. Stephen, 
stoned to death in Jerusalem for preaching the Gospel.

As they were stoning Stephen, he called out, “Lord Jesus, re
ceive my spirit.” Then he fell to his knees and cried out in a loud 
voice, “Lord, do not hold this sin against them”; and when he 
said this, he fell asleep (Ac 7:59-60).

Thus the Christian martyr does not die out of hatred of the enemy 
as a soldier might, but out of love for his killers, as Jesus taught and 
lived (Mt 5:43-48). “No one has greater love than this, to lay down 
one’s life for one’s friends” (Jn 15:13), but for the Christian our en
emies are also our friends as long as their conversion is possible. After
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Stephen, St. Peter, St. Paul (before his conversion an accomplice in St. 
Stephen’s death, Ac 7:58b), and St. James the Apostle (Ac 12:2) were 
all martyrs, and following them a “great cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1). 
In the liturgy of the Church special honor is given to the Virgin Martyrs 
(women and men, Rv 14:4) who are models of both the virtues of chas
tity and of courage.

Christians who do not die for the faith, may yet share in martyr
dom, as the Virgin Mary did, by being ready to die for it.

In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point 
of shedding blood... Endure your trials as discipline; God treats 
you as sons... They [our earthly fathers] disciplined us for a 
short time as seemed right to them, but he [our heavenly Father] 
does so for our benefit, in order that we may share his holiness.
At the time, all discipline seems a cause not for joy but for pain, 
yet later it brings the peaceful fruit of righteousness to those 
who are trained for it (Heb 12:4, 7, 10-11).

Christians are engaged in a spiritual warfare12 against a greater 
than any human power:

Put on the armor of God so that you may be able to stand firm 
against the tactics of the devil. For our struggle is not with flesh 
and blood but with the principalities, with the powers, with the 
world rulers of this present darkness, with the evil spirits in the 
heavens. Therefore, put on the armor of God, that you may be 
able to resist on the evil day, and having done everything, hold 
to your ground (Eph 6:11-13; cf. Is 11:5; 59:16-17; Ws 5:17- 
23). Be sober and vigilant. Your opponent the devil is prowling 
around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist 
him, steadfast in faith, knowing that your fellow believers

12 A. Yusuf Ali commenting on Sura 9, 20 of the Qur’an says, “Here is a good descrip
tion of Jihad. It may require fighting in God’s cause, as a form of self-sacrifice. But its 
essence consists in (1) a true and sincere Faith, which so fixes its gaze on God, that all 
selfish or worldly motives seem paltry and fade away, and (2) earnest and ceaseless 
activity, involving the sacrifice (if need be) o f life, person, or property, in the service of 
God. Mere brutal fighting is opposed to the whole spirit o f Jihad, while the sincere 
scholar’s pen or preacher’s voice or wealthy man’s contribution may be the most 
valuable forms o f Jihad.” The Holy Qur’an, p. 444, note 1270.
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throughout the world undergo the same sufferings (1 P 5:8-9).
So submit yourselves to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee 
from you (Jm 4:7).

Had not Jesus said, “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but 
cannot kill the soul; rather, be afraid of the one who can destroy both 
soul and body in Gehenna” (Mt 10:28)?

The virtue of courage like the virtue of moderation is a middle 
way between two extremes. We can yield too much to our appetite for 
fighting and then we have the vice of rashness, or we can be too weak 
in our fighting spirit and then we have cowardice. Of these, the second 
sin against the virtue of courage is the more common; while for the 
virtue of moderation the opposite is true, namely that an excessive 
search for pleasure is the more common extreme. Hence most people 
have to learn to restrain their love of pleasure and to reinforce their 
courage. That is why the contrary motto of the “hippies” of the ‘60’s, 
“Make love, not war,” was so seductive. But there are temperaments 
which care little for pleasure and are eager for a fight (they can be very 
dangerous) and there are others who are excessive in both respects, or 
weak in both respects.

Cowardice is a despicable vice, and the early Church did not 
hesitate to excommunicate Christians who showed cowardice in the 
face of persecution by denying the faith, or even by handing over the 
Sacred Books to the Roman persecutors.13 Yet fear is natural to us all. 
Even Jesus in the garden sweated blood from fear (Lk 22:44), but with 
courage he resolutely accepted the Cross. On the other hand an exces
sive aggressivity, a combativeness and rashness in the face of danger, 
although sometimes mistaken for courage and therefore praised, is 
suicidal and often the source of great misery for others. We have only 
to think of the great conquerors of the past, Alexander, Caesar, Genghis 
Khan, Napoleon, Stalin, Hitler for whom war became the very purpose

13 In Africa the name o f traditor (from which we get the word “traitor”) was given to 
those who surrendered the Bible to the government in the Diocletian persecution. The 
Donatist schism resulted from their rejection of Caecilian (said to have been conse
crated [311] by a traditor) as Bishop o f Carthage, and their adherence to a new bishop, 
Donatus; see article “Donatism,” Oxford Dictionary of the Church, p. 419.
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of life, to realize how evil such a vice can become. The Bible, espe
cially the Prophets (e.g. Nahum on the fall of Nineveh, Na 2:2-3, 14) 
and Revelation on the fall of Rome (“Babylon,” Rv 18:1-19:4) are 
filled with denunciation of these bloody oppressors. According to the 
Chronicler, God even said to David, although David seemed to have 
fought in God’s own cause, “You have shed much blood, and you have 
waged great wars. You may not build a house [the Temple] in my 
honor, because you have shed too much blood in my sight” (1 Ch 22:8).

Cowardice and aggression can be mortal sins; cowardice when it 
withholds us from serious duties out of fear, aggression when it leads 
us to accept seriously unreasonable risks to ourselves or others. If the 
harm entailed in either case is not serious, such sins are only venial. It 
must be remembered, however, that habitual cowardliness in trivial 
matters so weakens one’s character that one may very well become 
liable to mortal sin when the situation demands courage about serious 
matters. Habitual rashness in trivial ways can also easily lead to serious 
risks, e.g., the careless driver can become the really reckless driver. 
“The man of violent temper pays the penalty; even if you rescue him, 
you will have it to do again” (Pr 19:19).14

The integrating elements of courage are four: with regard to its 
aggressive aspect, (1) confidence that important goals can be achieved; 
(2) effort or work in developing the means to reach these goals and in 
sustaining the difficulties; (3) patience and endurance; and (4) perse
verance and constancy in persisting until victory. Thus Jesus and Paul 
were motivated by great confidence in God as they undertook their 
missions, tirelessly carried them out, in sweat and tears, patiently en
during the sufferings incurred, and holding out to the end.

In everything we commend ourselves as ministers of God, 
through much endurance, in afflictions, hardships, constraints, 
beatings, imprisonment, riots, labors, vigils, fasts; by purity, 
knowledge, patience, kindness, in a holy spirit, in unfeigned

14 According to McKane, Proverbs, p. 529, the phrase “pays the penalty” should be 
translated “should pay his fine,” i.e., should be punished, because otherwise he will 
commit the same offense again and again.
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love, in truthful speech, in the power of God, with weapons of 
righteousness at the right and at the left; through glory and dis
honor, insult and praise. .. as sorrowful yet always rejoicing, as 
poor yet enriching many, as having nothing and possessing all 
(2 Cor 6:4-8, 10).

B: RELATED VIRTUES

Nobility

Corresponding to the four elements of courage there are four virtues 
related to it, but not identical with it. First, there is magnanimity (Greek 
me galop sychia, “great-souledness”) or perhaps a better name would 
be nobility of which Aristotle says much,15 and which is the partner of 
the virtue of humility, of which the Bible says so much, and Aristotle 
little or nothing. Magnanimity is sometimes translated “ambition” (in 
the good sense of the term), since it is a development of that integrating 
element of courage which gives one confidence that important goals 
can be achieved in spite of serious obstacles in the way.

Magnanimity is also recognized in the Bible although in differ
ent terms and is obviously closely related to Christian hope. Who could 
be greater-souled than Jesus who came to save the whole world (“For 
God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that 
the world might be saved through him,” Jn 3:17), or Paul who boldly 
claimed, “For so the Lord has commanded us, ‘I have made you a light 
to the Gentiles, that you may be an instrument of salvation to the ends 
of the earth’” (Ac 13:47). Magnanimity and hope differ only in that the 
goal of hope is God himself, while magnanimity has less ultimate ob
jectives. Christians should be humble, content with even the lowest 
place in view of their real defects; but on the other hand, they should 
aspire, in view of God’s great gifts to them, to great deeds in his ser-

Nicomachean Ethics Bk. IV, c. 3, 1124b 28 - 1125a 34. Ross translates megalopsychia 
as the virtue of the “proud man” which in the context is very misleading. On this virtue 
see Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 129.
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vice. The Parable of the Talents (Mt 25:14-30; cf. Lk 19:11-27) clearly 
says that God, like a hard master, will require a profit on his investment 
in us.

Although magnanimity strengthens the aggressive appetites, it is 
primarily in the will where it is needed to maintain commitment to the 
goals to be accomplished. Humility restrains magnanimity, keeping it 
to the realistic mean between foolish extremes, by a wisely realistic 
self-knowledge of one’s own gifts and limitations. “For great is the 
power of God; by the humble he is glorified” (Si 3:19). The lack of 
magnanimity is non-commitment (pusillanimity, small-souledness) 
which leaves a person without any important goals to live for, because 
of the fear of commitment to anything through timid rationalizations. 
“The sluggard says, ‘A lion is outside; in the streets I might be slain’” 
(Pr 22:13; cf. 26:13). Such a person drifts through life aimlessly, a 
rather common vice in our times when young people are often con
fused about values and goals. The excess of magnanimity takes three 
forms '.foolhardiness, ambition, vainglory.

We have already defined the term presumption as a kind of sin 
against hope in respect to attaining to God; foolhardiness refers to an 
excess of hope with regard to lesser goals. It is foolhardiness to commit 
oneself to goals that prudence tells us are beyond our powers to attain, 
and is of itself a foolish but venial sin. Yet, when foolhardiness is 
motivated by serious pride or leads one to do seriously harmful things 
or to neglect important duties, it is a mortal sin. Thus when the young 
King Rehoboam, son of Solomon, full of pride in his new power, lis
tened not to the elders but to other young men and imposed heavy taxes 
on the people, he caused the revolt that divided the kingdom (1 K 12:1- 
25).

Ambition is the unreasonable desire to attain honors beyond one’s 
real deserts (as when one claims to have a Ph.D. without having earned 
it, or gains a Ph.D. by plagiary or sexual sin, or achieves a Ph.D. for the 
prestige with no intention to use it in the service of others), or finally 
when ambition undermines one’s Christian humility so one no longer 
recognizes that ultimately only God deserves honor. Thus when Jesus 
said:
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“Do not be called ‘Rabbi’. You have but one teacher, and you 
are all brothers. Call no one on earth your father; you have but 
one Father in heaven. Do not be called ‘Master’; you have but 
one master, the Messiah” (Mt 23:8-10),

he should not be understood literally to have forbidden all use of hon
orific titles, since elsewhere in the same Gospel Jesus uses the titles 
“father” and “mother” (Mt 10:21, 35, 37; 15:4-6; 19:29, etc.), and St. 
Paul calls himself the “father” of the Corinthians (1 Cor 4:15, 2 Cor 
6:13, etc.). Instead, Jesus was denouncing the ambition of those who 
seek the honor of such titles forgetful of humility before God.

Vainglory or vanity should be distinguished from pride in the 
strict sense of the word. Pride, as we have seen, is the immoderate 
desire of superiority, but vainglory is a desire for the mere appearance 
of superiority (today we speak of “image”), and thus also to be distin
guished from true “glory,” “fame,” “honor,” or “reputation.”

Let us not be conceited, provoking one another, envious of one 
another (Gal 5:26). Do nothing out of selfishness or out of vain
glory; rather, humbly regard others as more important than your
selves, each looking out not for his own interests, but also every
one for those of others (Ph 2:3-4).

This immoderate desire to be thought more handsome, strong, 
intelligent, rich, or holy than we really know ourselves to be is of itself 
a venial sin, since it only harms ourselves by making us appear ridicu
lous. Yet vainglory is also a capital sin because it easily leads to other 
sins, and sometimes to mortal ones as when a man to appear macho in 
the eyes of others burglarizes, drives recklessly, takes drugs, or forni
cates; or a woman to appear beautiful seriously injures her health or to 
appear sophisticated ruins the reputation of others.

King Nebuchadnezzar... as he was walking on the roof of the 
royal palace in Babylon... said, “Babylon the great! Was it not 
I, with my great strength, who built it as a royal residence for my 
splendor and majesty?” While these words were still on the king’s 
lips, a voice spoke from heaven, “It has been decreed for you,
King Nebuchadnezzar, that your kingdom is taken from you!”
(Dn 4:25-28).
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Generosity

Related to the integrating element of courage which I have called effort 
is what the scholastics called “magnificence.” Perhaps it could better 
be called generosity. Courage itself requires personal effort, but in striv
ing for a goal we must also be ready to expend our external resources, 
money, materials, etc., in a generous way that makes possible a com
plete and perfect work. Our possessiveness and fears about risking our 
property makes this difficult and requires a virtue to overcome. In the 
Scriptures a splendid example of this generosity is the description of 
Solomon’s expenditures on the building of the Temple in honor of God 
and to fulfill David’s will (1 K 6; 1 Ch 3-4).

The difficulty involved in magnificent expenditures is relative to 
the affluence of the giver. Hence the New Testament examples are 
especially taken from poor people. Thus Jesus praises the poor widow’s 
gift of “two coins worth a few cents” to the Temple (some have sug
gested she might be none other than Jesus’ own mother).

“Amen, I say to you, this poor widow put in more than all the 
other contributors to the treasury. For they have all contributed 
from their surplus wealth, but she, from her poverty, has con
tributed all she had, her whole livelihood” (Mk 12:43-44).

The early community in Jerusalem was also very generous, “No 
one claimed any of his possessions as his own, but they had everything 
in common” (Ac 4:32b). That this generosity was not easy is seen from 
the story of Ananias and Sapphira who deceitfully retained some of the 
money from the sale of their property (Ac 5:1-11). When persecution 
reduced the Jerusalem community to penury, Paul praised the Greek 
churches for helping them out by a great collection (Ac 11:27-30; Gal 
2:6-10; 1 Cor 16:14; Rm 15:25-28; 2 Cor 8-9) as well as for their 
generosity to himself (Ph 4:10-20). Nor should we forget the generous 
women who greatly facilitated Jesus’ ministry and the growth of the 
early Church by their financial support and warm hospitality (e.g. Rm 
16:1-2).16

16 See Ben Witherington, Women and the Genesis of Christianity.
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Generosity is also exhibited in the effort we put into our daily 
work to support ourselves and in the service of society. Some in the 
early Church thought that the expected Second Coming of the Lord 
excused them from work, so that St. Paul had to say:

We urge you, brothers, to progress even more, and to aspire to 
live a tranquil life, to mind your own affairs, and to work with 
your own hands, as we instructed you, that you may conduct 
yourselves properly toward outsiders and not depend on anyone 
(1 Th4:10b-12;cf. 2 Th 3:6-16; Eph 4:28).

While a “work ethic” is often attributed to the Calvinist Refor
mation, Vatican II and John Paul II have also pointed out that Jesus by 
his own life as a carpenter redeemed human work, which had fallen 
under the curse of original sin (“By the sweat of your face shall you get 
bread to eat,” Gn 3:19), and that in imitation of Jesus St. Paul worked 
with his hands (1 Cor 4:12; 9:1-18). Ora et labora, “pray and work,” 
was also the motto of monastic life. Work requires an effort that can 
become wearisome and even painful, and for which that kind of cour
age which is generosity is required. “From the fruit of his words a man 
has his fill of good things, and the work of his hands comes back to 
reward him” (Pr 12:14).

Patience

To develop the integrating element of courage called patience a related 
virtue of the same name is necessary. This secondary kind of patience 
is not in the effort-drives but in the pleasure-pain drives, because what 
it regulates is the emotions of sadness and discouragement {acedia) 
which result from the pain and weariness of life so that they do not 
deflect us from the courageous pursuit of our goals. Christian patience 
is not stoic apathy or lack of feeling, but a strong endurance in the 
confidence of God’s love and power, closely related to Christian hope. 
The whole Old Testament can be read as a praise of patience, since 
God’s promises seemed so long delayed, and without faith the future 
seemed so hopeless.
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Job, of course, is the great poem on the subject of patience, so 
that the expression “patient as Job” sums up the whole topic. But 
Qoheleth in a different way also portrays the believer struggling with 
the temptation to acedia and despair, yet remaining unshaken in faith 
in God, since after lamenting bitterly that in earthly life, “Emptiness of 
emptiness! All things are empty!” (Ec 1:2), Qoheleth concludes:

The last word, when all is heard: Fear God and keep his com
mandments, for this is for human creatures all; because God will 
bring to judgment every work, with all its hidden qualities, 
whether good or bad (Ec 12:13-14).17

The Wisdom books emphasize that patience brings peace of mind.

The patient man shows much good sense, but the quick tem
pered man displays folly at its height (Pr 14:29). An ill-tem
pered man stirs up strife, but a patient man allays discord (Pr 
15:18). A patient man need stand firm but for a time, and then 
contentment comes back to him (Si 1:20). Accept whatever 
befalls you, in crushing misfortune be patient; For in fire gold is 
tested, and worthy men in the crucible of humiliation (Si 2:4-5).
Better is the end of speech than its beginning, better is the pa
tient spirit than the lofty spirit (Ec 7:8).

Endurance

We may now add to patience the virtue related to the integrating ele
ment of courage we have called “perseverance,” namely endurance 
(longanimity), which enables patience to hold up through what seems 
endless waiting for relief. Note how Moses kept the Hebrews on the 
march for forty years, Jeremiah and Ezekiel kept up the people’s spirits 
through the seventy years of Exile, and then Ezra and the Book of 
Daniel renewed that spirit again and again during the 400 years until 
the coming of the Messiah.

17 Some exegetes o f course think that this is a pious corrective added to this otherwise 
cynical work, but it must be remembered that it is the canonical form of the work 
which is the Word of God, not necessarily earlier versions.
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Blessed is the man who has patience and perseveres until the 
one thousand three hundred and thirty-five days. Go, take your 
rest, you shall rise for your reward at the end of days (Dn 12:12- 
13).

Psalm 13 is the cry of these years, “How long, O Lord? How long?” 
and it is still echoing in the prayer of the martyrs at the end of the Bible, 
“How long will it be, holy and true master, before you sit in judgment 
and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (Rv 6:10).

Although the people of the New Testament had a lively hope of 
the Lord’s return soon, they too had to be patient and endure, and there 
are many New Testament texts on patience:

We even boast of our afflictions, knowing that affliction pro
duces endurance, and endurance proven character, and proven 
character hope, and hope does not disappoint, because the love 
of God has been poured out into our hearts through the Holy 
Spirit that has been given to us (Rm 5:3-5). Rejoice in hope, 
endure in affliction, persevere in prayer (Rm 12:12). May the 
God of endurance and encouragement grant you to think in har
mony with one another, in keeping with Christ Jesus, that with 
one accord you may with one voice glorify the God and Father 
of our Lord Jesus Christ (Rm 15:5-6). Remember the days past 
when after you had been enlightened, you endured a great con
test of suffering... Therefore, do not throw away your confi
dence; it will have great recompense. You need endurance to do 
the will of God and receive what he has promised. “For, after 
just a brief moment, he who is to come shall come; he shall not 
delay [Is 26:20].” “But my just one shall live by faith, and if he 
draws back I take no pleasure in him [Hab 2:4].” We are not 
among those who draw back and perish, but among those who 
have faith and will possess life (Heb 10:32, 35-39). Consider it 
all gain, my brothers, when you encounter various trials, for you 
know that the test of your faith produces perseverance. And let 
perseverance be perfect, so that you may be perfect and com
plete, lacking in nothing (Jm 1:2-4). (See also 2 Cor 6:4; Gal 
5:22, 1 Th 5:14; Eph4:2; Col 3:12; 1 Tm 1:16; 2 Tm 3:10, 4:2;
Jm 5:10; Heb 6:15, 5:7-8; Rv 2:2, 19; 16:11, etc.).
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It has been said that patience has three grades: patience without 
self-pity, patience without complaining to others, patience with joy. 
The Bible relates of the apostles after they were flogged in the presence 
of the Sanhedrin for preaching the Gospel: “So they left the presence of 
the Sanhedrin, rejoicing that they had been found worthy to suffer dis
honor for the sake of the Name” (Ac 5:41). Jesus promised that pa
tience will be rewarded with eternal life: “You will be hated by all 
because of my name, but not a hair on your head will be destroyed. By 
your perseverance you will secure your lives” (Lk 21:17-19).

The vices opposed to patience are callousness or cynicism (“They 
did not listen or give ear. Each one followed the hardness of his evil 
heart,” Jr 11:8), which makes one indifferent to evil and unable to be 
outraged by injustice, and impatience which renders one unable to bear 
the slightest evil (“The patient man is better than a warrior, and he who 
rules his temper, than he who takes a city,” Pr 16:32). Of themselves 
these are venial sins, but could occasion mortal sins of failure to right 
serious wrongs when we have the responsibility to do so, or resist seri
ously unjust attacks on others. The sin against endurance is weakness 
that gives in to every threat, like that of the elders of Bethuliah before 
the threat of Assyria whom Judith rebuked (Jdt 8:9-36), and stubborn
ness that refuses to retreat from a fight even when it is hopeless. “Thus, 
although Moses and Aaron performed these various wonders in 
Pharaoh’s presence, the Lord made Pharaoh obstinate, and he would 
not let the Israelites leave his land” (Ex 11:10).18

Holy Spirit’s Gift

The Gift of the Holy Spirit that facilitates the virtue of courage is called 
by the same name (or “fortitude”) and to it relates the Beatitude “Blessed 
they who hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Mt 5:6), since “hunger

18 The phrase “God made Pharaoh obstinate” should not be understood as if God made 
Pharaoh sin, since elsewhere the Bible teaches that we are each responsible for our own 
sins (Ezk 15:12-23; 18:1-32) but in the sense that God in his providence permitted the 
king to sin that it might be an opportunity to manifest the divine saving power to Israel.
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and thirst” here implies a persevering desire in the face of difficulties 
that stand in the way of its satisfaction. The fruits it bears are “patience 
and long-suffering” (Gal 5:22).19

The Ten Commandments do not contain a precept directly con
cerning courage since they deal with justice. There are, however, as we 
have seen, many commands scattered throughout Scripture demanding 
that we fight against evil and endure suffering for the sake of the good.20 
For example:

“Hear, O Israel! Today you are going into battle against your 
enemies. Be not faint-hearted or afraid; be neither alarmed nor 
frightened by them. For it is the Lord, your God, who goes with 
you to fight for you against your enemies and give you victory”
(Dt 20:3-4),

and “Resist the devil, and he will flee from you (Jm 4:7b).
The civil obligation to defend one’s country will be discussed in 

the next chapter under the topic of just war, but it suffices to say here 
that conscientious objection to war cannot be defended simply on the 
grounds of fear of suffering and death. If justified, it must be as coura
geous as is military service, a way of fighting the evils of unjust war.

To become courageous we need to meditate frequently on the 
fact that to fear temporal evils, even death, is foolish in view of the fact 
that faith tells us these are passing things that cannot harm our eternal 
happiness. Also we need to look at death and the other evils of life with 
a realistic vision and to prepare ourselves for them. If we learn every 
day to live our lives energetically and to enjoy vigorous effort to solve 
life’s problems, instead of shrinking before these problems and indulg
ing in self-pity, we gain in strength. Above all we need to be motivated 
by a great love of God, inspired by Jesus’ own courage, and energized 
by prayer.

19 The Vulgate distinguishes between “patience” and “long-suffering” but the Greek only 
gives makrothymia, long-suffering.

20 See St. Thomas Aquinas, ST., II-II, q. 140, a. 1, on how the precepts of courage are 
contained in the Bible.
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The Sacrament of Spiritual Warfare

In Chapter 2 the Sacraments of Initiation were discussed as the founda
tion of all Christian life, and it was noted that Baptism and Confirma
tion, for adults at least, form a single celebration expressing the wash
ing away of sins through a sanctifying rebirth in Christ by the action of 
the Holy Spirit. Yet Confirmation is, in a special way, the sacrament 
associated with the cardinal virtue of courage.21

St. Paul, as we have seen, speaks frequently of spiritual warfare 
which demands the strength that can only come from the Holy Spirit to 
overcome the world, the flesh, and the devil. Speaking of his own 
struggle to preach the Gospel, Paul writes, “For, although we are in the 
flesh, we do not battle according to the flesh, for the weapons of our 
battle are not of flesh but are enormously powerful, capable of destroy
ing fortresses” (2 Cor 10:3-4). Formerly, in the Latin Roman Rite the 
confirming bishop struck the candidate lightly on the cheek to signify 
this aspect of the sacrament. In the post-Vatican II revision of the rites 
this has been omitted to emphasize the anointing, but, as the Catechism 
notes, the anointing with oil (the anointing of athletes and wrestlers) 
“limbers” and hence is a sign of “strengthening.”22

Summary of Norms

The Decalogue does not include a specific positive norm about cour
age, but it is implied in the Fifth Commandment, “You shall not kill,” 
that is, kill unjustly since this requires the control of the effort-drive by 
reason. The positive norm of courage can be formulated as follows:

1. Moderate the effort-drives so that they facilitate free moral acts neces
sary to attain eternal life in the Trinity even when this involves un
avoidable pain or even death.

21 See Chapter 2, pp. 78 ff.
22 C C C # 1293-1294.



268 Living the Truth in Love

And the negative norms can be formulated as follows:

2. Never perform out of fear of pain or death free moral acts contradic
tory to the goal of eternal life in the Trinity.

3. Never fail out of fear of pain or death to perform free moral acts nec
essary to attain the goal of eternal life in the Trinity.

4. Never perform acts which entail a risk of pain or death more harmful 
than the good which they achieve.

Conclusion to Part II

We share our biological drives and emotions with our fellow animals 
with whom Genesis 1:24-31 groups us by assigning us to the sixth day 
of Creation. Yet, in us, because we are superior to the other animals 
because we have been created in God’s image and likeness (Gn 1:27), 
these drives and emotions are transformed by reason and freedom. 
Furthermore, our human reason and freedom are transformed by the 
virtues of faith and hope, so that through discipline and the virtues of 
moderation and courage our affectivity is placed in the service of a life 
that far transcends that of our fellow animals.

Yet this discipline is not easily achieved. Indeed it cannot be 
achieved unless we take up our Cross daily and follow Jesus (Mt 10:38- 
39) in his poverty, humility, chastity, and martyrdom. These are pos
sible for us as Christians whatever our vocation in life. As St. Paul 
exultantly proclaimed, we must find all the magnificent courage this 
requires in Christ’s love for us and ours for Christ:

No, in all these things we conquer overwhelmingly through him 
who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, 
nor angels, nor principalities, nor present things, nor future 
things, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other crea
ture will be able to separate us from the love o f God in Christ 
Jesus our Lord (Rm 8:37-39).
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Chapter 7

LIVING JUSTLY

In the path o f justice there is life, 
but the abominable way leads to death (Pr 12:28).

A: JUSTICE AND RIGHTS

The Virtue of Justice

We have considered the faith and practical wisdom which are the light 
that guides Christians on their way to God. We have also considered 
the self-discipline of our desires and fears motivated by the hope of 
reaching God. We have now to consider our relations to our neighbors, 
our fellow pilgrims. We must respect their rights. But to be Christ-like 
we must be more than just, we must be loving according to the “Golden 
Rule” which Jesus gave in the Sermon on the Mount, “Do to others 
whatever you would have them do to you. This is the law and the 
prophets” (Mt 7:12).

Because Christian love of God and neighbor unites all the other 
virtues, and because in the Bible the Old Testament reveals God’s jus
tice, but the New Testament more clearly reveals God’s love,1 I will 
discuss justice in this Chapter 7 and then, because its scope is so exten
sive, complete that discussion in Chapter 8, leaving love in the final, 
most excellent place, the summation of all virtues, in Chapter 9.

1 Note that I say “more clearly reveals.” It is false to say that the Old Testament speaks 
only of justice and the New Testament only of love, as is sometimes claimed. When 
Jesus proclaimed the Great Commandment of Love (Mk 12:28-34; Mt 22:34-40; Lk 
10:25-28) he was quoting the Old Testament (Dt 6:4-5; Lv 19:18). On the other hand, 
St. Paul (Rm 1:17) says that in the Gospel “is revealed the righteousness [justice] o f  
God from faith [of the Old Testament] to faith [of the New Testament]” and then 
quotes the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk 2:4.
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Biblical “justice” in the widest sense is “righteousness” (Hebrew 
sedaqa, Greek dikaiosyne) and means conformity to the Divine wis
dom and will, that is, “sanctity,” “holiness.”2 “Blessed are they who 
hunger and thirst for righteousness” (Mt 5:6). “For in it [the Gospel] is 
revealed the righteousness of God from faith to faith; as it is written 
‘The one who is righteous by faith will live [Hab 2:4]’” (Rm 1:17). It 
also applies to good works, “righteous deeds” (Mt 6:1; cf. Mt 5:20). 
“Justification” is God’s action freeing us from sin to live in the “state of 
grace” by which we are transformed by the Holy Spirit into adopted 
sons and daughters of God in Christ.3

For if, by the transgression of one person, death came to reign 
through that one [Adam], how much more will those who re
ceive the abundance of grace and of the gift of justification 
(idikaiosyne) come to reign in life through the one person Jesus 
Christ (Rm 5:17).

Yet “justice” is also sometimes used in the strict sense of a spe
cial virtue: God “has established a day on which he will ‘judge the 
world with justice’ [Ps 9:9] through a man he [Christ] has appointed” 
(Ac 17:31). In this strict sense justice is the virtue by which we have a 
constant and permanent will to give each person what is that person’s 
right. As St. Paul teaches:

Pay to all their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, toll to whom 
toll is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to whom honor 
is due. Owe nothing to anyone, except to love one another (Rm 
13:7-8).

Hence, while moderation and courage deal with objects in rela
tion to oneself, justice has to do with a relation to another or others.4 It 
concerns a right, that is, what is due some person, and this implies a

2 For a useful discussion of biblical ethics from the perspective o f “holiness” see Walter 
C. Kaiser, Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics, Part III, pp. 139-246.

3 On justification see CCC #  1987-1995, 2018-2020.
4 See St. Thomas Aquinas on why justice is a special virtue, S.T., II-II, q. 58, aa. 1, 7, 8.
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certain equality between what the agent does and what is due to the 
recipient. Strictly speaking, we cannot be just to ourselves or even to 
our families because they are not entirely “other,” nor to God because 
we owe him too much (although we can love him with “all our heart, 
with all our understanding, with all our strength” [cf. Dt 6:4; Mk 12:30]). 
Justice implies distinction of persons; love implies union of persons so 
the other is one’s other self.

Need for Justice

Justice is the most evident kind of morality. I have already shown that 
we can sin against ourselves by failing in moderation or courage, yet 
many do not perceive such self-injuries as immoral. But even small 
children recognize unfairness in games, or in the distribution of gifts. 
Hence, the Ten Commandments are all concerned with justice; the 
Fourth to Tenth with strict justice.5 In our times the “social doctrine of 
the Church” has formulated the principles of justice in many important 
documents beginning with the encyclical Rerum Novarum of Leo XIII 
in 1891 and continuing to Gaudium etSpes  of Vatican II. Recently, in 
the perspective of the present world situation after the collapse of 
Marxism in Eastern Europe, this body of doctrine on social justice has 
been summed up in John Paul II’s encyclical Centesimus Annus, pro
mulgated on the hundredth anniversary of Rerum Novarum .6

The biblical concept of justice is very rich and in the course of 
history the canon lawyers and theologians have elaborated its manifold 
aspects, but the simplest example is the repayment of a loan or the 
payment of wages. Sirach says, “Pay back your neighbor when a loan 
falls due” (Si 29:2), and Jesus in a parable has the generous farmer say 
to a harvest-hand who asked for more money, “My friend, I am not

5 The writers o f CCC decided to follow the traditional catechesis on the Decalogue as the 
framework for presenting the moral teaching of the Church, rather than the more 
theological framework of the virtues as this book does.

6 CCC # 1929-1948; 2197-2257. For syntheses of this Social Doctrine see Joseph 
Gremillion, ed., The Gospel o f Peace and Justice; Thomas M. Gannon, S.J., ed., The 
Catholic Challenge to the American Economy, and Thomas O. Nitzch, et al., On the 
Condition of Labor and the Social Question One Hundred Years Later.
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cheating you. Did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? 
Take what is yours and go” (Mt 20:13-14). The Bible repeatedly re
minds us, “The worker deserves his wages” (1 Tm 5:18; cf. Lv 19:13; 
Dt 24:15, 25:4; Ml 3:5; Si 34:22; Mt 10:10, Lk 10:7; 1 Cor 9:10; Jm 
5:4).

Thus the material object of justice is proximately some action 
(the payment), more remotely some thing (the loan or the wage) to 
which a person has a right. What is done or given must be equal to what 
is due the person (the exact amount of the loan, the wage agreed upon). 
Therefore, the motive or formal object of justice, is to render what is 
due a person. Sirach urges the debtor to decide to repay in full and 
Jesus shows us that God in his mercy, like the generous farmer, is also 
just.

This determination to be fair in which justice formally consists is 
not only in our minds or feelings but in the will. It takes a real effort of 
will to go beyond ourselves and our own interests to respect the rights 
of another. Love, on the other hand, stretches itself even further than 
justice, since it is the will not only to respect the rights of another, but 
the total good of others even when they have no just claims.

Yet the moral obligations of justice are sometimes more strict 
than those of love, because they imply equality, that is a precise fulfill
ment of an obligation. The farmer in the parable just quoted was obliged 
in justice to pay those who had worked longest the full wage agreed 
upon; but he also, out of generosity, paid the harvest-hands who were 
hired last as much as the others.

Justice is a cardinal virtue7 because it deals with one of the four 
basic needs of human nature, our need for society, since society is 
impossible without a mutual respect among the members of that soci
ety for each other’s rights. Since justice is in the will, a spiritual faculty, 
it is a nobler virtue than moderation and courage which are in the bodily 
emotions, and thus is much more emphasized in the Scriptures — for 
example in the Decalogue. Aristotle also says, “Justice is often thought 
to be the greatest of virtues and ‘neither evening nor morning star’ is so

7 Cf. p. 34 ff.
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wonderful.”8 Yet justice is inferior to prudence which is in the spiritual 
intellect because the intellect guides the will in which justice is seated. 
Justice is also inferior to the virtue of religion and the theologal virtues 
which are directed not merely to human society as justice is, but to the 
divine community of the Trinity.

Foundations of Human Rights

Today when we speak of justice we generally have in mind our “rights,” 
although the Bible tends to emphasize the correlative notion of “obli
gations” or “duties” or “responsibilities” more than that of “rights.” 
The term “justice” is used both in an active (or subjective) sense and a 
passive (or objective) sense. Active justice is the right, the dominion or 
moral power to possess, do, or demand something as exclusively one’s 
own for one’s own use. Thus in the Old Law we read, “Cursed be he 
who violates the rights of the alien, the orphan, or the widow” (Dt 
27:19; cf. 24:17).

Jesus recounted the Parable of the Persistent Widow (Lk 18:1-8) 
who kept demanding of an unjust judge, “Give me my rights (ekdikeson) 
against my opponent (antidikou).” Note the root dike, “right” to which 
the judge finally had to give in. Jesus concludes, “Will not God then 
secure the rights of his chosen ones who call out to him day and night?” 
(Lk 18:7).

Passive (objective) justice, on the other hand, is the object or 
action to which one has a right — for example, the property which the 
widow was demanding as rightly belonging to her. Because rights and 
obligations are mutually correlative, my right places on others an obli
gation to respect it, and my moral obligations in justice (not all moral 
obligations) arise from someone else’s rights. Thus the unjust judge 
was finally forced to act justly by fulfilling his obligation to the persis
tent widow.

Commonly we also metaphorically refer to the law or code which

Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. V, c. 1, 1129b 26; cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 58, 
a. 12.
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requires such a payment, the science of law (jurisprudence), the courts, 
the judges, all as “justice,” which the Romans personified as a blind
folded woman with a balance to indicate that justice is impartial. For 
the New Testament the supreme symbol of justice is Jesus himself, the 
all-merciful Lord, sitting as judge in the final judgment of history.

Jesus said to them [the Twelve], “Amen, I say to you that you 
who have followed me, in the new age, when the Son of Man is 
seated on his throne of glory, will yourselves sit on twelve thrones 
judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Mt 19:28).

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels 
with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all the nations 
will be assembled before him. And he will separate them one 
from another, as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats”
(Mt 25:31-32).

The proximate but secondary foundation of right is the dignity of 
the human person, but the primary and ultimate foundation is God:

You are just, O Lord, and your ordinance is right;
You have pronounced your decrees injustice 

and in perfect faithfulness...
Your justice is everlasting justice, 

and your law is permanent...
Your decrees are forever just;

give me discernment that I may live (Ps 119:137, 142, 144).

This is because it is God who fixes our ultimate goals and therefore 
prescribes the necessary means to them. Or, to put it a different way, 
our basic needs are goals fixed in our nature by our Creator, and we are 
morally obliged to fulfill them because rights and obligations are cor
relative. “Your hands have made me and fashioned me; give me dis
cernment that I may learn your commands” (Ps 119:73; cf. the essay on 
Divine Wisdom in Si 16:22-17:18).
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False Foundations for Rights

Numerous are the philosophical errors concerning the nature of justice 
and human rights which require to be corrected in the light of God’s 
Word. For example, the materialists deny the difference between hu
man beings and brute animals, and hence either deny both any rights, 
or (more recently) claim that animals have the same rights as humans.9 
The legal positivists, stemming from Spinoza, Hobbes, and Rousseau, 
hold that the foundation of human rights is a social contract often ex
pressed by a written constitution, but admit no higher law.10 The tran
scendental rationalists such as Thomasius and Kant separate morality 
based on internal liberty from law based on external liberty. Hegel and 
the idealists defend the omnipotent State as the expression of 
transcendental Reason.11 Finally, the historical school of legalists such 
as Levy-Briihl and Durkheim content themselves with simply describ
ing what various cultures and legal systems regard as just.

In the last analysis all these modem systems, which pass over the 
foundation of justice in a natural law expressive of the wisdom and will 
of the Creator, have contributed to the moral relativism which domi
nates the scene today.12 According to this relativism, justice is confor
mity to purely man-made norms, whether these are due to conscious 
legal enactments and contracts or to subconsciously developed cus
toms, and they are subject to change either by individual or social will. 
Philosophers who accept relativism attempt to show how positivistic 
morality can be rendered sufficiently stable to permit society to sur
vive. However, they are always faced by the objection that a suffi
ciently powerful tyrant like Hitler or a sufficiently cohesive cultural 
system or tradition can decree an order of “justice” which in fact will 
prove utterly destructive of parts or the whole of that society. To this 
objection moral relativism has never found an answer.13

9 See Peter Singer, Animal Liberation for this tendency.
10 The contract theory is basic to the U.S. Constitution.
11 See Georgio del Vecchio, Philosophy of Law, pp. 60-134 for a history of these theories 

of law.
12 VS # 35-53 on freedom and law.
13 Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue is a penetrating analysis o f modem moral relativism.
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Since relativists have to admit that in our historical experience all 
the great cultures of the past have destroyed themselves and the sur
vival of the human species itself has no guarantee, they are forced 
simply to accept the lack of a firm foundation for morality as the trag
edy of the human condition. The Christian seeks a firmer foundation, 
“the Rock” (Ps 31:3) on which our house of life can be built in justice 
(Mt 7:24-29). God, who does not fail, in creating us has built into our 
nature, for all its fragility, certain basic needs and goals that ground a 
natural moral law and the human rights which flow from it.

When at the first God created his works
and, as he made them, assigned their tasks

He ordered for all times what they were to do
and their domains from generation to generation...

He [the Lord] puts the fear of humankind in all flesh 
and gives them rule over beasts and birds.

He forms humans’ tongues and eyes and ears, 
and imparts to them an understanding heart.

With wisdom and knowledge he fills them; 
good and evil he shows them...

He has set before them knowledge,
a law of life as their inheritance (Si 16:24-25; 17:4-6, 9).

To attack this conviction that morality must rest on secure and 
certain foundations as “foundationalism” or “a neurotic need for secu
rity in an ambiguous world” as some have done,14 is mere rhetoric. 
Even if one doubts that such a sure foundation exists, it is still most 
reasonable to seek it. One should give up the search for a sure founda
tion of human rights, only if one is really certain that it does not exist, 
and these lovers of ambiguity cannot consistently claim to be certain 
about anything. The arguments they bring forward for their position 
are well-known and often soundly refuted.15

14 Some deconstructionists treat the “ambiguity” of language as a virtue and so exaggerate 
“intertextuality” as to claim that language refers only to other language, not to non- 
linguistic realities. This however is only a form o f epistemological idealism. In fact, we 
learn to speak a language by reference to real objects and events and we clear up 
ambiguities in usage in the same way. If I ask for “bread” and you hand me a “stone,” 
you either do not know my language or you are being perverse.

15 For a succinct refutation o f relativism see Germain Grisez, The Way of the Lord Jesus, 
vol. 1, pp. 102-103.



Living Justly 279

Kinds of Human Rights

There are various kinds of rights. By origin rights are established either 
as natural, based on those needs with which we are endowed by nature 
and the Creator and which are expressed in the Decalogue, grounded as 
it is in age-old human experience, or positive because posited by the 
will of a legislator, whether divine (as the Old Law), or by human 
authority whether ecclesiastical (canon law) or civil.

The canonical tradition, which reflects the property provisions of 
the Old Law, also distinguishes the right in a thing (jus in re) or actual 
possession, from the right to a thing (jus ad rem) or claim on a debtor.16 
To have full ownership or dominion (domain) over a thing, is to have 
the right to use it as one’s own or to completely dispose of it in any way 
not forbidden by law. This ownership or dominion establishes four 
principles evident in Near Eastern law and the Old Testament, but now 
known by their Latin tags: (1) Res clamat domino, a thing should be 
returned to its owner (“When you come upon your enemy’s ox or ass 
going astray, see to it that it is returned to him,” Ex 23:4); (2) Res 
fructificat domino, the products of a thing belong to its owner:

For six years you may sow your land and gather in its produce.
But the seventh you shall let the land lie untilled and unhar
vested that the poor among you may eat of it and the beasts of 
the field may eat what the poor leave (Ex 23:10-11).

(3) Res perit domino (nisi alterius culpa pereat), when something is 
destroyed it is the owner’s loss, unless it was someone else’s fault:

When a man borrows an animal from his neighbor, if it is maimed 
or dies while the owner is not present, the man must make res
titution. But if the owner is present, he need not make restitution 
(Ex 22:13-14).

(4) Nemo ex re aliena, tamquam a causa, locupletari debet cum alterius 
injuria vel jactura, no one ought to profit from what belongs to another 
so as to cause the other injury or expense:

16 This also echoes Roman law.
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When a man steals an ox or a sheep and slaughters or sells it, he 
shall restore five oxen for the one ox, and four sheep for the one 
sheep (Ex 21:37).

Use is the real right of employing something belonging to an
other for one’s own utility as if one owned it, but without consuming or 
destroying it. Usufruct is the real right to own a thing and its product, 
or, if one only uses it also to own its product. Service is the right to 
require or perform an action involving another person and that person’s 
possessions.

God alone as Creator has universal, absolute, independent and 
principal dominion over all his creatures, and his dominion is not arbi
trary or self-serving but a wise and loving care of his creatures for their 
sakes:

The Lord’s are the earth and its fullness; the world and those 
who dwell in it. For he founded it upon the seas and established 
it upon the rivers (Ps 24:1).
But as you [God] are just, you govern all things justly... For 
your [God’s] might is the source of justice; your mastery over 
all things makes you lenient to all (Ws 12:15a, 16).

Only angels and humans among God’s creatures share in his owner
ship of the world.

God blessed them, saying: “Be fertile and multiply; fill the earth 
and subdue it. Have dominion over the fish of the sea, the birds 
of the air, and all the living things that move on the earth” (Gn 
1:28).

“The Lord God then took the man [and woman, Gn 3:2] and 
settled them in the garden of Eden, to cultivate and care for it” (Gn 
2:15). That this dominion, however, is limited by God’s superior rights, 
is indicated in Gn 1:29 when God gives Adam and Eve the right to eat 
only plants, and in Gn 2:17 when he forbids them to eat of the Tree of 
the Knowledge of Good and Evil.

Because these rights belong to humans as such — not as man or
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woman or white or black or adult or child — children (bom and un
born) and those with disabilities (mentally defective, psychotic, senile, 
comatose) all have the same basic rights. This definition of the subject 
of human rights is rejected today by the legal positivists who hold that 
rights are given not by God, but by society. Hence, for positivists the 
line between persons and non-persons is arbitrary. In our Western cul
ture it is usually drawn at those who can feel pain, thereby excluding 
the irreversibly comatose and children at the embryonic and early fetal 
stage.17

Primary and Secondary Rights

Thus there are primary or basic rights which are founded in the funda
mental needs of the human person for four kinds of necessary goods as 
we mentioned before: (1) life; (2) reproduction; (3) society; and (4) 
truth. These are recognized in Genesis 2 when God gives life to Adam 
(v. 7), then creates Eve as his partner with the promise of children 
{reproduction and society, v. 18), and instmcts them by his command
ments while also allowing Adam to name the animals {truth, v. 16-17; 
19-20).

These primary rights belong to every human person, since with
out their satisfaction the human community cannot be preserved or its 
members achieve fulfillment. These should be distinguished from sec
ondary rights which are relative to social roles and which may differ 
among humans, provided they do not detract from their basic rights 
and are appropriate to legitimate social roles.18 Thus, the secondary 
rights of parents are not identical with those of their children, nor of 
teachers and students, bosses and employees, public officials and citi
zens, clergy and faithful, although all have the same primary rights in 
the natural, civil and ecclesiastical orders.

17 For this position see Joseph Fletcher, “Four Indicators o f Humanhood: The Enquiry 
Matures,” Hastings Center Report 4, pp. 4-7, with replies in Correspondence 5 (4), pp. 
43-45.

18 The United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, is an important 
attempt to state such rights in the formulation of which the Vatican played an important 
role.
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St. Paul makes use of this distinction between rights that are pri
mary and those that are secondary when he instructs the Corinthians (1 
Cor 12) on right order in their Christian community by appealing to the 
analogy of the human body in which all members share in one and the 
same life (and hence all the baptized have the same primary rights), but 
the organs have different functions (and hence the baptized have dif
ferent secondary rights based on their roles of service within the Church: 
clergy and laity, married and single, adults and children, etc.).

God placed the parts, each one of them, in the body he intended.
If they were all one part, where would the body be? But as it is, 
there are many parts, but one body... If one part suffers, all the 
parts suffer with it; if one part is honored, all the parts share its 
joy (1 Cor 12:18-19,26).

Error of Egalitarianism

The confusion of these two kinds of rights leads, on the one hand, to 
forgetting that primary rights are not subject to change by any human 
legislator, and on the other, to an exaggerated egalitarianism which 
treats all differentiation in rights as a violation of human equality. Re
peatedly in the history of the Church and even today some have wrongly 
concluded from Jesus’ teaching on the equality of all before God and 
the dignity of even “the little ones” that Christians ought to be anar
chists (an-arche, no authority). That is, that they ought to reject all 
authority of one human being over another both in the Church and in 
the State.19

But Jesus always commanded respect for both religious and civil 
authority:

The scribes and Pharisees have taken their seat on the chair of 
Moses. Therefore, do and observe all things whatsoever they 
tell you, but do not follow their example (Mt 23:2-3).

19 See George Woodcock, Anarchism: A History of Libertarian Ideas and Movements.
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Repay to Caesar what belongs to Caesar and to God what be
longs to God (Mt 22:21).

St. Paul enjoined this in very strong terms:

Let every person be subordinate to the higher authorities, for 
there is no authority except from God, and those that exist have 
been established by God. Therefore, whoever resists authority 
opposes what God has appointed and those who oppose it will 
bring judgment upon themselves. For rulers are not a cause of 
fear to good conduct, but to evil. Do you wish to have no fear of 
authority? Then do what is good and you will receive approval 
from it, for it is a servant of God for your good. But if you do 
evil, be afraid, for it does not bear the sword without purpose; it 
is the servant of God to inflict wrath on the evildoer. Therefore, 
it is necessary to be subject not only because of the wrath but 
also because of conscience. This is why you also pay taxes, for 
the authorities are ministers of God, devoting themselves to this 
very thing. Pay to all their dues, taxes to whom taxes are due, 
toll to whom toll is due, respect to whom respect is due, honor to 
whom honor is due (Rm 13:1-7).

As did the First Epistle of Peter:

Be subject to every human institution for the Lord’s sake, whether 
it be the king as supreme, or governors as sent by him for the 
punishment of evildoers and the approval of those who do good 
(IP  2:13-14).

These texts must be understood, of course, along with the other quali
fying text, “But Peter and the apostles said, ‘We must obey God rather 
than men’” (Ac 5:29), i.e., earthly authorities are themselves subordi
nated to the authority of God. No doubt Peter had learned this lesson 
from the example of Jesus’ own life of witness to God in the face of the 
abuse of authority by the civil and religious leaders of his time.

Secondary rights pertaining to social roles should themselves be 
distinguished into those which have a natural basis, such as the differ
ence of rights of parent and child both of which are included with basic 
rights as natural rights, and those which lack any such basis and de-
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pend purely on human social construction, such as the difference in the 
rights of members of a business corporation. Thus the Old Testament 
acknowledges both the right of a worker to his wages based on the 
inherent (natural) value of the work of his own hands (Lv 19:13; Dt 
24:14-15), and the right to property based on a human agreement, as 
when Abraham and Lot divide the land between them so as to avoid 
disputes (Gn 13:5-12; cf. CA n. 6, nn. 30-43).

Such special secondary rights belong to many different roles in 
society and are determined by custom and by law. For example, the 
clergy or their equivalents, teachers and scientists, authors, inventors, 
and artists play important social roles related to what they contribute to 
the worship of God and to the discovery and dissemination of truth; 
while business men, manual workers, etc., have rights related to what 
they contribute to our economy.

B: PROPERTY

Property Rights

How is ownership or dominion over external goods acquired? As we 
have seen, the earth and indeed all of material nature within our occu
pancy was given by the Creator to Adam and Eve (i.e., to the human 
race) in common to use according to our true needs (Gn 1:28-30; 2:15- 
17; CA n. 6, nn. 30-43). Yet the human community has found it useful 
by the jus gentium (“law of nations,” i.e., customary, cross-cultural 
law20) to divide these common resources among its members and thus

20 For the concept o f jus gentium see Aquinas, S.T., I-II, q. 95, a. 2 and a. 4; II-II, q. 57, a. 
3, who says that all human laws to be valid must be derived from natural law, either as 
conclusions from natural law principles (e.g., fairness in buying and selling and other 
such laws as are necessary for the existence of any human community) and these laws 
are called jus gentium-, or as further determinations o f such laws and such laws are civil 
laws. Aquinas also recognizes that some of the jus gentium, like the right of private 
property (II-II, q. 66, a. 2) and the institution o f slavery (II-II, q. 57, a. 3 ad 2), are not 
derived from human nature as such but from the fallen condition of humanity.
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establish a secondary right of private property based on two primitive 
or original titles.

The first title to ownership is the need each person has for a cer
tain limited supply of material things for sustenance and use:

Give me neither poverty nor riches; provide me only with the 
food I need; Lest being full I deny you, saying “Who is the 
Lord?” Or, being in want, I steal and profane the name of my 
God (Pr 30:8-9).

The second title to ownership is the labor expended by a person to 
discover, care for, and develop this material. “For every man... to eat 
and drink and enjoy the fruit of all his labor is a gift of God” (Ec 3:13; 
cf. 5:15-19). A third, derived title is that of gift by which a person 
shares what he owns with others or passes it on to his heirs to assist 
them in satisfying their limited needs. “If a prince makes a gift of part 
of his inheritance to any of his sons, it shall belong to his sons; that 
property is their inheritance,” but he “shall not seize any part of the 
inheritance of the people by evicting them from their property” (Ezk 
46:16, 18).

The human agreements by which the rights to private property 
are established in a given society are illustrated by numerous examples 
in the Old Testament: e.g., the agreement between Lot and Abraham 
(Gn 13:5-12), Abraham’s purchase of a burial place for Sarah (Gn 
23:1-20), and Jacob’s purchase of land at Shechem (Gn 33:19). In the 
New Testament a special emphasis is placed on the duty of alms (Mt 
6:1-4; Ac 11:28-30; 1 Tm 6:17-19) which presupposes such a right of 
the giver, and on the duty to work to support oneself, rather than to 
await the judgment in idleness (1 Th 4:11; 2 Th 4:11; 3:10).

Limits to Property Rights

Communist and socialist theorists, observing the many abuses of pri
vate property, have argued against the right to private property on the 
grounds that it is contrary to the basic equality of all humans. Neverthe
less, it is admitted even by them that all have a right to private use of
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goods, since we cannot all eat the same slice of bread, wear the same 
clothes, or live in one room. Material goods, by their very nature as 
objects extended in space, exclude common occupancy. Consequently, 
even the classical communist denial of private property was limited to 
productive goods and the share in their increase. Moreover, Marxists 
generally admit the two original titles of need and labor. What social
ists really deny, therefore, is that individuals may accumulate “capital” 
goods beyond the limit of their own needs, because, socialists argue, 
such excess goods should be used for the common goals of the soci
ety.21

These socialist theories can appeal to certain elements of the 
Christian tradition: in the Old Law in the regulations in all three codes 
concerning the cancellation of debts in the sabbatical year (Ex 23:10- 
11; Dt 15:1-3; Lv 25:2-8), and in the communism practiced by the early 
Jewish Christian community of Jerusalem (Ac 5:32-37; 5:1-11). Bibli
cal scholars are inclined to believe that this form of Christian commu
nism was prescribed and pictured only as an ideal rather than a histori
cal actuality, but in any case this ideal has been successfully put into 
practice by religious communities from the time of the early Church 
until today.22

Yet St. Augustine defended private property, as did Innocent III 
against the Waldenses. Some Spiritual Franciscans were condemned 
by the Church for holding that Christian perfection consists in poverty, 
as were Wycliff and Hus for denying the right of the Church to own 
property.23 Since the rise of modem capitalism the papal social encyc-

21 CA # 10, 13, 34, 44; CCC # 2424-2425. For a comparison of the Marxist philosophy 
view o f man and ethics see Tom Rockmore, William J. Gavin, James G. Colbert, Jr., and 
Thomas J. Blakeley, Marxism and Alternative and for a broader view of “socialism” see 
John Joseph Marsden, Marxian and Christian Utopianism.

22 See Philip F. Mulhem, Dedicated Poverty: Its History and Theology.
23 Innocent III condemned this error o f the Waldenses (DS # 797). Some “Spirituals” were 

condemned by the Church for holding that Christian perfection consists in poverty (DS 
# 930, 1087-1097), as were W ycliff (DS # 1160, 1166, 1182, 1186, 1189, 1194) and Hus 
for denying the right o f the Church to own property (DS # 1274, 1275). The right of 
private property has been defended in the major social encyclicals of the popes since 
Leo XIII (e.g., DS #3 1 3 3 , 3265, 3271, 3949-3951, 3965) but the extremes of individu
alism and collectivism have been condemned (DS # 3726, 3741). See GS # 69-71.
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licals have repeatedly explained the limitations of the right of private 
property but defended it against extreme socialist theories which wish 
to vest all rights to productive property in the State or community as a 
whole.24

Note that legitimate titles to private property do not license any
one to waste or destroy the natural environment which God has given 
us,25 nor to amass unlimited wealth that is useless or that excludes 
others from satisfying their needs by extravagant consumption and waste 
(consumerism). All such titles are limited by the moderate, virtuous 
use of external things discussed in Chapter 3 and by the needs of others. 
God gave Adam and Eve the earth “to fill and to subdue” (Gn 1:28) but 
also “to cultivate and care for it” (Gn 2:15).26

Two considerations show that these limitations on property rights 
which the Church has consistently recognized do not cancel the right to 
private ownership of productive property.27 The first is that some nec
essary uses of material goods also require ownership. A farmer for 
example, like a tenant farmer, who has the use of land to make a living, 
is insecure, because the owner can end the lease or sell or give the land 
to another less just owner, with the loss of the improvements made by 
the tenant’s labor. “The poor man toils for a meager substance, and if 
ever he rests, he finds himself in want” (Si 31:4).

Again, an artisan who invents some new object which he wishes 
to make with materials and tools that are only rented, is not free to 
experiment with what he does not own. Consequently, under commu
nism there is a hindrance to initiative, invention, and experiment, since

24 CA # 6-7.
25 CA # 37; CCC # 2415-2418, 2456-2457.
26 NAB translates the two Hebrew verbs “cultivate and care”; J.B. Westermann, Genesis 

7-77, p. 181, cf. pp. 220-222, translates them “to till and watch over” and Cassuto, 
Genesis, vol. 1, pp. 122-123, “to dress it and keep it.” Yet Cassuto seems to favor the 
rabbinic view that the first verb can mean “serve” in the sense of “worship,” since this 
is paralleled in Near Eastern texts. Westermann, p. 220 argues that for the Bible work 
as such is not a punishment for sin, but intrinsic to human nature. “The ‘blissful 
enjoyment’ in paradise [without work, which some exegetes assume was the condition 
of Adam and Eve before the Fall] comes from an understanding of humanity which 
undervalues manual work over against the activities o f spirit and mind, because it is too 
clearly bound to material objects. But this is completely foreign to Gen 2:3.”

27 CA # 30; CCC # 2402-2406, 2452.
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permission must always be sought from public authority to do anything 
new with resources. “While breath of life is still in you, let no man have 
dominion over you. Give not to another your wealth, lest then you have 
to beg from him... Keep control over your own affairs” (Si 33:21, 
22).28

Thus the original title of labor implies that for human beings 
fully to exercise their personal creativity, they must not only be able to 
use but also to own some productive property of their own. Aristotle 
pointed out that Plato, the first great advocate of communism, due to 
his excessive spiritualism, neglected the reality of matter and the plu
ralism of which it is the principle, and attempted to over-unify and 
centralize society.29 The existence of many bodily members of a soci
ety means that the unity of society must be loose enough to permit 
individual initiative and independent action especially in relation to 
material goods.

To this basic philosophical reason for private property the Bible 
adds the doctrine of original sin, which says that as a result of the fall, 
human beings struggle with selfishness and self-centeredness, so that it 
is unrealistic to expect that in most cases they will be able to achieve 
sufficient unity and harmony to work in close cooperation in the use of 
goods. Such harmony is to be found only in highly motivated religious 
communities.

Hence in the Old Law a balance is achieved between the acquisi
tion of private property on the one hand by the hard-work and prudence 
so often praised in the Wisdom literature (e.g., the praise of the indus
trious ant in Pr 6:6-11; cf. 24:30-34) and on the other hand its limitation 
by the sabbatical year (Lv 25) when all debts were to be canceled. In 
the New Testament we have the simple Pauline rules:

We instructed you that if anyone was unwilling to work, neither
should that one eat (2 Th 3:10; cf. 1 Th 4:11-12). The thief must

28 For the text and commentary on these verses see Skehan-Di Leila, Wisdom of Ben Sira, 
pp. 403,405; the general sense is, however, clear enough. These verses, of course, 
must be understood as expressing the principle o f subsidiarity, not as denying all 
authority. On the right o f initiative in economic matters see CCC # 2429.

29 Politics, II, 5-6, 1262b 38 - 1264a 11.
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no longer steal, but rather labor, doing honest work with his own 
hands, so that he may have something to share with one in need 
(Eph 4:28).

Thus, the right of private property does not imply that there is a 
right to accumulate hoards of private property, or to retain a control 
over its use that excludes others from using it to meet their needs. Only 
in a situation of unlimited abundance of material goods could one grow 
vastly rich without depriving others of what they really need, and this 
cannot be achieved even by modem “miracles” of technology, since 
we have discovered that there is always a price to pay for technological 
advance and have not been able to eliminate all poverty.30

Material and Immaterial Property

What can we own? Goods are material or immaterial. Material goods 
are mobile or immobile and mobile goods are consumable or not, and 
“fungible” (i.e. one unit able to substitute for another, as one bushel of 
wheat for any other bushel of wheat) or not. We do not own our own 
persons, neither our material body nor our immaterial soul, since only 
the Creator gave these and only he has full dominion over them. “Think! 
The heavens, even the highest heavens, belong to the Lord, your God, 
as well as the earth and everything on it” (Dt 10:14), but from God we 
have rightful use of our faculties in accordance with the purposes for 
which God made them: “The Lord from the earth created man and in 
his own image he made him... He endows man with a strength of his 
own, and with power over all things else on earth” (Si 17:1, 3; cf. Gn 
1:26, 28; Ps 8). Properly speaking our ownership is of external, mate
rial goods. As human persons, we have full, permanent dominion of 
the goods we own and the results of our work as these are necessary to 
attain our true goals in life and care for our families.

We do not, however, have any dominion over or claim to the 
goods of eternal life which we can only receive as gifts from God. “For

30 C A # 3 1 .
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by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not from you; 
it is the gift of God; it is not from works, so that no one may boast” (Eph 
2:9). Yet there is also a strict property right in certain goods that are 
intermediate between material and spiritual goods, namely the intan
gible goods of fame, honor, and reputation. As Sirach says of the dam
age done by the slanderer:

A blow from a whip raises a welt,
but a blow from the tongue smashes bones;

Many have fallen by the edge of the sword, 
but not as many as by the tongue.

Happy he who is sheltered from it
and has not endured its wrath (Si 28:17-19a).

While Christians should forgive those who defame them, yet when 
this causes scandal or injures the rights of others, they should refute 
these false accusations. Thus a priest, when innocent, should defend 
his character in order that the Church not suffer (see the example of St. 
Paul, 2 Cor 10:13), and a business man his reputation for honesty to 
prevent injury to his corporation or his family. “My son, with humility 
have self-esteem; prize yourself as you deserve. Who will acquit him 
who condemns himself? Who will honor him who discredits himself?” 
(Si 10:27-28).

There are also certain property rights in such immaterial goods as 
ideas when these are expressed in writing, works of art, inventions, etc. 
These are recognized in law by patent and copyright laws and other 
laws that protect creativity. This is justified in order to protect the live
lihood of writers, artists, and inventors since it is for the common good 
that such creative persons should be able to live and work in a society. 
The “brain-drain” of such talent and genius from countries that do not 
have such protective laws can do serious damage.

Property in Persons?

If we have only a qualified ownership of spiritual goods, can we have 
dominion over other human persons? We cannot have ownership of
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them in the sense of using them simply as means to our own good, 
because all persons are ends in themselves.31 Social authority or do
minion is always for the sake of the common good and of the person as 
a member of the common good, never for the sake of the authority, who 
is always in a position of service. For social officials to use their posi
tions for their own aggrandizement is tyranny. “Like a roaring lion or 
a ravenous bear is a wicked ruler over a poor people” (Pr 28:15).

What then of slavery? The Old Law accepted the institution of 
slavery common to all ancient societies (in democratic Athens half the 
population were slaves) and permitted the enslavement of non-Hebrews 
taken in war and of Hebrew bondsmen who put themselves in slavery 
in payment of a debt (indenture), but the sabbatical year ended inden
ture and the Law limited the institution in other humane ways (Ex 
20:17; 21:2-11; Lv 25:39-55; Dt 15:12-18).32

The early Church, living in the Roman Empire where slavery 
was an essential part of the economic system, did not condemn slavery 
as a social institution.33 However, it insisted that the master treat the 
slave as “a most dear brother,” as St. Paul says in the Epistle to Philemon, 
which obviously means to consider the slave as a member of the house
hold who shares in the common good (cf. 1 Cor 7:21-24; Eph 6:5-9; 
Col 3:22-4:1; 1 Tm 6:1-2; 1 P 2:18). Jesus had himself come to the 
world “taking the form of a slave” (Ph 2:7) and taught his disciples 
that:

“Whoever wishes to be first among you will be the slave of all.
For the Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to 
give his life as a ransom for many” (Mk 10:44).

Hence, early Christians saw no shame in being a slave.
Aristotle had argued34 that, since in the societies of the economic

31 CCC # 2414.
32 For the pervasive effects of slavery on culture in the period of the early Church see, 

Philippe Aries and Georges Dubay, A History of Private Life, Paul Veyne, ed., vol. 1. 
Index, “slavery,” p. 669.

33 See my Notre Dame Ph.D. dissertation, Winston Ashley, The Theory of Natural 
Slavery According to Aristotle and St.Thomas.

34 Politics, I, c. 3-7, 1253a 1 - 1256a 1 on slavery.
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level which he knew it was not possible to give all members an educa
tion that would fit them to be free citizens, it was better for the unedu
cated to be slaves sharing in the well-ordered life of the household, 
than free artisans who did not have that opportunity. We can better 
understand these arguments if today we consider the under-class of our 
cities which lives in misery and neglect because it has no recognized 
role in society.

Aquinas modified this argument and argued35 that slavery is in 
accordance with the natural law in the same way as private property; 
that is, it is natural not in the original order of creation but by the jus 
gentium for fallen man. Therefore, he thought it was justified only on 
two titles: (1) as a punishment for engaging in an unjust war, since it 
was more merciful to enslave rather than to kill the defeated aggres
sors; (2) as a hereditary status in which the children of slaves followed 
the social condition of their parents.36 This view assumed the medieval 
situation where social mobility from class to class was economically 
difficult.

While the Church always insisted that slaves of whatever race 
are persons with primary human rights, only in the nineteenth century 
did it come to realize fully that the age-old legalization of slavery by 
secular governments was so radically inconsistent with its own teach
ings on natural law and human dignity that it could no longer be toler
ated, just as today it is pondering whether capital punishment is ever 
right. Hence, the Church’s moral teaching has sometimes to change to 
remain true to the Gospel’s unchanging principles. “Every scribe who 
has been instructed in the kingdom of heaven is like the head of a 
household who brings from his storeroom both the new and the old” 
(Mt 13:52; cf. Mt 9:16-17).37

The principle involved in this doctrinal development is that no 
human being can have full dominion over another human being be
cause of their equality in basic rights, but that in appropriate circum-

35 S.T., II-II, q. 57, a. 3 ad 2; cf. I ll, q. 2, a. 4 ad 3; q. 94, a. 5 ad 3.
36IV Sent., d. 36, q. 1, a. 4.
37 CA # 54-55.
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stances there can be dominion as regards secondary rights, provided 
these do not infringe primary rights. The Church never condoned kill
ing slaves, forbidding them to marry, or sexually exploiting them, be
cause that is contrary to a primary right; but it did permit the restriction 
of their residence and employment, because freedom in this regard is a 
secondary right.

C: COMMUTATIVE JUSTICE

Kinds of Justice

Because in human society there are three basic relationships — of the 
members to the community, of the community to the members, and of 
the members to each other — there are only three species of justice.38 
First, legal justice or the debt of the individual to the community paid 
by observing its laws. Second, distributive justice or the debt of the 
community to share the common good among its individual members. 
Third, commutative (exchange) justice or the debts of the individual 
members to each other: “When you sell any land to your neighbor or 
buy any from him, do not deal unfairly” (Lv 25:14). Legal and distribu
tive justice are today commonly grouped together as social justice.39

I will first consider commutative justice because it demands ab
solute (arithmetic) equality between the debt and the repayment; while 
social and distributive justice demand only a relative (geometric) equal
ity, as we shall see. This is why commutative justice, but not the other 
two species, demands restitution, i.e., full repayment. Commutative 
justice is required in two kinds of cases: fair recompense for wrongful 
injuries (called in law torts) and the fulfillment of contracts.

38 CCC # 2411.
39 CCC# 1928-1472.
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Injuries

A formal sin of injustice is a voluntary and effective violation of the 
rights of another, either as regards their person or property. Thus the 
prophet Jeremiah denounced the leaders of his time:

They grow powerful and rich, 
fat and sleek.

They go their wicked way;
justice they do not defend

By advancing the claim of the fatherless
or judging the cause of the poor (Jr 6:27b-28).

And Jesus denounced the self-righteous Pharisees of his time: “They 
devour the houses of widows and, as a pretext, recite lengthy prayers” 
(Mk 12:40).

An injury that is not voluntary is said to be material and is not 
sinful, but in some cases may require compensation. We cannot do an 
injustice to someone who knows and consents to what we do (although 
we may sin against them in other ways), nor by making use of another’s 
property which the owner is unreasonably unwilling for us to use (e.g., 
to cross his property in a emergency), nor does the mere intention to 
injure constitute an injustice. Yet we can injure another’s rights not 
only in actions and in words, but even in thought (e.g., rash judgment). 
We may infringe someone’s rights without doing any actual damage, 
as for example, opening another’s mail that contains nothing secret.

The gravity of the sin of injustice is to be judged from the gravity 
of the injury or damage done. Thus to steal someone’s pencil does only 
a slight damage and is a venial sin, to steal his car is a mortal sin. That 
injustice can be a mortal sin, contradictory to love of God and neigh
bor, cutting us off from them and condemning us to hell, is clear in the 
Bible, since Jesus says in answer to the young man who asks him:

‘Teacher, what good must I do to gain eternal life?”
“If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments.”

When the young man asks him “Which ones?” Jesus replies, “You 
shall not kill, etc.” referring to the Ten Commandments of the Torah
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(Ex 20:13-17; Mt 19:17-18) which lists the principal kinds of injustice. 
Also St. Paul, when warning against certain kinds of acts, many of 
which violate human rights, says, “Do you not know that the unjust 
will not inherit the kingdom of God?” (1 Cor 6:8-10).

Justice requires us both to do good, and avoid evil so that we do 
not commit injustice either by commission or omission. Thus Jesus in 
the great concluding Sermon on the Judgment (Mt 25:31-46) speaks 
both of caring for the poor and of their neglect:

“ ‘Amen, I say to you, whatever you did for one of these least 
brothers of mine, you did it for me... [and] what you did not do 
for one of the least ones, you did not do it for me.’ And these will 
go off to eternal punishment, the righteous to eternal life” (Mt 
25:40b, 45).

We have already seen many biblical passages relating to commutative 
justice, such as wages and the repayment of loans. I will next treat of 
injury to the lives of persons, and then of injury to their property.

Injuries to Persons

The Scriptures again and again praise and thank the Creator for the gift 
of life:

How precious is your kindness, O God!
The children of men take refuge in the shadow of your wings.
They have their fill of the prime gifts of your house; 
from your delightful stream you give them to drink.
For with you is the fountain of life,
and in your light they see light (Ps 36:8-10).

Since life, spiritual and bodily, is one of the four basic human needs, it 
is intrinsically and therefore always unjust directly (that is, intention
ally) to do injury to the life of human persons except as a punishment 
necessary for their spiritual good or the common good of society.

Spiritual injury can be still more serious than injury to bodily life. 
This is why the Church has always regarded propagating heresy or



296 L iving the Truth in Love

schism as very serious injustices to the innocent persons led into these 
errors. “There will be false teachers among you, who will introduce 
destructive heresies and even deny the Master who ransomed them, 
bringing swift destruction on themselves” (2 P 2:1). But even in secu
lar courts today damages are assessed for psychological trauma caused 
by unjust acts, for libel, and even the spread of false information.

Murder

Any killing of a human being raises a grave moral problem and the 
Fifth Commandment simply says, “You shall not kill” (Dt 5:17). The 
respect for human dignity created in God’s image is already reflected 
in Genesis: when the first murder, that of Abel by Cain, occurred (Gn 
4:1-16), God did not kill him, but placed a mark on his head as a warn
ing, and said, “If anyone kills Cain, Cain shall be avenged sevenfold,” 
indicating that God wished to check at once the human tendency for 
one killing to lead to others out of revenge. But after the flood, God 
says to Noah, “If anyone sheds the blood of man, by man shall his 
blood be shed; For in the image of God has man been made” (Gn 9:6), 
indicating that in a world become very evil, retribution is necessary.

Hence, it is clear that it is always wrong to kill a human being 
who is doing or has done no serious harm to others, as Abel had not 
harmed his brother Cain, but simply occasioned his envy. To do so is 
the very grave sin of murder which the Church considers one of the 
“sins that cry to heaven for punishment.”40 “Then the Lord asked Cain, 
‘Where is your bother Abel? ... What have you done! Listen: Your 
brother’s blood cries out to me from the soil!”’ (Gn 4:9a-10).

Yet, when we read in the Book of Exodus how God through 
Moses commanded his people, “You shall not kill” (Ex 20:13), we find 
that in the very next chapter the same God also commanded his people, 
“Whoever strikes a man must be put to death” (Ex 21: 12)! No wonder 
there is much disagreement in society today about how this command
ment not to kill applies. Therefore, it is necessary to analyze different

'"C C C # 1867.



Living Justly 291

types of homicide in some detail and then other kinds of injuries to 
persons less than death. I will first discuss two kinds of cases in which 
there is current disagreement as to whether or not the victim is a subject 
of human rights: (a) a human fetus; (b) a non-human animal.

Abortion

An old opinion, supported by the Jewish rabbinical tradition,41 held 
that abortion to save the life of the mother was a case of self-defense 
from an aggressor. The Bible contains no specific statement concern
ing abortion. Exodus 21:22 only concerns damages for a miscarriage 
resulting accidentally during a fight (pharmakeia listed in Gal 5:20 
among the sins of the flesh may refer to use of abortifacient drugs).42 
From the Didache written at the end of the first century or the begin
ning of the second, early Christian literature condemned abortion and 
infanticide, and this has been the constant tradition of the Church; the 
only disagreements being about how to classify the sin or how to apply 
the principle of double-effect in certain difficult cases.43

In Jesus’ time not only abortion but infanticide was common. 
The Lord’s incarnate existence in Mary’s womb (Lk 1:39-45), his bless
ing of little children (Mt 10:13), and the practice of infant baptism44 
was understood by the Church as showing the dignity of the child and 
its rights. If the child once bom has these rights, why not before it is

41 On rabbinic views on abortion see Sir Immanuel Jakobvitz, Jewish Medical Ethics, pp. 
170-191.

42 See John T. Noonan, Jr., “An Almost Absolute Value in History” in The Morality of 
Abortion: Legal and Historical Perspectives, pp. 1 -59, who in a note on page 8 quotes 
Clyde Phare, “The Interdiction of Magic in Roman Law,” Transactions and Proceed
ings of the American Philological Association 63 (1932): 272-73 as showing that to 
translate pharmakeia as “sorceries” (as does the revised NAB) is an error. On the 
prevalence of abortion and infanticide in Greco-Roman culture see Philippe Aries and 
Georges Dubay, A History of Private Life, Paul Veyne, ed., vol. 1, pp. 9-32.

43 CCC #  2270-75. For the history of Church teaching on abortion see the essay of 
Noonan cited in the previous note.

44 CCC # 1252, 1282. On the debate about this topic see Joachim Jeremias, Infant 
Baptism in the First Four Centuries, and criticism by Kurt Aland, Did the Early 
Church Baptize Infants?
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bom? It already actually exists as an organism distinct from its mother, 
though dependent on her, even as it remains still very much dependent 
for long after birth. The “pro-choice” arguments for abortion generally 
are based on the assumption, refuted above, which says that human 
rights are not inherent in the person but are assigned to the person by 
society. Thus the child has a natural right to develop within the mother 
and cannot be called an aggressor, but is an innocent human being 
which has a right to its natural and necessary sustenance from the mother. 
Hence its life cannot be directly destroyed for the sake of the mother, 
since mother and child have equal rights to life.

The Church’s condemnation of abortion does not depend, be it 
noted, on the question as to whether life begins at conception (i.e., 
completed fertilization of the ovum, not implantation as some physi
cians define “conception”), although this is now the only view that is 
scientifically probable.*5 Even in the Middle Ages when science held 
that human life begins only a month or so after conception, the Church 
still condemned direct abortion as mortally sinful and equivalent to 
murder for two reasons: (1) The doubt as to when human life begins 
entails a serious risk of murder; (2) To destroy the embryo, which even 
if it were not human, yet is certainly developing into a human being, is 
a mortal sin against God’s dominion over human life. While this would 
not be murder technically, it is akin to murder, and is reducible to the 
Fifth Commandment. 45

45 The efforts o f some today to revive the old notion of “delayed hominization” —  i.e., 
that the human “pre-embryo,” embryo, or fetus is not a human person endowed with 
the same rights as a child after delivery or an adult —  is contradicted by all presently 
known biological evidence that the human individual comes into existence at 
conception and continues to exist until total brain death. See Benedict M. Ashley, O.P., 
and Albert S. Moraczewski, O.P., “Is the Biological Subject o f Human Rights Present 
from Conception.” See also S. Congregation for the Doctrine o f the Faith, “Instruction 
on Respect for Human Life in its Origin and on the Dignity of Procreation,” Donum 
Vitae (Rome: Vatican Polyglot Press, 1987), I, n. 1.
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Animal Rights

It is odd indeed that today when so many doubt that the unborn child 
has rights, or at least rights equal to the already bom, that there should 
be others who believe we should grant an equal right to life to non
human animals as to human ones. Christian respect for God-given human 
dignity extends proportionately to all God’s creatures including sub
human animals and plants as wonderful works of the Divine Wisdom 
which like any work of art deserve care.46 One has only to read Psalm 
104 or the magnificent poetry of Job 38-40 to see how the Bible praises 
the wonders of animal life and God’s providential care for his crea
tures. If we are stewards of God’s creation can we give them any less 
love?

Cruelty to non-human animals tends also to brutalize us and leads 
to cruelty to humans. Hence, we read in Genesis the symbolic story of 
how God until after the Flood did not permit the killing and eating of 
animals, but only of plants, to teach us respect for life, “which is in the 
blood” (Gn 9:3-4). Jesus also in the Sermon on the Mount marvels at 
the order and beauty of animals and plants (Mt 6:26-30) as had the 
scribes of the Wisdom literature (e.g., Si 39:12-35; 43:1-35).

Nevertheless, “moral rights” in the sense I have defined them are 
grounded in the fact that human beings are persons, i.e., beings with 
spiritual intelligence and free will. Animals can experience pain and 
pleasure and have feelings. They can act by instinct and learn certain 
new patterns of behavior. They can communicate with each other by 
certain signs. These facts do not prove that they have intelligence and 
free will comparable to that of human beings, since they never invent 
a culture or a true syntactical language as do human beings and hence 
give no evidence of the kind of abstract thought which is proper to 
spiritual persons.47

Thus it is perhaps not so paradoxical after all that those who

46 C C C# 2417-2418.
47 The widely disseminated notion that apes can be taught to communicate is analyzed in 

Thomas A. Sebeok and Jean Umiker-Sebeok, eds., Speaking Apes: A Critical 
Anthology of Two-Way Communication with Man and the difficulty shown of 
eliminating unconscious cues given by the human partner.
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defend abortion on the grounds that an early embryo feels no pain often 
defend the “right” of animals not to suffer pain. Their erroneous as
sumption is that the basis of rights is the capacity for pain and pleasure. 
In fact, as we have shown, it rests on a much more profound principle, 
namely, spiritual personhood. If the ability to feel pain were the basis 
of human rights, it would not be murder for a doctor to kill a patient 
once the patient was anesthetized! Hence, as Gn 1:26 teaches, human
kind created in God’s image, has dominion over all other living things 
and can use them to meet human needs provided they do so in coopera
tion with God’s plan for creation.

Suicide

I will next treat of cases which certainly involve human persons, but 
ones whose condition in life is such that some hold it were better that 
they be killed than live — and first those who think it is best to kill 
themselves. It might seem that suicide, i.e., killing oneself or helping 
another to kill him or herself, involves no injustice since it is not an 
injury to another. But this is not the case, since in fact it has serious 
consequences for those closely related to the suicide and to society.

Suicide must be evaluated as intrinsically wrong and therefore 
always mortally sinful if done freely and deliberately, as would seem to 
be the case in such instances related in the Bible like that of Saul (1 
S:31:3-6; 2 S 1:6-10) andJudas (Mt 27:3-10; Ac 1:18-19).48 Probably, 
however, in most cases suicides are persons whose mental condition is 
such that they are not free and hence their responsibility is removed or 
greatly reduced. The Church in the past often refused Christian burial 
to suicides on the assumption they were responsible for their act and 
with hope to deter others from self-destruction. Today, with better psy
chological information, suicides are usually permitted a regular fu
neral Mass and Christian burial and the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church urges us not to despair of their salvation.49

48 Perhaps even Saul, since he was often depressed (1 S 17:14-15), was not wholly respon
sible for his own death! Also note the catastrophic conditions in which this suicide took 
place. On suicide see CCC # 2280-2283.

49 CCC # 2282-2283.
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Objectively, however, suicide is a grave injury first of all to God, 
who as author of our life alone has full dominion over it.

Learn then that I, I alone, am God, and there is no god besides 
me. It is I who bring both death and life, I who inflict wounds 
and heal them, and from my hand there is no rescue (Dt 32:39).
O Lord, for you have dominion over life and death; you lead 
down to the gates of the nether world, and lead back. Man, how
ever, slays in his malice, but when the spirit has come away, it 
does not return, nor can he bring back the soul once it is con
fined. But your hand none can escape (Ws 16:13-15).

Second, suicide is an injury to oneself since all things naturally seek to 
preserve themselves. Third, it is an injury to society and to one’s family 
and friends from whose service suicides remove themselves without 
their family and community’s consent and without fulfilling all the 
suicide’s obligations to them.

Even in ancient times it was argued by the Stoics, and now again 
by such organizations as the Hemlock Society that a person should 
have the right to decide when he or she is to die (euthanasia or “good 
death”). Examples given include persons facing great suffering or pro
longed incapacity to function well, or disgrace or loneliness, or a spy 
who might reveal important secrets under torture, or protesters against 
injustice like the Buddhists who set themselves on fire, or soldiers who 
commit suicide to defeat their country’s enemies like the Japanese 
kamikaze pilots. The examples of the martyrs, some of whom seem to 
have sought martyrdom, even the example of Jesus who refused to 
defend himself, have been used to support euthanasia. This argument 
from martyrdom is invalid because Jesus and all true martyrs have not 
sought their death nor caused it, but have only refused to give up wit
nessing to the truth of the Gospel in spite of the fact that they knew 
others would kill them.

But what of the biblical examples of two men in the Maccabean 
wars, Eleazar, called Avaran, who stabbed an attacking elephant in the 
belly and was crushed in its fall (1 M 6:42-46) and Razis who “caught 
on all sides, turned his sword against himself, preferring to die nobly 
rather than fall into the hands of vile men and suffer outrages unworthy
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of his noble birth” (2 M 14:37-46)? The first of these examples, like 
that of the Japanese kamikaze pilots is open to debate since it is not 
clear that these soldiers really intended to kill themselves, but rather to 
attack the enemy although the risk to their lives was almost certainly 
fatal. As for the second, the Bible explicitly states Razis’ motivation 
and relates it as an evidence of the desperate courage and faith of the 
Maccabees. However, such examples of the Old Testament in general, 
as we have often pointed out, are not to be taken as perfect moral norms, 
unless confirmed by the teaching of the New Testament or at least in 
harmony with it, which the act of Razis is not.

Euthanasia

The claim to a “right to die” is a claim to have full dominion over one’s 
own life, which, as we have seen, is contrary to the Christian convic
tion that only the God who gave life has such a dominion. It also shows 
a lack of faith in God who will help us live the life he gave us to its very 
end in such a way that even our suffering will contribute to our spiritual 
welfare or that of others.50

But rejoice that you share in the sufferings of Christ, so that 
when his glory is revealed, you may also rejoice exultantly...
Let those who suffer in accord with God’s will do right and 
entrust their souls to a faithful Creator (1 P 4:13, 19).

Moreover, medical treatments are now available to us which can 
prevent severe pain without killing, although not always with the re
tention of mental functioning or without some risk to life. For others to 
cooperate with suicide on the plea that this is “mercy killing” or “as
sisted suicide” is equally wrong. It is also sometimes more motivated 
by a desire not to suffer oneself from watching another suffer than from 
a concern for the other’s real welfare.

Euthanasia should not be confused with a decision made either 
by a person or, when they are incompetent, by their guardians not to

50 CCC# 2276-2279, 2324.
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employ “extraordinary” means to maintain life, but rather to allow some 
pathology from which the person suffers to take its natural course to 
death. An extraordinary means is one which in the concrete circum
stances of the person is of so little benefit in enabling the person to 
recover or to perform conscious human functions that it does not jus
tify the burdens it places on the patient and on those who must care for 
the patient. Finally, it should be pointed out that to desire and pray for 
death, provided it is with a good motive and with resignation to God’s 
will, is not sinful.51 Sirach says, “Preferable is death to a bitter life, 
unending sleep to constant illness” (Si 30:17), and St. Paul says:

If I go on living in the flesh, that is fruitful labor for me. And I do 
not know which to choose. I am caught between the two. I long 
to depart this life and be with Christ, for that is far better. Yet 
that I remain in the flesh is more necessary for your benefit (Ph 
1:22-24).

Eugenic Killing and Genocide

In Nazi Germany there was widespread acceptance even among the 
medical profession of the claim that it was justifiable to put to death 
persons who were mentally ill or defective or suffering from other 
severe disabilities or incurable debilitating diseases, especially if these 
had a genetic origin, in order to relieve the burden of such persons on 
the nation and to improve the genetic quality of the population (eugen
ics]l. Thus not only did the government attempt to eliminate Jews, but 
also Gypsies, persons of Slavic origin, etc., and exterminated many 
senile and otherwise “useless” people in hospitals.52

More recently, we have seen horrible examples of “ethnic cleans
ing” in Bosnia and Rwanda, and other similar tragedies can be found 
throughout human history and in the Bible itself. In fact it would seem 
from the texts in the Torah concerning “holy war” and the “ban” (herem,

51 S. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Declaration on Euthanasia, May 5, 
1980. See C C C #2278.

52 See Robert Jay Lifton, The Nazi Doctors.
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Dt 7:1 -11, etc.) that the God of the Old Testament himself commanded 
the Hebrews to subject the pagan people occupying the Holy Land to 
genocide! Because this is an issue of “holy war” I will discuss it later 
when I take up the question of the “just war theory.” Suffice it here to 
say that this command belongs to a stage of moral development which 
is completely overcome in the New Testament by Jesus’ command, 
“Love your enemies; and pray for those who persecute you” (Mt 5:44), 
and cannot be used today to justify any form of eugenic or genocidal 
killing.

The argument for getting rid of “useless” people is based on the 
false assumption, which I have exposed several times already, that 
human worth (dignity) and human rights rest on special gifts or quali
ties of individuals other than the simple fact that they were created in 
the image of God as members of the human species. As for the notion 
that it is practical to improve the genetic heritage of a population by 
killing persons with undesirable genes, this has been thoroughly dis
proved by modem biology, which has shown that any such program 
would eliminate any given genetic defect from a population very slowly, 
would not prevent it from soon returning, and would at the same time 
eliminate many desirable traits.53

Similarly, the attempts to justify “ethnic cleansing” depend on 
false racialist theories or an exaggerated nationalism supported by un
just war. Again, human rights are not based on issues of racial superi
ority or inferiority nor on nationality, but on the equal personhood of 
all human beings.

Self-defense

I will next consider cases in which homicide is justified on the grounds 
of defending oneself or others from aggression. First it must be asked: 
May a private person kill someone in self-defense or to defend an
other?54 The words of Jesus already quoted (Mt 6:38-48) indicate that

53 On the illusion of “eugenics” see Albert Jacquard, In Praise of Difference: Genetics 
and Human Affairs.

54 CCC # 2263-2266.



Living Justly 305

it is of counsel to let oneself be injured, rather than to injure an aggres
sor, the reason being that we must love even our enemies as ourselves. 
Nevertheless, this is a counsel, not a precept, and therefore does not 
remove the natural right of self-preservation provided that the means 
used in defending one’s life or some good equivalent to life are not 
more harmful than is absolutely necessary (moderamine inculpatae 
tutelae) to insure one’s safety. Thus only the prevention of the aggres
sion not the death of the aggressor must be intended. Therefore, the 
frustration of the aggressive act not the killing of the agent is the means 
to self-defense, and the killing of the aggressor is, when unavoidable, 
indirect.

The phrase “one’s life or some good equivalent to life” is not 
easy to define and Alexander VII and Innocent XI had to reject lax 
opinions on the matter.55 Probably it is justifiable to kill someone to 
save an organ of one’s body or one’s mental sanity, but it is disputed by 
moralists whether this is ever permitted merely to save one’s material 
possessions or one’s reputation.56

To kill in defense of another is permitted only in an emergency 
when police protection is unavailable. In such a case a citizen acts not 
as a private person but as a delegate of public authority.

Dueling and Exhibitions of Skill

Sometimes homicide is justified not so much as a defense of one’s life 
as of one’s honor or simply as an exhibition of skill. Thus in the not 
distant past dueling was widely accepted in polite society because the 
aristocracy was originally a military class which believed it had an 
obligation to defend its “honor” when insulted. Even in our American 
democracy it was still common until after the Civil War. A gentleman 
was bound by this custom to defend his honor or that of his family (or

55 D S #  2038, 2131-2132.
56 It would seem that killing a robber can be justified if there is grave risk that he will also 

do serious bodily harm to his victims, but not merely to avoid the loss of material 
possessions.
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even his mistress!) against any insults from another gentleman by the 
use of sword or pistol. While this was often a mere formality, it did 
involve at least the risk of death, and as such was condemned by the 
Church, because private individuals have no authority to inflict capital 
punishment.

Also homicide has often been risked in the exhibition of the martial 
arts or other dangerous competitions. The Church in its early days fought 
against the pagan gladiatorial combats, in the Middle Ages against the 
chivalric tournaments and civic feuds, and from the Council of Trent 
against duels, excommunicating all who participated in them, even the 
“seconds.”57 Moralists generally have doubted the morality of profes
sional boxing, of the bull-fighting popular in Hispanic culture, of speed- 
car racing, and of various kinds of stunting in which there is serious 
risk of death or grave bodily injury.

Specific evaluation of such dangerous activities is beyond the 
scope of this book, but it is sufficient to say here that their morality 
depends on whether human skill is able to reduce the danger to a mini
mum. It is clearly immoral for people to seek entertainment in sports 
where the pleasure is not in the skill but in the injury or death of human 
beings. What has to be balanced is the admiration for courage and skill 
consonant with human dignity against the cheapening of human life.

There has often been a great deal of support for dueling and simi
lar homicidal activities which the Church has condemned or at least 
sought to discourage. This is a good example of the fact that popular 
opinion, which approved such duels as noble and honorable, is not of 
itself the sensus fidelium, or the vox Dei, but requires to be instructed 
by the pastors of the Church witnessing authoritatively to the Gospel.

Police Action and Just War

Granted the right of self-defense, few would question that the State has 
the right and a duty to deter crime by the use of force through a disci
plined police. The early Church, although it suffered much from the

57 DS # 799, 1111, 1113, 1240, 1830, 2022, 2351,2571-2575,3162, 3272-3273.
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Roman police, nevertheless supported the right of the State to enforce 
its laws and the duty of Christians to obey them. In passages that I have 
quoted before, St. Paul says that the State “does not bear the sword 
without a purpose, it is the servant of God to inflict wrath on the evil
doer” (Rm 13:4b), and 1 Peter (2:14) says that the State is “sent by him 
[God] for the punishment of evildoers and the approval of those who 
do good.”58 That police power is often abused, however, is also notori
ous. The police are morally obliged to act within the law, to act impar
tially, to use no more force than is necessary to defend themselves, 
prevent crime, or retain a prisoner, and they must refrain from torture, 
cruelty, and other similar abuses.

Far more serious is the question of the employment of force be
tween nations. Can war, which is usually justified on the grounds of the 
self-defense, not of individuals, but of nations, ever be just?59 Today 
some Christians are pacifists, claiming that in teaching us to “turn the 
other cheek,” Jesus forbade all use of force. Others accept the use of 
moderate force by the police, but reject war.

The early Church, before Christians had secular public 
responsibilities, although it accepted police force, often discouraged 
Christians from entering the army.60 The medieval Manichees, and later 
Wycliff, Erasmus, many of the “peace churches” of the Radical Refor
mation, and the Quakers of a later period, claimed military service to 
be forbidden to Christians. Some French Catholics in the Second World 
War opposed the Resistance by arguing that the nation’s sins required 
submission to the Nazis as a punishment.61

Nevertheless, such great Doctors of the Church as St. Ambrose, 
St. Augustine, and St. Gregory the Great taught that in extreme neces-

58 See William Klassen, “War in the New Testament,” ABD, VI:867-875 with its 
bibliography, pp. 874-875. On p. 869 he points out that the Septuagint translated the 
title “a man of war” applied to God in Ex 15:3, Is 42:13, and Jdt 9:7, 16:3 as “he who 
destroys war,” thus indicating a doctrinal development among the Jews in the 
Hellenistic period toward non-violence.

59 CCC # 2302-2317, 2327-2330.
60 See J. T. Johnson, Just War Tradition and the Restraint o f War: A Moral and 

Historical Inquiry and William O’Brien, The Conduct of Just and Limited War.
61 On the various attitudes in France to submission to the Nazi regime see Robert Aron, 

The Vichy Regime, 1940-44, “The National Revolution: Doctrine,” pp. 145-148.
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sity the State has the responsibility to wage a just war.62 This position 
is not necessarily inconsistent with the advocacy of non-violence such 
as that of Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr., nor with “conscientious 
objection” to military service by Christians, since modem war is com
monly conducted with the use of unjust means.63

Oddly today many who advocate pacifism, at the same time seem 
sympathetic to the Marxist notion of the class-struggle or anti-colonial 
uprisings which use violent means. Anarchists, such as Kropotkin and 
Tolstoy, have urged that the State be abolished because it inevitably 
uses force and thus becomes oppressive and unjust. Therefore they 
advocated a non-violent social order based solely on voluntary coop
eration.64 In fact Marx, although he believed revolutionary force to be 
necessary to overthrow capitalism, agreed with the anarchists in hop
ing for a non-violent, stateless, classless, cooperative democracy. Gandhi 
and Martin Luther King, Jr., without adopting the whole program of 
anarchism, believed that revolutionary reforms in society were best 
accomplished by non-violent means. These advocates of non-violence 
were only repeating Jesus’ teaching, but failed to take into account 
Christian realism about the fallen human condition. Until the coming 
of God’s Reign on earth there will always remain at least the possibility 
of unjust aggression and the need to oppose it by force.

Jesus counseled that it is better for one not to resist attack out of 
love for one’s enemies (Mt 5:38-48), and practiced this counsel him
self when he forbade Peter to defend him, saying, “Put your sword 
back into its sheath, for all who take the sword will perish by the sword” 
(Mt 26:52). Yet, as we have seen, St. Paul (Rm 13:4b) and the First 
Epistle of St. Peter (2:14) prove that the early Church acknowledged 
not only the right but the obligation of the State to use force to maintain 
law and order. This also implies that individuals in an emergency when

62 St. Ambrose (De OJficiis, I, c. 40); St. Augustine (De Civitate Dei, XXII, c. 74); and St. 
Gregory the Great (Epistles, 72; PL 77:441-1328).

63 See Mahatma Gandhi, Non-violence in Peace and War, 1942-1949, 2 vols., and James 
P. Hanigan, Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Foundations of Nonviolence.

64 See pp. 282 ff.
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the State cannot protect them have the right to defend themselves and 
others by force.

Hence, the words of Jesus just quoted must be understood not as 
a universal precept, but as a counsel to be followed as a way of perfec
tion by individuals when the protection of third parties is not in ques
tion. That is, when only one’s own safety is at stake, it is a Christ-like 
act of love for one’s enemy to let oneself be injured by that enemy than 
to injure him. Old Testament sayings about “holy war” were then inter
preted in a spiritual sense:

For, although we are in the flesh, we do not battle according to 
the flesh, for the weapons of our battle are not flesh but are 
enormously powerful, capable of destroying fortresses (2 Cor 
10:3-4).

In the Book of Revelation (5:1-7) the Messiah is at once “the Lion of 
Judah” and the “Lamb,” symbol of non-violence.65

Moreover, as the philosopher Jacques Maritain has shown,66 we 
can learn from Jesus’ non-violence that in the long run non-violence is 
a more effective means of witnessing to the truth and establishing so
cial justice than are violent means, however necessary they may be in 
an emergency to stop a particular act of aggression. Jesus said to Peter 
when he attempted to defend him from his captors, “All who take the 
sword will perish by the sword” (Mt 26:52), meaning that the use of 
violence even in a good cause inevitably leads to secondary effects of 
further hatred, revenge, disorder, and violence, while non-violent, con
structive acts lead to conditions of peace and order in which forceful 
defense becomes unnecessary. The use of force, therefore, can be jus
tified only as a means to stop aggression temporarily so that more con
structive means can then be employed.

This right and obligation of defensive war, however, is limited 
and to be just must fulfill the following conditions.67

65 See G.B. Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine on these verses for discussion on 
the Lamb and non-violence.

66 Jacques Maritain, ‘The Purification of Means,” and “The Doctrine of Satyagraha as Set 
Forth by M.K. Gandhi,” Freedom in the Modern World, pp. 139-192 and 215-223.

67 C A #  17-19.
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1. It must be declared by the authority of the supreme civil power of a 
nation;

2. It must be waged only to restore justice and establish peace;
3. It must use only moral means;
4. It must be necessary, the last resort to achieve this just purpose.

This fourth condition assumes that both natural law and international 
law (written and unwritten jus gentium) are observed. It should be noted 
that soldiers in a just war, or police acting lawfully, unlike private 
persons acting in self-defense, may, at least in some cases, directly 
intend the death of the enemy, since they act as agents of public author
ity which has the right and duty not only to prevent but also to punish 
unjust aggression (as will be shown later). This does not mean, how
ever, that the military can act out of hatred of the enemy, nor do injury 
to the enemy combatants that exceeds what is necessary to stop the 
aggression.

The natural and divine law requires, as the foregoing conditions 
indicate, that public authority itself can never justly wage war against 
non-aggressors, that is, the civil population, even if indirectly their 
work contributes to the war effort by maintaining normal national life. 
Since in modem warfare, obliteration and nuclear bombing, as well as 
the use of other uncontrollable weapons such as lethal gases and con
tagious diseases, are becoming more and more accepted means, it is 
difficult to see how war can be justified in our times. It can be argued 
that it is legitimate to possess such weapons as a deterrence to their use 
by others, but unless this is accompanied by the most serious efforts to 
obtain international disarmament agreements, it seems impossible to 
produce and store such weapons without the real intention to use them 
if attacked, which is intrinsically and always wrong.68

In concluding this section it is necessary to return to the question, 
often raised as a fundamental accusation against the inspiration of the 
Old Testament, as to the “holy wars” of the Jews which were not only 
defensive, but were offensive wars of conquest to drive out the occu-

68 Vatican II condemned “total war” and the use of “weapons of indiscriminate destruc
tion,” GS # 80-81. CCC # 2312-2316, 2328-2329.
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pants of Palestine in an “ethnic cleansing” which often involved geno
cide. Through Moses God commands the Israelites:

“When the Lord, your God, brings you into the land which you 
are to enter and occupy, and dislodges great nations before you 
— the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, 
Hivites and Jebusites, seven nations more numerous and power
ful than you — and when the Lord your God delivers them up to 
you and you defeat them, you shall doom them. Make no cov
enant with them and show them no mercy. You shall not inter
marry with them, neither giving your daughters to their sons nor 
taking their daughters for your sons. For they would turn your 
sons from following me to serving other gods, and then the wrath 
of the Lord would flare up and quickly destroy you” (Dt 7:1-4).

What this “doom” {herem, ban) meant is clear from the words, 
“At that time we seized all his [Sihon, King of Hesbon] cities and 
doomed them all, with their men, women, and children; we left no 
survivor” (Dt 2:34; cf. Ex 23:23,35:11-12; Nb 21:3;Dt 3:6,7:16,13:16, 
20:16; Jos 2:10,6:16-17,8:25-26,10:28,10:40,11:11,21; Jg 1:17; 1 S 
15:9-22; 1 K 9:20-21).

These passages need to be read in the light of the doctrine of 
biblical inspiration, of canonical criticism, and of the relation of the 
Old to the New Testament explained in Chapter 1.69 According to cur
rent scholarship, the Deuteronomic Torah was edited in the Exilic pe
riod long after the actual historical events. Thus, it could not have been 
intended to direct the Jews in wars of conquest which for them, a con
quered people, were no longer a practical possibility. This was recog
nized by the rabbinical tradition which argued that these commands 
held only for the unique situation of the entrance into the Promised 
Land and therefore could never be taken as general moral norms.70 

The real purpose of these texts was to interpret Israel’s history so

69 See pp. 11 ff.
70 See Haim H. Cohn, “The Penology of the Talmud,” in the book which he edited, 

Jewish Law in Ancient and Modern Israel, pp. 61 -82 for the ways in which the 
rabbinical tradition came to interpret the punishment required by the Torah in ever 
more humane ways.
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as to show the disheartened Jews in Exilic times: (1) that Israel’s con
quest of the Holy Land had not been obtained by their own power and 
so could not be regained by that power, but only by fidelity to the 
Covenant; (2) that fidelity to the Covenant would be endangered if they 
allowed themselves to be assimilated to the pagan culture for the sake 
of marriage or material benefits. Therefore, the “holy war” of the To
rah, freed of its inevitable historical and rhetorical conditioning, must 
be understood as the inspired Word of God still morally binding today 
in the light of Jesus’ own understanding. The Old Testament, in spite of 
its teaching on holy war, recognized that even a just war is the occasion 
of many sins. Thus God told David that although he had fought in 
God’s cause, “You may not build a house in my honor, because you 
have shed too much blood upon the earth in my sight” (1 Ch 22:8b). As 
a good Jew, Jesus certainly believed in the inspiration of the Torah, yet 
in his teaching its command to exterminate the pagans men, women, 
and children is transformed into the ironic words:

“Do not think that I have come to bring peace upon the earth. I 
have not come to bring peace but the sword. For I have come to 
set a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, and 
a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and one’s enemies 
will be those of his own household” (Mt 10:34).

In other words, the Christian community today along with its 
efforts to inculturate itself in our times in order to bring the Gospel to 
others, must also remain counter-cultural in its fidelity to the New 
Covenant, even at the cost of sacrificing both material benefits and 
desirable personal relationships.

One may still ask, of course: Why would God inspire authors in 
a particular historical epoch to write texts that in future times, taken out 
of context, could so easily be misunderstood and misused to justify 
terrible crimes against the natural law and to portray himself as com
manding such crimes? The answer to this question, I believe, is that, as 
the Catholic Church has always held, the Bible is indeed a dangerous 
book if it is left to “personal interpretation” (2 P 1:20; cf. 15-16) rather 
than to the tradition of the Church. God inspired the Bible to be read
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within the Church, not apart from it, so that only when we read it with 
the “mind of Christ” (1 Cor 2:16) are we listening to the Word of God.

Before going on to the topic of the use of force in punishment, I 
note that as there are injustices against life by murder, abortion, sui
cide, euthanasia, and unjust war, so there are also injustices against the 
basic human right of the transmission of life through procreation. Yet 
because procreation involves not only commutative justice but also the 
social relations between members of the family, it is best treated later 
under social justice.

Capital Punishment?

So far we have been primarily concerned with the use of force, even to 
homicide, as a means to stop aggression; what of its use as a punish
ment for injustices already committed? The Torah prescribes many 
such punishments ranging from fines to capital punishment according 
to the principle called the lex talionis, “You shall give life for life, eye 
for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot, bum for bum, 
wound for wound, stripe for stripe” (Ex 21:23-25; cf. Lv 24:18-21; Dt 
19:21). I have known modem Catholics who were shocked at the idea 
that God punishes sin. “Oh no!” they said, “God is a God of love. Why 
would he hurt anyone?” Yet, needless to say, not only does the Old 
Testament have a great deal to say about God’s punishments, but so 
does Jesus who says of himself:

“When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels 
with him, he will sit upon his glorious throne, and all the nations 
will be assembled before him. And he will separate them one 
from another, as a shepherd the sheep from the goats. He will 
place the sheep on his right and the goats on his left... Then he 
will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you accursed, into 
the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels! For I was 
hungry and you gave me no food, I was thirsty and you gave me 
no drink”’(Mt 23:31-33, 41-42).

A loving God punishes not out of revenge as if human injustice 
injured him (which it can in no way do), but because it injures his
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creatures whom he loves. For the same reason he has given the authori
ties in the human community the right and duty to punish injustice in 
his name for the good of its members. As St. Thomas Aquinas says,71 
there are three purposes for lawful punishment: (1) to reform the crimi
nal; (2) to deter the criminal and others from committing future crimes; 
(3) to maintain the standard of justice.

Most people admit the necessity of punishments for the first two 
purposes; but there has been much debate about the third, because to 
some it seems that this is either the same as deterrence or it is a euphe
mism for revenge, i.e., the satisfaction of the hatred of the victim or his 
friends for the criminal. I believe, however, that Aquinas is right in 
listing this as a third and distinct purpose, because it is essential to a 
society that its members not only know that there is a difference be
tween what is just and unjust, but that they know this to be publicly 
recognized and enforced. If a heinous crime is committed and the crimi
nal goes free, the public is outraged and loses confidence in the security 
of law and order.

For the same reason God must punish sin, not for his own satis
faction, but for our sense of security. It is true, as the Psalmist so often 
complains (Ps 10, etc.) that God’s justice is not always evident in this 
life. That is because God’s mercy delays punishment to give us time for 
repentance (cf. the Parable of the Weeds and the Wheat, Mt 13:24-30 
and the Parable of the Good and Bad Fishes, Mt 13:47-50).

Yet the Old Testament is not mistaken in its confidence that or
dinarily even in this life “crime does not pay” (Ps 37, etc.). God usually 
punishes our sins not by a special act on his part, but simply by permit
ting us to suffer their natural consequences (e.g., lying is punished by 
the loss of trust by others). Even in the next life the essential punish
ment of hell is not some torture added above the agony of eternal sepa
ration from God which God has not inflicted but we have ourselves 
freely chosen in the very act of mortal sin.72

71 S.T., II-II, q. 108, aa. 1 and 4.
72 CCC # 1033-1037. This is not to deny that God may in his providence or by a miracle 

sometimes inflict special punishments (e.g., the death of Ananias and Sapphira, Ac 5:1- 
11) as signs to awaken and warn us when we refuse to recognize the natural conse-
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Granted then, that the use of force as punishment can be just, 
necessary, and consistent with the Great Commandment of love of 
God and neighbor, what kinds of punishment are just? We have already 
said that torture and other cruel punishments cannot be defended to
day. On the other hand, few would deny that the restriction of a criminal’s 
freedom by prison or parole under humane conditions is a legitimate 
form of punishment. The debated question is the morality of the death 
penalty.

Some would argue that the threat of death is no way to lead a 
human being to true repentance. They question whether it really deters 
the crimes of violence and passion for which it is most often prescribed. 
They argue that rather than maintaining the standards of justice in a 
society, killing criminals is more likely to brutalize society and cheapen 
the regard for the dignity of human life. Finally, if it is true, as I have 
argued in rejecting suicide and euthanasia, that dominion over human 
life belongs to God only, what right does the state have to take human 
life, even the life of a criminal?

In the Bible, however, God seems to delegate that right to human 
society, since the Fifth Commandment is contained in the Covenant 
Code which, on the basis of the lex talionis, also provides the death 
penalty for numerous crimes (e.g. for murder, Ex 20:21; for kidnap
ping, v. 16; for cursing parents, v. 17; sorcery, 22:17; bestiality, v. 18; 
idolatry, v. 19, etc.).

On the other hand, in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus seems to 
abrogate the lex talionis:

“But I say to you, offer no resistance to one who is evil. When 
someone strikes you on your right cheek, turn the other one to 
him as well” (Mt 5:38-42).

This saying, however, can be read not so much as a norm or precept, as 
a counsel to private persons urging them to be peacemakers (Mt 5:9)

quences o f our acts. It would be arbitrary to dismiss a priori, as some exegetes have 
done, such “miracles o f punishment” as mere legends simply because they seem  
strange to “the modern mind.”



316 L iving the T ruth in Love

rather than to perpetuate the vicious cycle of hatred and revenge. I have 
already quoted the teaching of Jesus, Peter, and Paul (Mt 22:21; 1 P 
2:13-14; Rm 13:1-7) in approval of the state’s use of what Paul calls 
the “sword” to punish crime. As for the principle of lex talionis, Jesus 
approves it powerfully in his indignant warning:

“Whoever causes one of these little ones who believe in me to 
sin, it would be better for him if a great millstone were put around 
his neck and he were thrown into the sea” (Mk 9:42).

Yet Jesus’ counsel does apply even to public authority by calling on 
such authorities to resort to force only when necessary. Rather they 
should put their energies into the rehabilitation of criminals and build 
up a society free of the conditions that breed crime.

Although its martyrs suffered the death penalty simply for being 
Christians, the Church has never denied the right of the state to use the 
death penalty for true and grave crimes. In the Middle Ages when the 
Waldensian heretics preached against this right. Innocent III in 1208 
defended it, with the proviso that the state exercise this right “not out of 
hate, but by judgment; not hastily, but with due process.”73 Much later 
the Waldensian position was revived by the Quakers, and supported on 
other than religious grounds by Cesare Beccaria (d. 1794) and Jeremy 
Bentham (d. 1832).74

Against Beccaria and Bentham the right of capital punishment 
can be argued from considerations of purely natural law. Experience 
shows that if individuals are forced to defend themselves because the 
State permits homicide to go unpunished by some proportionate pen-

73 DS # 795.
74 The great moralist St. Alphonsus Liguori still took torture for granted as a part o f legal 

due process in the eighteenth century, although as early as the sixteenth century Luis 
Vives had argued powerfully against it; see Franz Bockle and Jacques Pohier, The 
Death Penalty and Torture. On Beccaria see Marcello T. Maestro, Cesare Beccaria 
and the Origins o f Penal Reform, who points out that although Diderot (p. 43) and 
Voltaire (p. 45) supported Beccaria’s ideas, they still thought torture might be 
necessary in cases of conspiracy. Bentham introduced Beccaria’s ideas to England; see 
his “Principles of Penal Law,” part 2, c. xi, pp. 441-450 and Appendix “On Death 
Punishment,” pp. 525-532, Works of Jeremy Bentham (Bowring edition), vol. 1.
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alty, the result is lawless feuding. Therefore, it is precisely respect for 
the dignity of human life that requires the state to deter the taking of 
many lives by taking the lives of a few who have had no respect for life.

The question today, however, is not the abstract question of the 
right of the state to take human life as a punishment when necessary for 
the common good, but whether in the circumstances of our modem 
societies capital punishment is either necessary or effective justice. We 
have the capacity to imprison people and to use various methods of 
rehabilitation which did not exist in former times and in other places. 
Moreover, given the complexity of modem life and the judicial system 
which it requires to protect human rights, it is difficult to administer 
capital punishment quickly, and it often appears to be unfair, directed 
more against the poor criminal than the rich one. For these reasons the 
Church today seeks to discourage recourse to capital punishment, with
out denying the authority of the state to use it if really necessary.75

It would seem to follow that by the natural law the state may in 
extreme cases inflict corporal punishment short of death and even 
mutilation, as well as imprisonment (which is a kind of corporal pun
ishment), but human dignity demands that the greatest moderation be 
used in employing all such punishments, both in view of the rehabilita
tion of the criminal and the avoidance of the brutalization of those who 
administer the punishments and of the public that is morbidly fasci
nated by them.76

What then are we to say of such Old Testament texts relating to 
the duties of parents as follows?

Blessings are for the head of the just,
but a rod for the back of the fool (Pr 10:6).

Withhold not chastisement from a boy;
if you beat him with the rod, he will not die.

Beat him with the rod,
and you will save him from the nether world (Pr 23:13-14).

75 CCC # 2263-2267.
76 CCC # 2298.
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Jesus taught us to respect children as persons (Mk 10:13-16; Mt 
19:13-15; Lk 18:15-17). Hence the passages just quoted from the Old 
Testament, like the punishments it prescribes for adults, should be 
understood to mean that parents should correct their children but in 
ways more appropriate to their true dignity.

Mutilation and Neglect of Health

After discussing the injury to persons that lead to death, it is necessary 
to consider lesser bodily injuries by mutilation.11 Granted that mutila
tion motivated by hatred or cruelty or even for well-intentioned pun
ishment is contrary to human dignity, what of therapeutic mutilation or 
the donation of organs for transplantation? The right to life permits one 
by a “principle of totality” to destroy or to consent to the destruction of 
one function of the body if this is necessary to save the whole body, 
whether because of internal disease, or some external cause, as when a 
leg needed for the function of walking is trapped under a fallen build
ing. Hence, for a good reason one may remove a functionless part of 
the body (hair, wisdom tooth, appendix) or a paired organ (kidney, 
lungs) or donate it to another in grave need if the donor’s own functions 
are not notably impaired. The transplantation of other organs, how
ever, is ethical only after the donor is certainly dead.

Contrary to some recent opinions, however, the “principle of to
tality” cannot be invoked to permit the sacrifice of some basic bodily 
function in order to solve problems which can be rightly solved by a 
change of behavior, e.g., to mutilate the stomach of an obese person so 
that they need not change their diet. Such a mutilation cannot honestly 
be said to be “for the good of the whole person” since in fact it sacri
fices the integrity of the person without true necessity (or in charity for 
the true necessity of another). When this need can be met by a change 
of behavior without loss of integrity, such a true necessity is not veri
fied. This is true even when the necessary change of behavior is not an 77

77 CCC # 2297. On sterilization see S. Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, 
“Sterilization in Catholic Hospitals,” 12 March, 1975, pp. 454-455.
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easy one. The example of the famous Church Father and ascetic Origen 
of Alexandria who castrated himself so as not to be tempted against 
chastity has always been rejected by Catholic moralists.78

This is why the Church opposes sterilization of either the man or 
the woman when its purpose is contraceptive, i.e., the prevention of 
pregnancy. This is true even in cases where the avoidance of pregnancy 
is justified for very serious reasons of physical or mental health; for 
example, when a woman is subject to grave post-natal depression or to 
serious diabetes. Since in these cases the pregnancy can be prevented 
by the practice of periodic abstinence (Natural Family Planning), al
though this may be difficult, the loss of personal integrity by mutilation 
is not justified by the principle of totality. On the other hand, mutilation 
would be justified if, for example, it was necessary to remove a cancer
ous uterus or kidney to prevent death.

The principle of totality also implies that it is a sin of omission to 
neglect the health of the body, i.e., its functional integrity, by failing to 
use the ordinary means to health. More will be said about this in dis
cussing the healthcare profession in Chapter 9.

Injuries to Property

Since human life is not possible without a material environment and 
private persons have a limited right to own portions of the environment 
as their own property, it is possible to commit an injustice to persons by 
injuring their property. Hence the Seventh Commandment, “You shall 
not steal” (Ex 20:15).79 Some exegetes think this originally referred 
specifically to man-stealing, i.e., kidnapping,80 but certainly in the 
Covenant Code there are numerous provisions to protect private prop
erty rights (Ex 21:33-22:15; cf. Dt 23:20-24:7).

78 See Henri Crouzel, Origen, pp. 9-10 and note 32.
79 C C C # 2401-2463.
80 Ex 21:16 and Dt 24:7 are explicitly about kidnapping. Rabbinical opinion held that this 

Seventh Commandment covered all kinds o f stealing including kidnapping; cf. 
Maimonides, The Commandments, vol. 2, pp. 232-233.
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Theft can be a mortal sin (St. Paul, 1 Cor 6:10, lists thieves and 
robbers among those will not “inherit the kingdom of God”) when it 
deprives another of goods of serious importance to that person’s virtu
ous life or when it is so large as to constitute a serious breach of the 
social order without which its citizens cannot live in peace.

Moralists are accustomed to speak of the relative and the abso
lute amount required to constitute a mortal sin of theft.81 Relatively a 
theft is grave if it does serious harm to the owner, and the traditional 
standard is that to steal a day’s wage of a worker is a serious harm to 
him or her. Absolutely the amount may not do serious harm to a rich 
man, but if in a given culture it is generally considered sufficient to give 
the appearance that, if it be not punished, law and order is breaking 
down, it must be considered serious. Thus looting stores may be more 
serious than the value of the property taken by a single person, because 
it initiates extensive disorders. If one steals small amounts but with the 
intention of eventually taking a large amount, or if one sees that the 
damage to the other is becoming serious, or if one retains the whole 
large amount, the theft becomes serious.

Yet it is not theft to use the property of another in urgent neces
sity, e.g., to take food when starving, or to borrow a car to take a very 
sick person to the hospital.82 Nor is it theft secretly to recover property 
(occult compensation) certainly due one in strict justice which one 
cannot recover in any other way, provided one take only one’s due and 
there is no proportionate risk to oneself or scandal given.83 Such a method 
of obtaining justice requires great prudence and is obviously open to 
serious abuses and could lead to a breakdown of social order and trust. 
The Bible urges caution in such matters:

81 Moralists have disagreed a great deal on this topic. I follow the standard manualist 
Benedict H. Merkelbach, Theologia Moralis, 3rd ed., vol. 2, pp. 418-427.

82 Innocent XI, DS #2126 , condemned laxist opinions which tried to argue that common 
or ordinary necessity justifies theft, e.g., that anyone can steal their daily food needed 
for life, rather than make an effort to obtain it by work or other lawful means.

83 Yet Innocent XI, DS #2137 , condemned as too lax the opinion that a domestic servant 
could secretly take more than the agreed salary because he believed his work was 
worth more. Later magisterial pronouncements, however, have made it clear that an 
employer cannot require an employee to accept an unjust wage; cf. GS #  67.
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Men despise not the thief if he steals
to satisfy his appetite when he is hungry;

Yet if he be caught he will have to pay back sevenfold;
all the wealth of his house he may yield up (Pr 7:30-31).

Defamation

Persons’ reputation and honor are external to their personal value, and 
yet are very important for their social relationships and thus can be 
considered property.84 Each of us wishes both to be thought well of by 
others, and to be spoken and treated as persons of good character. The 
Bible has an astonishing number of texts about “sins of the tongue,” 
most of which consist in injuries to the reputation of others (e.g., Jm 
3:2b-12; Pr 10:19; 18:21; Ps 52; 58:5-6; 140:4, 12; Si 28:22).

The New Testament especially condemns “rash judgments” (e.g., 
Mt 7:1-5). It is rash judgment to conclude that another is guilty of 
wrongdoing on the basis of insufficient evidence. When it is the delib
erate, definitive imputation of serious sin, it is itself a mortal sin. We 
can never have sufficient evidence, except when persons themselves 
confess such sins, that another person’s acts are subjectively sinful, 
since we cannot read their conscience. We can, however, have suffi
cient evidence of objectively serious sin and can condemn it, and if in 
official position, punish it.

It is with regard to subjective guilt that Jesus said:

“Stop judging that you may not be judged. For as you judge, so 
will you be judged, and the measure with which you measure 
will be measured out to you” (Mt 7:1; cf. Rm 2:1; Jm 4:11).

This is evident, since Jesus refers to God’s judgment of our for
mal guilt which, we have explained,85 is based not on objective but 
subjective conscience, known to God alone. But Jesus also in many of 
his sermons explicitly passes judgment on certain kinds of objective

84 CCC # 2477-2479, 2507.
85 Seep. 119.
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behavior, as does St. Paul, e.g., in excommunicating the incestuous 
man (1 Cor 5:1-5). To be a mortal sin, rash judgment must be a defini
tive conclusion, not a mere suspicion, which is only venial.

Unjust injury to someone’s reputation by speech without the 
victim’s knowledge and therefore irrefutable by him or her is detrac
tion. If it is also lying it is calumny or libel. Detraction can be a mortal 
sin (less grave than homicide, but more grave than theft). “A good 
name is more desirable than great riches, and high esteem, than gold 
and silver” (Pr 22:1). It is a mortal sin if it does serious harm to the 
person’s reputation, unless there is a proportionate reason to make public 
the private sins of another, even if the detractor does not intend to do 
harm but merely to gossip. “Cursed be gossips and the double-tongued, 
for they destroy the peace of many” (Si 28:13; see the whole essay 
28:12-26). One should not spread even publicly known facts in another 
region where they are not public.

One may publicly confess to one’s own sins and thus injure one’s 
own reputation, but this should not be done without good reason (see Si 
41:14-24 on true and false shame). The recent practice of making money 
out of autobiographies that “tell all,” even about one’s parents, is dis
honorable and scandalous. One can also sin by cooperating in detrac
tion by spreading it more widely. Especially detestable is detraction 
aimed at destroying friendships and trust between people, particularly 
in families (Pr 6:16-19; Si 6:14-16; 21:31; 22:19-26; 28:12-26; Rm 
1:29-32).

But we can also injure others when we humiliate them by making 
public their faults or defects in their presence (contumely) when there 
is no proportionate reason for doing so. “Mock not the worn cloak and 
jibe at no man’s bitter day” (Si 11:4). Jesus said of those who humiliate 
others by contemptuous words, “Whoever says to his brother, ‘Raqa’ 
[‘imbecile’] will be answerable to the Sanhedrin, and whoever says, 
‘You fool,’ will be liable to fiery Gehenna” (Mt 5:22).86

86 See Luz, Matthew, pp. 279-288 on Mt 5:22. Luz is puzzled because the rabbis gave 
similar admonitions and therefore tries to find something new in Jesus’ saying to make 
it an antithesis to all rabbinic teaching. In my opinion this is unnecessary since Jesus 
was correcting only the teaching o f some rabbis, not all. Luz shows that although it is
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We can humiliate others by practical jokes and mockery, as Jesus 
was mocked in his passion (Mt 27:41-44; Lk 23:36), or by gestures of 
scorn (Mt 26:68; 27:27-30; Lk 22:63-65). Such contempt is even more 
grave when it is mockery of good people (2 K 2:23-24; Job 12:4); one’s 
parents, “The eye that mocks a father, or scorns an aged mother, will be 
plucked out by the ravens in the valley; the young eagles will devour it” 
(Pr 30:17); or God, “Whom have you insulted and blasphemed?... The 
Holy One of Israel” (Is 37:23).

Heaping scorn or curses on others, except when this is a punish
ment by one who has authority to punish, makes contumely even worse, 
as when Shimei cursed the exiled David (2 S 16:5-14). Christians who 
are thus humiliated ought to suffer patiently and forgive the calumnia
tor, but sometimes they ought to denounce the abuser lest he or she 
should be encouraged to attack others, or lest there would be scandal to 
others. Those who commit calumny are bound immediately insofar as 
possible to repair the damage they have caused and foreseen, even 
confusedly.

Covenants and Contracts

After this long discussion of commutative justice involving the com
pensation of injuries done by one party to another, I now take up a 
second major kind of commutative justice — that involved in cov
enants or contracts, i.e., the just recompense of benefits received by 
one party from another.

In the Old Testament one of the chief concepts (some have thought 
it the central concept) is that of the Covenant between God and Israel. 
The Covenant was initiated by God, but it was bilateral, not indeed 
between equals, but between a God who deigned to enter into a mutual 
relationship with his creatures. Certainly “covenant” is a richer, more 
personal notion than the legal term “contract,” yet a contract is a less

traditional to seek a graduated intensification in the three expressions o f anger and the 
three punishments due them, it is not clear that this is really the case. More likely they 
are a threefold repetition of the same admonition in different words simply for 
emphasis. Against dishonoring others in speech see also Rm 12:10 and Ph 2:3.
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personal form of covenant. Both are founded on an agreement between 
parties and involve promises and obligations. But God’s Covenant with 
Israel was both conditional and unconditional. He promised them bless
ings if they obeyed his commandments:

“If you continue to heed the voice of the Lord, your God, and are 
careful to observe all his commandments which I enjoin on you 
today, the Lord, your God, will raise you high above all the 
nations of the earth” (Dt 28:1).

Yet God went beyond this to promise that whether the Jews all fulfilled 
their part of the bargain or not, God would irrevocably insure that at 
least a remnant would do so and hence that the promises would inevi
tably be fulfilled in the end:

I will leave as a remnant in your midst, 
a people humble and lowly,

Who shall take refuge in the name of the Lord, 
the remnant of Israel...

The King of Israel, the Lord, is in your midst,
you have no further misfortune to fear (Zp 3:12, 15; cf. Rm 

11:1- 12).

The Covenant was between a personal God and Israel as a corpo
rate person. Such relations of one person to another are governed by 
commutative justice and imply an exchange of promises and obliga
tions.87 Doubtless, this is the most common and easiest understood 
form of justice, and in Israel all justice ultimately flowed from the 
Covenant.

Commutative justice applies not only to injuries inflicted on per
sons directly and through their property, but also to matters that in
volve a mutual agreement or contract, a voluntary exchange between 
parties. Such agreements are frequently mentioned in the Bible, nota
bly in the Parable of Workers in the Vineyard already quoted in which

87 Of course the two parties to the Covenant, God and Israel, are utterly unequal, and it is 
God who graciously takes the initiative. Nevertheless, by doing so God raises Israel to 
a marvelous kind o f “equality” with himself as a father with an adopted child.
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Jesus teaches that God’s mercy exceeds his justice. The employer says 
to the harvest-hands who grumbled because he paid all of them the 
same no matter how long they had worked:

“My friend, I am not cheating you. Did you not agree with me 
for the usual daily wage? Take what is yours and go. What if I 
wish to give this last one the same as you? Or am I not free to do 
as I wish with my own money? Are you envious because I am 
generous?” (Mt 20:13-15).

The chief principle of commutative justice governing contracts 
is the equality between what is agreed upon and what is carried out by 
each party. The positive civil law is especially concerned with the regu
lation and enforcement of contracts, and its provisions (when reason
able) must be obeyed impartially.

You shall appoint judges and officials throughout your tribes to 
administer true justice to the people in all the communities which 
the Lord, your God, is giving you. You shall not distort justice, 
you must be impartial... Justice and justice alone should be your 
aim that you may have life and may possess the land which the 
Lord, your God, is giving you (Dt 16:18-20).

To make a binding contract there must be free and deliberate consent 
by both parties. The canonists and casuists have developed many par
ticular rules that can be used to determine the validity of contracts,88 
such as the following:

1. Substantial error as to the terms of the contract makes it invalid, while 
accidental error if antecedent to the agreement invalidates gratuitous 
contracts (such as gifts) but not onerous contracts (such as ones that 
require something from each party).

2. Substantial deceit invalidates a contract, while accidental deceit in
validates gratuitous contracts, but only renders onerous ones 
rescindable. Accidental deceit by a third party does not invalidate a 
contract.

88 These rules are excerpted from the very detailed treatment of contracts by Merkelbach, 
Theologia Moralis, vol. 2, pp. 464-645.
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3. When a contract is made under the pressure of fear, it may or may not 
be binding according to the degree of fear and the type of contract. 
Thus a marriage contract or religious vow can be invalidated by grave 
fear of parental anger, because it ought to be entirely free, but not by a 
light fear of such anger. But a business contract made under grave fear 
that if it is not made one will suffer serious financial harm is still valid.

4. Contracts to do illicit things are not antecedently binding, but post 
factum the price agreed upon (for example to a prostitute for her ser
vices) must be paid and can be retained by the creditor.

5. By natural law anyone who has the use of reason can make a contract, 
but civil law forbids or makes rescindable contracts by minors, etc., 
and ecclesiastical law forbids religious to make contracts without the 
consent of their superiors.

6. The obligations of contracts can cease under a variety of conditions 
too complicated to mention here but which are discussed at length in 
the standard manuals.

The chief unilateral or gratuitous contracts are promises, gifts, 
and wills (testaments). Promises must be kept (see the section on valid
ity and annulment of oaths, Nb 30:1-17 and the words of Jesus in the 
Sermon on the Mount, Mt 5:33-37), unless the beneficiary consents to 
their non-fulfillment, or unless this fulfillment would be harmful to the 
supposed beneficiary (see the story of Herod’s foolish promise to the 
daughter of Herodias, Mk 6:17-29).

Gifts are irrevocable, except when the recipient is gravely un
grateful (since the giver reasonably expects at least minimal gratitude), 
or if a childless donor has a child with a right to what is given, but can 
be rescinded if the gift was conditional and the conditions are not ful
filled.

A gift from a rogue will do you no good,
for in his eyes one gift is equal to seven.

He gives little and criticizes often, 
and like a crier he shouts aloud.

He lends today, he asks back tomorrow.
Hateful indeed is such a man (Si 20:13-14).

Galatians 3:15-29 explains the biblical concept of covenant in 
terms of a testament or will, and the Epistle to the Hebrews uses this
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notion to explain the death of Christ, “Now where there is a will, the 
death of the testator must be established. For a will takes effect only at 
death; it has no force while the testator is alive” (Heb 9:16-17). The 
civil law usually provides laws of inheritance where there is no will, 
and the conditions of previous wills may limit the terms in which a 
present possessor can pass on inherited property to the next heirs. But 
ordinarily one has the right to determine who will or will not receive 
one’s property at death and the conditions under which it will be used 
or disposed of. When these conditions appear immoral or at least un
reasonable, recourse must be made to the courts, who should seek to 
protect the true rights of all concerned, but also the common good.

Whoever injures the spiritual life of others by an unjust means, or 
by neglect of an official duty, has an obligation in justice to do what is 
possible to repair that spiritual damage; but if the means were not un
just they are held to do so only from charity. Thus priests or physicians, 
etc., who knowingly mislead clients to sin by erroneous advice are 
bound injustice to do what they can to correct this; but if those who are 
not professional counselors unknowingly give bad advice, they are 
bound to correct it only out of charity. We should, however, heed the 
advice of Ben Sirach, “Be swift to hear, but slow to answer. If you have 
knowledge, answer your neighbor; if not, put your hand over your 
mouth” (Si 5:13-14).

Honesty in Business

Bilateral onerous contracts require specified performances by each of 
the parties. The most common of these are contracts of buying and 
selling. In such contracts the chief ethical question is the determination 
of a just price. Thus the Old Law was very concerned about just prices 
(see Lv 25 on prices in relation to the sabbatical years and 27:14-25 on 
the valuation of Temple offerings). Proverbs (28:8) warns “He who 
increases his wealth by interest and overcharge, gathers it for him who 
is kind to the poor,” i.e., he will be deprived of his fortune by God in 
favor of the charitable.

The just price is not determined simply by the intrinsic value of
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a thing. What is more valuable to us than air? Yet air is ordinarily free. 
The medieval writers said a just price was determined by the “common 
estimation” of a thing’s marketable value. But in modem so-called 
“free market” economies this common estimation in the market is itself 
determined by the balance of supply and demand. The state, however, 
can when necessary justly regulate prices so as to keep the prices of 
scarce necessities sufficiently low to meet the needs of all, or raise 
prices to stimulate production or assist the producers. It can also tax 
products that are harmful or merely luxurious to decrease the demand 
for them.89

Sellers can also justly raise the prices somewhat above the cost of 
production plus a reasonable profit in payment for their own work in 
producing and marketing them (entrepreneurship), when they can show 
that this “markup” is necessary to offset their risks or losses that will 
arise from actual conditions in the market,90 but “better a little with 
virtue, than a large income with injustice” (Pr 16:11; cf. 28:6). Sellers 
must manifest substantial defects in what they sell, must supply what 
was purchased, and must protect it until delivered. Buyers must pay the 
price agreed on, take the purchased object away unless delivery was 
promised, and make sure the payment reaches the seller. Agents acting 
as proxies in a sale must fulfill their obligations honestly.

The possibilities of dishonesty and exploitation on the part of 
sellers in advertising for sale and creating spurious or harmful “needs,” 
of manipulating prices through monopoly, and of failing to deliver the 
goods promised; and, on the part of buyers, of failing to pay or incur
ring debts that can never be paid, are as countless as human ingenuity. 
The law and the prophets often denounce dishonest business practices:

You shall not keep two differing weights in your bag, one large 
and the other small; nor shall you keep two different measures in 
your house, one large, and the other small. But use a true and 
just weight, and a true and just measure, that you may have a 
long life on the land which the Lord, your God, is giving you.

89 Cf. CA # 34-35; CCC # 2423-2425, 2429.
90 Cf. CA # 35.
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Everyone who is dishonest in any of these matters is an abomi
nation to the Lord, your God (Dt 25:13-16; cf. Lv 19:35; Pr
11:1, 20:10; Ezk 45:10-12; Am 8:5; Mi 6:10-11, etc.).

So frequent are the temptations in business that Sirach says:

A merchant can hardly remain upright, nor a shopkeeper 
free from sin.

For the sake of profit many sin, and struggle for wealth 
blinds the eyes.

Like a peg driven between fitted stones, between buying 
and selling sin is wedged in (Si 26:20-27:2).

In the Middle Ages businessmen were often regarded as notori
ous sinners, as in New Testament times were the tax collectors 
(publicans), as we gather from Jesus’ words to the Pharisees, “Amen, 
I say to you, tax collectors and prostitutes are entering the kingdom of 
God before you” (Mt 21:3 lb; cf. Lk 18:9-14). Because of the frequency 
of such frauds, the Church still severely limits by canon law any kind 
of participation in business for profit by the clergy to avoid bringing the 
clerical office into disrepute.91

Jesus, however, did not hesitate to associate with businessmen in 
spite of the “scandal” it gave the Pharisees (Mt 9:9-13; Lk 19:1-10). 
Although undoubtedly his purpose was to convert these money-mak
ers from their sins of greed and fraud, we do not find that he ever 
demanded that they give up business as such. In fact the activity of 
business is necessary for the economic well-being of any but the sim
plest societies. Today when business is honestly conducted it makes 
possible a level of productivity and economic welfare impossible in the 
past. Interestingly, one of the most explicit biblical commendations of 
economic productivity is in the Praise of the Ideal Wife: “She makes 
garments and sells them, and stocks the merchants with belts” (Pr 31:26). 
I am reminded too of another businesswoman whom St. Paul and St. 
Luke met in the city of Philippi. Luke tells the story:

91 Canons # 2 8 6 , 1392.
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On the Sabbath we went outside the city gate along the river 
where we thought there would be a place of prayer. We sat and 
spoke with the women who had gathered there. One of them, a 
woman named Lydia, a dealer in purple cloth, from the city of 
Thyatira, a worshiper of God, listened and the Lord opened her 
heart to pay attention to what Paul was saying. After she and her 
household had been baptized, she offered us an invitation, “If 
you consider me a believer in the Lord, come and stay at my 
home,” and she prevailed on us (Ac 16:14-15).

Wages

Not only things, but services can be sold, but the sale of human labor 
cannot be reduced to that of a commodity, as the papal social encycli
cals constantly insist.92 In the Old Testament slaves were still bought 
and sold; e.g., in the Covenant Code we read, “When you purchase a 
Hebrew slave, he is to serve you for six years, but in the seventh year 
he shall be given his freedom without cost” (Ex 21:2). But, as we have 
already seen, the New Testament established the principle that all hu
man beings are ends in themselves and cannot be the property of oth
ers, for among Christians a slave is to be received “no longer as a slave 
but more than a slave, a brother, beloved... as a man and in the Lord” 
(Phm v. 16).

Although in any free market system the price of labor is subject 
to the law of supply and demand, yet this price must at least equal a 
living wage.93 Sirach compares the failure to pay a workman a living 
wage to murder (and this in biblical times certainly included the sup
port of the breadwinner’s family): “He slays his neighbor who deprives 
him of his living; he sheds blood who denies the laborer his wages” (Si 
34:22; cf. Jr 22:13). Hence, the Church traditionally classes this injus
tice among the “sins that cry to heaven” (Dt 24:14-15; Jm 5:4).94

This means that injustice a full time worker (male or female) on

92 CA # 34.
93 Cf. CA # 39.
^ C C C #  1867.
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whom the life of a family depends must receive not just a living wage 
for themselves but a. family wage. That is, a wage sufficient for them to 
support themselves and family in a manner consistent with human dig
nity, and if they are unmarried to marry in a reasonable time and begin 
a family. Women who work outside the family should receive equal 
pay for equal work by men, and if their husbands are not paid a living 
wage for the family, they should be paid enough for their work at home 
to compensate.95

Actually in our society the family wage as a norm of justice is not 
being met. Women, who are needed by small children in a special way 
for which the father can substitute only in part, are not free to take care 
of their children and home. In increasing numbers they are forced to 
work outside, while commonly continuing to have heavy duties at home. 
Moreover, modem wages often pressure spouses to practice contra
ception to limit their families severely to meet their income. Besides 
paying them a just wage and paying it on time, employers must also 
respect the human dignity of workers, be concerned for their welfare, 
safety, health and other working conditions, and refrain from sexual 
harassment, racial discrimination, etc.96

Sirach gives some rather harsh advice about the discipline of 
servants: “Force him to work that he be not idle, for idleness is an apt 
teacher of mischief’ (Si 33:28; cf. 33:25-33), but he makes the point 
that employers have a right to demand fair work from their employ
ees.97 They must do the work and at the time agreed, without unjusti
fied absenteeism. They must not injure or steal property, must abide by 
reasonable regulations, and not engage in quarreling, drinking or tak
ing of drugs, or immoral conduct at work. In the Parable of the Faithful 
and Unfaithful Servants (Lk 12:42-48) Jesus tells a satiric story of ser
vants who become disorderly when the master is away.

The Church defends the right of workers to form associations

95 CCC #  2434; GS # 67.
96 CCC # 2407, 2414, 2424-2427, 2433, 2455.
97 CCC #  2427-2428. Vatican II, GS, n. 67, spoke of “everyone’s duty to labor faithfully 

and also everyone’s right to work.” John Paul II developed this theme in one of his 
most important encyclicals, On Human Work (Laborem Exercens) of Sept. 14, 1981.
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(unions) for the protection of their rights and for mutual social and 
educational benefits, and encourages the formation and just administra
tion of such unions.98 “A brother is a better defense than a strong city, 
and a friend is like the bars of a castle” (Pr 18:19). Workers also have 
the right to strike, i.e., to refuse as a group to work, when this is neces
sary to obtain a just contract or its execution, but not to use violence 
against the employer, his property, or non-strikers. Nor can employers 
hinder the formation of unions, nor use violence to end strikes. Lock
outs of workers by employers can rarely be justified, since workers are 
then left without subsistence for their families. Nor can employers sim
ply eliminate large numbers of jobs or move factories away from unions 
in order to evade paying just wages or without a sincere effort to coop
erate with workers in finding new employment.

It should be noted that in modem economies most business is not 
a question of a relation between an individual employer and his work
ers, but is conducted through corporations, many of them of immense 
size and in control of a great variety of enterprises. These have now 
expanded on an international scale, thus escaping government regula
tion by a single state.99 The administrators of a corporation are not its 
primary owners, but are themselves employed (often at very high sala
ries and with large blocks of shares in the corporation) by the board of 
the corporation. The board in turn is responsible to the stockholders 
who are the real owners, but who often take no part in the actual pro
ductive work of the enterprise. To speak of their stock in the company 
as “private property” is therefore somewhat misleading, since their 
relation to this property is very indirect. What they really possess is the 
right to a share in its profits, as a dividend on their stock.

A common kind of business contract which is not buying and 
selling, but is gratuitous yet bilateral, is an agreement to rent or lease 
property to another for use for an agreed upon time and payment, with
out any sale. Rents are also determined today largely by the free mar
ket, but in some places (New York City is a prime example) rent con-

98 Cf. CA # 16,43; CCC # 1882-1893, 2435.
99 See Robert B. Dickie and Leroy S. Rouner, eds., Corporations and the Common Good 

for discussion.
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trols have been enacted in a largely unsuccessful attempt to supply all 
with affordable housing.

Loans

Of great interest from the moralist’s point of view is the loan of money, 
for which debtors pay a fee (interest) depending on how long they have 
the use of the money before they repay it. This is explicitly forbidden 
by the Covenant Code:

If you lend money to one of your poor neighbors among my 
people, you shall not act like an extortioner toward him by de
manding interest from him (Ex 22:24; Lv 25:35-37; Dt 23:20; 
15:7-10; Ps 15:5; Ezk 18:5-20; Ne 5:7, 9).

The Bible regards a loan as an act of charity not of investment, as is 
evident from the essay on lending in Sirach (29:1-20), whose theme is 
“Lend to your neighbor in his hour of need, and pay back your neighbor 
when a loan falls due” (Si 29:2; cf. Ex 22:24; Lk 6:35-35). Such texts, 
however, were qualified by the explicit command in the Law:

“You shall not demand interest from your countrymen on a loan 
of money or of food or of anything else on which interest is 
usually demanded. You may demand interest from a foreigner, 
but not from your countryman, so that the Lord, your God, may 
bless you in all your undertakings on the land you are to enter 
and occupy” (Dt 23:20-21).

Thus in the Middle Ages when everywhere religious uniformity 
within a state was taken for granted, Jews were excluded from most 
trades but were often tolerated in Christian states so that they might 
lend money to Christians, who were forbidden to take interest, and then 
were hated and persecuted by them because of this!

New Testament texts (Lk 6:35; Mt 5:42) urge those who can to 
make loans to the poor without interest, although they do not explicitly 
say interest-taking is sinful. The Parable of the Talents (Mt 25:14-30) 
compares God himself to a capitalistic master who says:
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“You wicked, lazy servant! So you knew that I harvest where I 
did not plant and gather where I did not scatter? Should you not 
then have put my money in the bank so that I could have got it 
back with interest on my return?” (Mt 25:26-27).

This parable obviously gets its ironic force from the fact that Jesus’ 
hearers were poor people very familiar with loan-sharks.

The teaching of the Church Fathers against usury is strong and 
consistent: Clement of Alexandria, Cyprian, and Tertullian urge chari
table loans; Basil denounces interest-taking as unjust, as do John 
Chrysostom and Leo the Great. The “sterility” of money compared 
with agriculture and other productive arts is taught by Gregory of Nyssa, 
Ambrose, and Augustine.100 The Church first prohibited only clerics to 
take interest, but in the twelfth century Gratian’s Decretals extended 
this prohibition to the laity.

To explain this biblical teaching, the scholastic moralists estab
lished the principle that all payment above the return of a loan is per se 
prohibited by the natural law as unjust usury (the Latin usus also has 
the sense of “gain,” and usury is an unjust “gain” on a loan). They 
considered that the repayment of the loan should be precisely equal to 
what was loaned, and that if the creditor demanded any more simply 
because the debtor needed the money, he would be taking an unjust 
advantage of the debtor’s hardship to demand something to which he 
had no justifiable claim.

It was admitted, however, that in the case of the rental of produc
tive property, such as a piece of land, the owner had a right not only to 
the return of the land but to a part of what the renter had produced from 
it minus what was due to his labor. But since, reasoned the medievals, 
money is not productive property, this cannot be the title by which the 
lender can claim interest. They did, however, recognize that the lender 
could charge a fee for hardship suffered by not having his property 
available for use (damnum emergens), or the loss he suffered by not 
having it on hand to sell opportunely (lucrum cessans), or as insurance 
against loss (periculum sortis), or as a penalty for late payment (poena

100 See John T. Noonan, Jr., The Scholastic Analysis o f Usury.
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conventialis). The always realistic Ben Sirach had already recognized 
how much risk a lender undergoes of not being repaid:

If the lender is able to recover barely half, 
he considers this an achievement;

If not, he is cheated of his wealth
and acquires an enemy at no extra charge;

With curses and insults the borrower pays him back, 
with abuse instead of honor.

Many refuse to lend, not out of meanness, 
but from fear of being cheated (Si 29:6-7).

Investment

In the late Middle Ages, the economy changed from a barter basis to a 
money basis, and banking and investment became common. There
fore, the moralists gradually came to recognize that in a money economy, 
money itself can be productive, since the accumulation of capital and 
its investment in capital goods makes possible commercial and techno
logical advances which permit the mass production of goods at rela
tively low prices. Thus interest on loans today compensates the lenders 
for the profits they might have made if they had invested the same 
money in a corporation or other profitable business.

In the sixteenth century the Fifth Lateran Council had permitted 
the montes pietatis (loan companies founded by religious orders to 
provide loans to the poor) to charge a small rate of interest. Yet even in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries Popes Alexander VII, Inno
cent XI, and Benedict XIV were still condemning laxist opinions on 
the subject, although the last of these popes had already begun to make 
some concessions to the changing situation.101 With the nineteenth cen
tury, however, and the rise of modem industrial productivity, it finally 
became clear that interest on loans had a different function than for-

101 Alexander VII (DS #  2062), Innocent XI (DS #2141-42), and Benedict XIV (DS #  
2546-2550).
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merly. Hence, the Holy Office (18 August, 1830 and 17 January, 1838); 
and the Sacred Penitentiary (16 September, 1830 and 11 November, 
1831) gradually began to permit moderate interest. Finally the Code of 
Canon Law not only permitted it but required ecclesiastical moneys to 
be invested at interest.

This apparent contradiction by the Church of its own long-stand
ing interpretation of natural law is today often cited as clear evidence 
that even apparently definitive positions of the Church’s ordinary 
Magisterium on morals have in fact been changed, and therefore the 
Magisterium can also reverse its position on contraception and other 
issues of sexual morality. Nevertheless, it will be seen that this argu
ment is of little weight. What changed in the teaching on usury was not 
the moral norm, namely, that it is intrinsically wrong to demand that 
the debtor return more than the principle of the loan plus (a) recom
pense for any losses (or risk of losses) to the creditor in making the 
loan; (b) a share in any fruits of the productive use of the principle. 
What has changed is not this norm but its prudential application to a 
changed economic system. Thus if one advocates change in the current 
teaching of the Church on sexual questions, it must be argued in terms 
of application to new facts or a new knowledge of the facts, not on the 
grounds so often given that “the Church is always behind the times; it 
will catch up.”

The many other questions concerning justice in financial transac
tions (some of which are touched on in the Old Law), such as deposits, 
insurance, betting, lotteries, the stock market, insurance, etc., form the 
whole field of business ethics. This was first treated systematically in 
the fifteenth century by St. Antoninus, O.P., Archbishop of Florence 
(then the very center of rising capitalism) in his great Theologia 
M oralist2 Today it forms an important field of research for moral 
theologians.102 103

102 See Bede Jarrett, O.P., S. Antonino and Medieval Economics for an introduction.
103 See R. Edward Freeman, ed. Business Ethics: The State of the Art, for essays 

describing this discipline.
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Restitution

In both kinds of commutative justice, compensation of injuries and 
fulfillment of contracts, there is a strict obligation of precise repayment 
of the debt incurred. Consequently, it is characteristic of this kind of 
justice that restitution is obligatory if such justice is violated. If the 
damage or debt is serious relative to the creditor’s welfare, then to fail 
to make restitution to the creditor when this is possible is a mortal sin. 
The Covenant Code of Exodus (21:33-22:5, etc.) has many provisions 
for restitution (sometimes double or greater), and the penalties are of
ten grave, for example, enslavement (22:2). The stories of how the 
destitute Tobit insisted on his wife’s returning the goat he suspected 
she had stolen (Tb 2:11-14) and how Zacchaeus, after he was con
verted by Jesus, made restitution four-fold from his tax-collection ex
tortions (Lk 19:1-10) make the same point (cf. also Ezk 33:14-16). The 
Epistle of James warns:

Come now, you rich, weep and wail over your impending mis
eries... Behold, the wages you withheld from the workers who 
harvested your fields are crying aloud, and the cries of the har
vesters have reached the Lord of hosts (Jm 5:1, 4).

This precept of restitution implies the negative prohibition of 
retaining ill-gotten goods and thus is an absolute or exceptionless norm. 
Seeming exceptions (such as not giving back a stolen gun to a criminal 
or a would-be suicide) are not in fact exceptions to the norm, because 
the one who withholds does not acquire ownership or the right of use, 
but only temporary guardianship of the weapon.

The casuists of the post-Tridentine period worked out many rules 
for just restitution. The most important of these rules104 are:

1. If one actually has unjust possession of goods one must restore them to 
the owner immediately.

2. If one voluntarily does something that may cause damage to these 
goods one must try to prevent this if the effort is proportionate to the

104 Merkelbach, Theologia Moralis, vol. 2, pp. 282-341.
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injury, and if one cannot prevent the damages one must compensate 
for them.

3. If it is only by an error that one is in unjust possession of another’s 
goods still one must try to prevent any damage to them.

4. If, while in unjust possession of another’s goods, one by an unavoid
able error does damage to them, one is only bound to compensate for 
such damage as one foresaw, unless one also realized the risk of dam
age.

5. If one injures someone thinking that person is another, one is still 
bound to restore to the injured party.

6. If one destroys something borrowed thinking it to be something else, 
one is at least required to restore the thing of lesser value.

7. If one is in doubt whether an action will cause injury before the fact, 
one may not take the risk of injuring another. If after the fact one is 
doubtful about whether one unjustly caused the damage, one is not 
strictly held to restore; but if one is not sure whether one actually 
caused the damage, but is sure that one did what would ordinarily 
cause damage, then one must restore.

8. If one has possessed something in good faith and then discovers it is 
really someone else’s, one must return the thing and its products (un
less civil law says otherwise), or at least what remains if any; but one 
can retain what one has added by one’s labor, compensating oneself 
for whatever value one may have added to the property.

9. If one cooperates with others in an injustice, one must restore in pro
portion to one’s degree of cooperation.

10. One must make restoration to the injured party if this is possible, but 
one need not reveal one’s guilt, unless this does a further injustice to 
the creditor or a third party.

11. If one does not know or is in doubt who was injured or how to restore 
to them, one may give the equivalent value to charity.

12. If one is unable to restore, one must restore in part, or over a period of 
time, unless the civil law limits the obligation by bankruptcy laws, 
etc., but it is unjust to incur bankruptcy deliberately in order to escape 
debts.

These casuistic rules reflect a keen sense of fairness, and many 
can be paralleled in the rabbinic literature of the Jewish tradition which 
strove to apply the Old Testament laws to a great variety of practical 
cases.
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Summary of Norms

The positive norm of commutative justice can be formulated as fol
lows:

1. If we are to live with God in his community here on earth and in eternal 
life, we must respect the rights of others destined to that same goal by 
exactly fulfilling our contracts with them as regards their personal in
tegrity, their reputation, and their property which are their means to 
that common goal, and if we injure these rights we must make exact 
restitution to them as far as within our power.

The negative positive norms can be stated thus:

2. Never usurp God’s dominion over human life from conception to death 
by depriving someone of that life who is not in a serious act of aggres
sion against ourselves or another, or liable to punishment for such an 
act.

3. Never deprive ourselves or another of bodily functional integrity un
less this is necessary to save our own or the other’s life.

4. Never deprive another of their rights to own and use their own prop
erty and maintain a good reputation in subordination to the common 
good.105

These norms of commutative justice must be interpreted in the 
light of social justice, that is, of legal and distributive justice and their 
auxiliary virtues, which I will discuss in the next chapter.

May my tongue sing of your promise, 
for all your commands are just (Ps 119:172).

105 The phrase “in subordination to the common good” means that all rights to own and 
use private property exist only in relation to the true common good of the society; cf.
CCC # 2401-2402





Chapter 8

LIVING JUSTLY, CONTINUED

Love justice, you who judge the earth; think o f the Lord in 
goodness, and seek him in integrity o f heart (Ws 1:1).

A: LEGAL JUSTICE

Legal and Social Justice

The Old Testament with its fundamental notion of the covenant be
tween God and the People of God, Israel, always presents human life in 
a social context. The moral life is that demanded by citizenship in the 
Kingdom (Reign) of God. Righteousness (justice) is to live as a good 
citizen of that Kingdom, obedient to God’s rule.

The God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be 
destroyed or delivered up to another people; rather, it shall break 
in pieces all these [other] kingdoms and put an end to them, and 
it shall stand forever (Dn 2:44).
I saw one like a son of man coming on the clouds of heaven; 
when he reached the Ancient One and was presented before 
him, he received dominion, glory, and kingship; nations and 
people of every language serve him. His dominion is an ever
lasting dominion that shall not be taken away, his kingship shall 
not be destroyed (Dn 7:13-14).

Jesus’ preaching centered on the coming of this “Kingdom (Reign) 
of God” (Mk 1:15) and his disciples came to recognize in him the 
Messiah (Mk 8:29), the anointed king to whom God would commit this 
everlasting kingdom. Theologically, therefore, earthly governments
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have to be measured by the way they reflect this ultimate kingdom, and 
biblical righteousness (justice) is above all a social justice

“Social justice” as the term is used today, especially in the docu
ments of the Church’s Magisterium comprises both what the scholas
tics called “legal justice” and “distributive justice.” It is called “social” 
because it concerns both the obligations of the members of society to 
the society as a whole, and of the society as a whole to its members. In 
an ideal way it is ascribed to the earliest Christian community in Jerusa
lem:

The community of believers was of one heart and mind, and no 
one claimed that any of his possessions was his own, but they 
had everything in common... There was no needy person among 
them, for those who owned property or houses would sell them, 
bring the proceeds of the sale, and put them at the feet of the 
apostles, and they were distributed to each according to need 
(Ac 4:32, 34-35).

The first part of this quotation describes legal justice; the last clause, 
“they were distributed to each according to need” describes distribu
tive justice.

Legal justice regulates what is due the common good of a society 
from its members. It is a virtue of the citizens who obey the laws nec
essary for the common good (good citizenship), but it is also an “archi
tectonic” (regulative) virtue for those in government positions who 
make and execute these laws in the service of the common good. “If a 
king is zealous for the rights of the poor, his throne stands firm forever” 
(Pr 29:14; cf. 20:28).

By common good we mean an order of real and mental relations 
which constitute the welfare or happiness of a society as an organic 
whole. Society is bound together both by real relations, such as familial 
and racial origins and common humanity, and also by mental relations 
such as legal citizenship. Thus the common good consists primarily in 
the spiritual good of the achievement of true understanding and moral 
living by all members of the society, but also secondarily and instru-

'C C C #  1877-1948.
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mentally in the material prosperity and security that are the conditions 
of this achievement. The Scriptures often speak of this true welfare of 
God’s people, both spiritual and material, as “peace.”

Pray for the peace of Jerusalem!
May those who love you prosper!

May peace be within your walls, 
prosperity in your buildings.

Because of my relatives and friends 
I will say, “Peace be within you!”

Because of the house of the Lord our God,
I will pray for your good (Ps 122:6-9).

Principle of Subsidiarity

The only secular society which is “perfect” in the sense that it includes 
all the means for human worldly fulfillment is the national state, al
though even it is becoming more and more dependent on international 
society. But the Church is also a perfect society in respect to its tran
scendent spiritual purpose, which is to witness on earth to the coming 
of the Reign of God under Christ the King.2 According to the social 
encyclicals of the popes from Leo XIII to the present, the state must 
seek the prosperity of the community and its members, and peace, 
morality, family life, justice, public works, and the increase of the arts 
and business, and agriculture.3 It should not, however, intervene in 
local affairs except when local authority cannot or will not make its 
own provisions for the welfare of its members (the principle o f 
subsidiarity).4

Biblically this principle of subsidiarity is proposed in the narra
tive in which wise Jethro, Moses’ father-in-law, sees how Moses is 
over-burdened in his task of leading Israel and counsels him:

“You will surely wear yourself out, and not only yourself but

2 CCC # 758-780, 2244-2246.
3 CCC # 459, 1877-1927, 2234-2257.
4 CA # 16, 48; CCC # 1883-5, 2209.
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also these people with you. The task is too heavy for you; you 
cannot do it alone. Now, listen to me, and I will give you some 
advice, that God may be with you. Act as the people’s representa
tive before God, bringing to him whatever they have to say. 
Enlighten them in regard to the decisions and regulations, show
ing them how they are to live and what they are to do. But you 
should also look among all the people for able and God-fearing 
men, trustworthy men who hate dishonest gain, and set them as 
officers over groups of thousands, of hundreds, of fifties, and of 
tens. Let these men render decisions for the people in all ordi
nary cases. More important cases they should refer to you, but 
all lesser cases they can settle for themselves. Thus your burden 
will be lightened, since they will bear it with you. If you do this, 
when God gives you orders you will be able to stand the strain, 
and all these people will go home satisfied.” Moses followed the 
advice of his father-in-law and did all that he suggested (Ex 
18:18-24).

Just Forms of Government

When the people of Israel requested their judge, the prophet Samuel to 
establish a king for them “as other nations have” (IS  8:5), God warned 
them through Samuel that they would live to regret their request. A 
king:

... will take your sons and assign them to his chariots and horses, 
and they will run before his chariot. He will also appoint for 
them his commanders of groups of a thousand and a hundred 
soldiers. He will set them to do his plowing and his harvesting, 
and to make his implements of war and the equipment of his 
chariots. He will use your daughters as ointment-makers, as 
cooks, and as bakers, etc... .He will tithe your crops and your 
vineyards and you yourselves will become his slaves (1 S 8:11- 
17).

Thus the Bible distinguishes between an unjust government or 
tyranny which rules for the advantage of those who rule, and a just 
government which rules for the welfare of the people as a whole. 
Aristotle made the same distinction and described three fundamental
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models of just governmental) rule by a single executive (monarchy) 
which has the advantages of unity of action but the disadvantages of 
the limited prudence of a single man; (2) rule by a select group (aristoc
racy) which has the advantage of the greater prudence of a group of 
experts but the disadvantage of less unity of action; and (3) rule by all 
the citizens (democracy) which has the advantage of greater freedom 
of action for individuals but the disadvantage of the lack of prudence of 
the masses and lack of unity of action.5

To maximize the advantages and balance the disadvantages of 
these pure forms, many States have tried to combine all three forms in 
various ways under the title of a “republic” (res publica, “people’s 
business”). Aquinas argues6 that the law provided Israel with such a 
mixed government, since they had a supreme leader in Moses, assisted 
by seventy-two elders (Dt 1:9-18) who were chosen from among the 
people (Dt 1:13) and that, prior to the institution of Saul as an absolute 
monarch, this aristocracy of leaders chosen from among the people 
prevented the leader from becoming a tyrant.

The governments of England and the United States have proved 
remarkably stable in modem times. They also combine the monarchi
cal principle of a strong executive (a Prime Minister acting for a he
reditary monarch in England, a President elected from the people in the 
United States) with an aristocratic principle (Parliament in England, 
Congress in the United States), and a democratic principle (election of 
a majority party in England, election of a majority party and, indepen
dently of Congress, of a President in the United States).7

Today it is often thought that only a “democracy” is a just form 
of government, but this is to confuse two different things: the ends of 
government and the means of government. Any of the three pure forms 
and the various modes of the mixed forms can be just or unjust depend
ing on whether it acts for the common good or for the good of the 
governors. It can be argued, however, that governmental action will 
probably be just the more the principle of subsidiarity is followed, i.e.,

5 Politics, Bk. Ill, c. 6-13, 1278b 7 seq.
6 5. T., II-II, q. 105, a. 1.
7 See Mattei Dogan and Dominique Pellasy, How to Compare Nations.
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the greater the participation in decision-making by all the citizens 
(Lincoln’s “government of the people, by the people, for the people”). 
No one knows the actual needs of the people better than the people 
themselves, and the combined prudence of all the people exceeds that 
of any single group.8

Yet, how is this maximum participation to be achieved? In large 
modem “democratic” states (and most modem states claim to be de
mocracies or at least “republics”) the actual participation of the citi
zens is often quite low, as is evidenced in the United States by the 
meager turn-out for many elections.9 A state with a monarchical con
stitution may actually have a higher level of participation than one with 
a democratic constitution, if it observes the principle of subsidiarity 
and if the monarch before making major decisions carefully consults 
the citizens at every level. On the contrary, a state with a democratic 
constitution may in fact be ruled by a small group at the head of the 
major party while the great majority of citizens are passive. The justice 
of a government, therefore, should be judged by considering whether it 
serves the common good through a unity of action achieved by the 
maximum possible consultation of its citizens.10

Duties of Citizenship

Besides the duty to observe the just laws of the community and partici
pate in its life by voting and consultation, all citizens have a responsi
bility to contribute to the support of necessary government and hence 
to pay taxes.11 Members of the Church have a similar responsibility to 
contribute to its financial support.12 The Jews of Jesus’ time were re
quired by the law to pay taxes for the support of the Temple and of the 
monarchy. When they lost their monarchy they had to pay taxes to the

8 CA # 46.
9 On the causes of this low participation by the electorate, one of which paradoxically was 

the efforts at electoral reform early in this century, see Walter Dean Burnham, The Current 
Crisis in American Politics, Chapters 1, 2, and 4.

10 This is argued in my book, Justice in the Church: Gender and Participation, Chapters 1-2.
11 CCC # 2436.
12 CCC # 2043.
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Roman government, and the tax-collectors (publicans) for this oppres
sive government were hated and despised. Jesus sought to convert these 
tax-collectors from their exploitative abuse of their office, but he re
quired his followers to pay both the Temple tax and the tax to the 
Romans (Mt 17:23-26; Mt 22:21; Rm 13:5-7). Thus everyone has a 
duty in justice to pay their fair share to the administration of govern
ment and its services, a share proportionate to the ability of each to pay.

Some have claimed that a graduated income tax is contrary to the 
right of private property. This is not true since the wealth of the rich 
cannot be attributed simply to their own efforts, but is a function of the 
society which has protected them and their property and made it pos
sible for them to operate their business. Hence they deserve to pay 
more than those who have received less from society. This obligation 
is not merely penal (i.e., to avoid the penalty) but a moral obligation in 
social justice.13 In general citizens are obliged to pay whatever is as
sessed them by law, but in circumstances in which assessments are 
commonly understood as not to be taken to the letter of the law, it is 
permissible to pay the customary percentage, since it is the responsibil
ity of the government to interpret the law by the way it enforces it.

Military service (including police service) is also an obligation 
on all citizens. It would seem that even women today have some 
responsibility in the defense of the country, and certainly do all men 
physically and mentally qualified. The government must administer 
the draft impartially. It can, however, take into consideration other 
services a person renders to society and defer draftees for that reason.14

Because modem wars commonly fail to meet the requirements of 
just war, it is morally required of those who believe that a given war or 
a probable war to come is radically unjust, to refuse to serve in that war. 
This “conscientious objection” must, however, not be simply a refusal 
to assume the burdens and risks of military service. Those who are 
sincerely convinced that a war is just or who are unable to judge the 
justice of a war are obliged to serve (since they need to trust their 
government unless they know to the contrary). In modem conditions,

13 CCC # 2240, 2436.
14 CCC #2310-2311.
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however, it is easier to know if radically unjust means such as nuclear 
warfare are likely to be used. It is wise of a state in modem conditions 
to permit conscientious refusal of military service out of respect for 
conscience and for army morale, and instead to require some equiva
lent social service. The Old Testament permitted those recently mar
ried to stay home for a year so that they might at least beget a child for 
the people (Dt 24:5). To escape the draft by unjust means such as brib
ery or self-mutilation is of course wrong.

Those who act as criminal judges and executioners of punish
ment also bear a special burden. A judge must execute the law accord
ing to the information he has as judge and not as a private person. 
Citizens have a duty to serve as jurors and to decide on the evidence.

Witnesses have an obligation to testify even at some risk to them
selves (but probably not if they cannot obtain police protection) and 
must be truthful. Modem law permits the accused not to confess, or 
incriminate himself, and to plead innocent even if he is not, in order to 
gain a fair hearing; but he must answer honestly to questions if he 
answers at all. The accused may not bribe or threaten the judge, wit
nesses, or prosecutor.

The Ethics of the Learned Professions

Since the French Revolution many think of the State as the locus of all 
social power at one end and the citizens with their rights guaranteed by 
the state at the other, with nothing in between.15 Catholic social doc
trine, on the contrary, has always insisted that the principle of 
subsidiarity16 requires the distribution of civil power among a variety

15 See Simon Schama, Citizens: A Chronicle of the French Revolution, pp. 859-861.
16 “Authorities must beware o f hindering family, social, or cultural groups, as well as 

intermediate bodies and institutions. They must not deprive them of their own lawful and 
effective activity, but should rather strive to promote them willingly and in orderly 
fashion. For their part, citizens both as individuals and in association should be on guard 
against granting government too much authority and inappropriately seeking from it 
excessive conveniences and advantages, with a consequent weakening of the sense of 
responsibility on the part o f individuals, families, and groups.” Vatican II, GS, n. 75. GS 
uses the term “participation” (actuosa participatio) both o f economic (n. 68) and 
political participation (n. 75). See CA # 48 for a more concrete discussion of subsidiarity.
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of social institutions which the state does, indeed, have the responsibil
ity of coordinating and, when necessary, correcting and even supple
menting. In this book it is not possible to discuss all these institutions 
of which business, the military, the arts, communications, and the learned 
professions are the chief. I have said something of business ethics in 
discussing commutative justice. I will say something of the military in 
discussing just war. Here I will only treat briefly of the responsibilities 
of the learned professions, and include the arts and communications 
under the educational function.17

It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of the four traditional 
“learned professions,” i.e., physicians, lawyers, teachers, clergy, in 
forming the values of a society, although they are not, as such, officials 
of the state. Their services involve in a very direct way the basic rights 
of human beings. For that reason the relation of trust between client 
and professional is essential.

Moreover, the conduct of these professions is vital to maintain
ing a high level of morality and spiritual well-being in any community. 
This is obvious in the case of the clergy, but it is also true for teachers 
— since on them depends the access of their students to truth, a funda
mental spiritual good, and for lawyers — since they assist their clients 
to avoid crime and to defend their basic rights, which again are spiritual 
concerns, and for physicians — since on their skill depends the great 
life events of birth and death.

The Bible18 acknowledges the honor due the physician as an in
strument of God for our healing in Sirach 38:1-15:

Hold the physician in honor, for he is essential to you, 
and God it was who established his profession.

17 See Alan H. Goldman, The Moral Foundations of Professional Ethics', Dennis M. 
Campbell, Doctors, Lawyers, Ministers', Paul F. Camenisch, Grounding Professional 
Ethics in a Pluralistic Society', Francis A. Eige, ed., The Professions in Ethical Context', 
John Callahan, ed., Ethical Issues in Professional Life', Banks M cDowell, Ethical 
Conduct and the Professional’s Dilemma', Steven Brint, In an Age of Experts.

18 In 2 Ch 16:12b, King Asa was condemned by God because “Even in his sickness he did 
not seek the Lord, but only the physicians” as in war he had ‘“relied on the king o f  
Aram and did not rely on the Lord, your God’” (16:7); but in both cases his sin was not 
reliance on his army or his doctor but his failure to base this trust on a superior trust in 
God.
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From God the doctor has his wisdom,
and the king provides for his sustenance...

Thus God’s creative work continues without cease 
in its efficacy on the earth...

He who is a sinner toward his Maker,
will be defiant toward the doctor (Si 38:1-2, 8, 15).

Not only physicians are honored in the Bible, but also lawyers, 
since the rabbis were interpreters of the law and Jesus said of them, 
“The scribes and the Pharisees have taken their seat on the chair of 
Moses. Therefore, do and observe all things whatsoever they tell you” 
(although he added, “but do not follow their example,” Mt 23:2-3a). 
Teachers are honored also, for “The teaching of the wise is a fountain 
of life, that a man may avoid the snares of death” (Pr 13:14). Sirach 
also praises the teacher (scribe) and says of the scholar, “Many will 
praise his understanding; his fame can never be effaced; Unfading will 
be his memory, through all generations his name will live” (Si 39:9), 
though Jesus cautions the scribes against pride, “Do not be called ‘Mas
ter,’ you have but one master [teacher], the Messiah” (Mt 23:8).

Along with teachers we can include those professionals in the 
fine arts and the media of social communications who in today’s soci
ety are actually the most influential of our instructors. Sirach19 praises 
the artists too:

So with every engraver and designer who, 
laboring night and day.

Fashions carved seals,
and whose concern is to vary the pattern.

His care is to produce a vivid impression,
and he keeps watch till he finishes his design (Si 38:27).

19 Sirach (38:24-39:11), however, groups these fine artists along with other manual 
workers, the farmer, the smith, the potter. It is a feature of modem culture to separate 
sharply the “fine arts” from other kinds o f skilled craft. On the Egyptian “Satire on the 
Trades” written in the Twelfth Dynasty (c. 1991-1786 B.C.) see the commentary of 
Skehan-Di Leila, The Wisdom o f Ben Sira, pp. 449-453. The Egyptian writer, probably 
named Kety, exalts his own vocation o f scribe by demeaning the tasks o f manual 
workers. Sirach, on the contrary, although he also exalts the work o f the scribe, does 
not ridicule but praises the other vocations.
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But the author of Wisdom warns that such art can be used to make 
idols:

But the handmade idol is accursed, 
and its maker as well;

he for having produced it,
and it, because though corruptible,

it was termed a “god” (Ws 14:8).

Our journalists and media pundits are not unlike the self-pro- 
fessed prophets of the Bible who claimed to read “the signs of the 
times” (Mt 16:3), and for such I join the lament of the ancient poet:

Your prophets had for you 
false and specious visions;

They did not lay bare your guilt, 
to avert your fate;

They beheld for you in vision
false and misleading portents (Lm 2:14).

Yet undoubtedly journalists and TV newspersons can perform for the 
public a necessary service, like the two swift runners Ahimaz and the 
Cushite who brought David both the good news of victory and the bad 
news of the death of his son Absalom (2 S 18:19-32).

The role of the clergy is varied, whether, among Jews and Mus
lims, it is that of a religious lawyer who interprets the law of Moses or 
of the Qur’an, or the Protestant pastor who is principally a religious 
teacher and preacher, or the Catholic and Orthodox priest who is above 
all a celebrant of the sacraments and an offerer of the sacrifice of the 
Eucharist. Sirach describes the venerable high priest offering sacrifice 
in the Temple:

Vested in his magnificent robes,
and wearing his garments of splendor

As he ascended the glorious altar
and lent his majesty to the court of the sanctuary (Si 50:11).

Unfortunately today, as the frequency of malpractice litigation 
evidences, the learned professions are not in good repute. One of the
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fundamental reasons for this decline (besides quack doctors, crooked 
lawyers, negligent teachers, mercenary TV evangelists and the like) in 
respect is the tendency in modem society to reduce even these profes
sions to businesses for profit, when in fact they deal with the spiritual 
destiny of persons.

Since the services of these professions deal with basic goods, 
salvation, truth, justice, life and death which are priceless and neces
sary, there is a fundamental obligation for the professional to supply 
these services to whoever needs them whether they can pay or not. If 
they can pay it is not to buy the service or make a profit but to offer a 
stipend, that is, a fee based on the expenses involved and the living 
expenses of the professional and his or her family so that the service 
can be continued for the client and for others.

Clearly the clergy cannot sell the Gospel nor the sacraments be
cause these are sacred and beyond price. To do so is the very serious sin 
of simony, so named after Simon the Magician who tried to buy the gift 
of the Holy Spirit from St. Peter who said, “May your money perish 
with you, because you thought that you could buy the gift of God with 
money” (Ac 8:20).20 The rule given by Jesus to his disciples as to the 
Gospel, “Without cost you have received; without cost you are to give” 
(Mt 10:8b), holds for other kinds of teaching and counseling and for all 
the learned professions that counsel their clients about their very lives.

All these professionals also have the obligation to be competent 
in the services which they provide, which means they must constantly 
study, deepen, and update their knowledge. Moreover, they must be 
genuinely concerned for the interests of their clients, not merely their 
own advantage. Thus a lawyer should strive to see that his client ob
tains a fair trial. All these professionals must also observe an appropri
ate confidentiality to protect the interests and reputation of their cli
ents.

Although in all these professional relationships the interests of 
the individual client are a primary concern, these interests must always 
be considered in the perspective of the common good. Thus a teacher 
should not incite students to rebellion, nor a lawyer cooperate in crime,

20 CCC # 2121.
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nor a priest promote heresy or schism, nor a physician perform abor
tions or sterilizations. As Sirach says:

Seek not to become a judge
if you have not strength to root out crime,

Or you will show favor to the ruler 
and mar your integrity (Si 7:6).

Church Government

After considering the forms of civil government as they are ordered by 
justice and the learned professions as they contribute to maintaining 
and promoting ethical values in subsidarity to the state, I will treat 
briefly the order of justice in the Catholic Church as a paradigm of 
problems which are found in various degrees also in other religious 
communities.21 The government of the “Catholic and Roman Church” 
is often said to be monarchical, because it claims that Jesus established 
St. Peter and his successors as its head (Mt 16:18-19; cf. Lk 22:32; Jn 
21:15-17). Yet it also teaches that according to the Bible the head of the 
Church is Christ himself (Eph 5:23), of whom the Bishop of Rome is 
only a vicar bound to govern the Church according to a “constitution” 
established by Christ.22

Moreover, Jesus chose Peter from among the apostles to govern 
with them, so that the Pope must govern with the college of bishops of 
which he is the head (an aristocratic principle). Finally, the bishops are 
not hereditary, but chosen from among the people and (at least in prin
ciple) with their consent, and by Vatican II are required to seek exten
sive consultation with the laity. Thus the Catholic Church, although it 
has a strong executive, might be considered in principle a republic.

Yet the Catholic Church is also unique in its form of govern
ment,23 since unlike any earthly government its bishops are obliged to 
govern only in the name of Christ and by his mission received in their

21 For a more complete exposition see my Justice in the Church, note 10 above.
22 LG on the constitution o f the Church; CCC # 871-945.
23 CCC # 748-870.
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consecration, not by their own will or wisdom, nor by the will or wis
dom of the laity. As St. Paul says:

Thus should one regard us: as servants of Christ and stewards of 
the mysteries of God. Now it is of course required of stewards 
that they be found trustworthy. It does not concern me in the 
least that I be judged by you or any human tribunal... the one 
who judges me is the Lord (1 Cor 4:1-3a, 4).

Justice in the Church, therefore, must not be judged by secular stan
dards, but by faith in Christ’s presence and guidance of the Church 
through the Gospel and the pastors whom he has called in the Spirit. 
Yet the principle of subsidiarity, i.e., the maximum possible participa
tion of all members of the Church in the mission of the Church, holds 
for the Church even more than for secular communities.24

The Family

In Chapter 3 ,1 showed that all Christians must practice an asceticism 
with regard to the sexual appetites in order to be able to use their sexu
ality in a manner conformed to the procreative purposes for which God 
created humanity sexual, as well as with regard to other purposes con
sistent with that procreative purpose, including its recreative use.25 But 
there is a further aspect of sexual morality now to be discussed, namely 
the obligations in justice to others which its use may entail. In the 
Torah, Genesis pictures human culture largely at the level of patriar
chal family life, and only in the subsequent books is a truly civil society 
created.

While it is true that justice, strictly speaking regards what is due 
to the other, and members of a family are so close as not to be clearly 
“other,”26 yet as persons they have primary rights which can be un-

24 See Justice in the Church (note 10 above).
25 See Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 above.
26 According to Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 30, a. 1, ad 2, our parents or children are, as it 

were, parts o f ourselves, so that our relation to them is not, properly speaking, one of 
justice, but of love.
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justly violated. Although some moralists treat justice between the sexes 
under commutative justice because sexual relations are between indi
viduals, I believe this question is more adequately treated as a matter of 
social justice for three reasons: (1) Human persons were created sexual 
in view of procreation, and procreation respects not just the individual 
but the social good, the preservation of the community through time; 
(2) The family, although not a perfect society, is a true society and the 
natural foundation and basic unit of the perfect societies of state and 
church; (3) The sexual roles, as well as the age roles, which get their 
moral significance from the family, are the primary social relations 
within state and church. Hence, injustices involving sex cannot be fully 
weighed except in relation to social justice.27

Children certainly have the same primary or basic rights as their 
parents. When the disciples treated children as of little importance, 
Jesus “became indignant and said to them, ‘Let the children come to 
me; do not prevent them, for the kingdom of God belongs to such as 
these”’ (Mk 10:14). Such biblical phrases as “fruit of my womb” (Dt 
7:13; Ps 127:3; Is 13:18; Lk 1:42) and “son of thy loins” (Gn 35:11; 1 
K 8:19; 2 Ch 6:9; Ac 2:30; Heb 7:5, 10) show a keen sense of the 
physical bonding of the child to mother and father, as do the genealo
gies that are so prominent in the biblical narrative. The intimacy of the 
sexual union is described as the man “knowing” his wife, out of which 
“knowing” the child is generated (Gn 4:1,17, 25; Lk 1:34) in a myste
rious process in which the Creator is the chief agent:

I too am a mortal man, the same as all the rest, 
a descendant of the first man formed of earth.

And in my mother’s womb I was molded into flesh 
in ten-month’s period — body and blood,

From the seed of man, and the pleasure that accompanies 
marriage (Ws 7:1-2).

But human generation is not possible without the mysterious immedi-

27 Note that much of CCC’s treatment of family is not under the Sixth but the Fourth 
Commandment, along with the state. CA # 39; CCC # 1882, 2201-2233, 2248-2253.
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ate creative action of God raising us to existence in the divine image 
(Gn 4:1; Jb 31:15; Ps 139:13-15).28

Child Rights

Thus, God has provided in marriage and the creation of the child through 
intercourse a marvelous way to insure its bonding to the parents by an 
intimate bodily and psychological linkage which is an important guar
antee of its care, of the protection of its rights, and of its own sense of 
identity. Adoption or other forms of child care, although of great im
portance when necessary, cannot perfectly substitute for this natural 
bonding.29 Nor can the new efforts of medical technology which seek, 
laudably enough, to find a remedy for sterility by various forms of 
artificial reproduction supply this bonding.

Therefore, although of course a child has no rights before it ex
ists, yet from the first moment of its existence at conception it has first 
of all the right to live, and second the right to an environment which 
makes a good life for it possible, and this environment is both biologi
cal and familial. Thus a child has a right to come into this world as the 
offspring of parents who are permanently committed to each other in 
the covenant of marriage and through the natural sacrament of inter
course which seals that covenant. This right of the child to have parents 
in the fullest sense of the term is violated by those who beget children 
out of wedlock, or even within wedlock by artificial insemination by 
the husband (a fortiori from a donor other than the husband) or by in 
vitro fertilization.30 At the same time adoption of a child who otherwise 
would lack proper care is a true work of Christian charity, as the many 
biblical passages about orphans attest, and this love of the adopting 
parents can go a long way to compensate for the orphan’s deprivation.

28 Pius XII, DS # 3896 declared that the teaching that the human soul is “immediately 
created by God” is a truth o f the Catholic faith.

29 See Miriam Reitz, Adoption and the Family System.
30 Donum Vitae discusses the morality of artificial reproduction at length; see also CCC #  

2366-2379.
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Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is 
this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction and to 
keep oneself unstained by the world (Jm 1:27; cf. Dt 14:29,
27:19; Is 1:17; Jr 5:28; Zc 7:10; Jb 29:12, etc.).

No doubt adoption of a child by a single parent, especially a 
member of its extended family, may be best for the child when adop
tion by a married couple is unavailable. Homosexual couples cannot 
provide the child with a true family since their union is not a true mar
riage31 and does not provide the child with a proper model for its own 
future married life.

This argument about the child’s right to be bom normally in a 
normal family, I believe, also applies to parents who know certainly 
that if they beget a child it will have a radical genetic defect. Since, 
however, this is usually only a matter of probabilities, the issue is es
sentially prudential, a balance between a couple’s right to attempt to 
beget a child in the normal manner and the probability of the child 
being radically defective. This applies also to couples who, for one 
reason or another, do not believe they can furnish the child with the 
fundamental necessities of life or proper care. It does not follow that 
the poor should not have children, because even the poor may be able 
to supply the child’s essential needs, and often do, as the Holy Family 
exemplifies. “Better a little with fear of the Lord than a great fortune 
with anxiety” (Si 15:16).

Precisely because children are immature, they have needs and 
secondary rights to protection from abuse and for health care, educa
tion, and guidance, that adults do not have. Children also can own 
property, but its use by them is under the administration of the parents, 
and the rights that others may have in their labor is limited by their 
natural right to grow and be educated in normal circumstances. The 
neglect or abuse of children and adolescents, including their seduction 
and sexual abuse, especially incest, are very grave sins. Jesus said:

“Things that cause sin will inevitably occur, but woe to the per
son through whom they occur. It would be better for him if a

31 See pp. 427 ff. below.
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millstone were put around his neck and he be thrown into the sea 
than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin” (Lk 17:1- 
2).32

Sexism

The primary rights of women and men do not differ, since both are 
equally human persons created in God’s image (Gn 1:27); but in rela
tion to the family husband and wife and children have different second
ary rights grounded in the God-given nature of human sexuality and 
reproduction.33 These secondary rights, however, must be regulated in 
such a way as not to derogate from the primary equality of all members 
of the family. In other than familial roles the secondary rights of men 
and women differ only insofar as they are more or less qualified for 
these roles by their sexual differences, and hence designated by the 
laws or customs of the society to fulfill these roles.

For example, it does not seem unjust that men have rights and 
obligations to combat duty in war, while women are denied these rights 
and are free of these obligations, both because they often have special 
obligations of child care and because they are in general physically less 
powerful and psychologically less aggressive than males. It is no dero
gation of a woman’s basic rights that she does not have to fight, but, in 
a situation where this would be necessary to preserve her life or another’s, 
these primary rights would take precedence over the secondary, as in 
the biblical example of Judith. Nor is it a derogation of a man’s basic 
rights to admit that in some tasks that women alone can do (bear and 
nurse a child) or that they can do better (care for small children) that he 
can be only an auxiliary or a substitute.

32 In this text “little ones” probably means “uninstructed persons,” but it certainly 
includes minors and children. Most authors attribute this text to Q. It is also found in I 
Clement (46:7b-8) where instead o f “little ones” we read “my elect.” See Kloppenborg, 
Parallels, p. 183.

33 CCC # 2202-2203, 2214. The Catechism largely avoids the controversial question 
about the difference between the role o f father and mother in the family, but FC # 22- 
27 is devoted to the various different roles in the family.
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This does not mean that the rights of women have not been grossly 
violated in the past. Feminists may very well be right in saying that the 
oppression of women is the origin of all oppressions. Certainly Gen
esis (4:19) places the polygyny of Lamech immediately after the mur
der of Abel by Cain and just before Lamech’s even greater violence 
(4:23-24) as evidences of human sinfulness. The basic cause of this 
oppression is that men, because of their physical strength and their 
freedom from the problems of pregnancy, have been able to exploit 
women and treat them as sexual slaves.

The Old Testament, while still very much a part of the ancient 
world of male oppression, teaches the original equality of men and 
women as to basic rights, and as regards secondary rights provides for 
many protections of women against male abuse (e.g. Ex 21:7-11, 22; 
22:15,21; Dt 21:13-14; 22:13-29; 24:5). Jesus by abolishing the double 
standard of divorce reasserted the original sexual equality intended by 
the Creator (Mk 10:1-11). The early Church tried to apply this prin
ciple in the social condition of its times, as it did that of human equality 
to the institution of slavery (Phm v. 16).

The Christian answer to the sin of sexism is not to deny the dif
ferences of the sexes in social roles or natural basis, but to strike at the 
abuse of the hierarchical structures necessary for social organization 
by insisting that those having authority must use it in the service of the 
common good.34

“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and 
the great ones make their authority over them felt. But it shall 
not be so among you. Rather, whoever wishes to be great among 
you shall be your servant; whoever wishes to be first among you 
shall be your slave. Just so, the Son of Man did not come to be 
served but to serve and to give his life as a ransom for many”
(Mt 20:25-28).
“You call me ‘teacher’ and ‘master’ and rightly so, for indeed I 
am. If I, therefore, the master and teacher, have washed your 
feet, you ought to wash one another’s feet. I have given you a

34 See Ben Witherington, Women in the Ministry of Jesus.
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model to follow, so that as I have done for you, you should also 
do” (Jn 13:13-15).

Thus oppression of women in the family can be remedied only by 
the conversion of men to follow the Pauline advice to love their wives 
as Christ does the Church (Eph 5:25). All this does not lead to the 
conclusion that the roles of women in society are only domestic, while 
roles other than the domestic are open only to men. It is true that the 
woman’s care of the children and the home gives her fewer opportuni
ties to enter into other social roles than the man, but in principle they 
are open to her whenever qualified, just as for men.35

Parental Responsibility

If men and women marry, then they must limit their careers to what is 
truly compatible with their domestic responsibilities. When men ne
glect their children for their career, they are committing a fundamental 
injustice. If they want to be entirely free for other social roles, then they 
must remain celibate, and the same is true of women. Nor does the 
celibacy of men or women mean that they must enter religious life, but 
only that they must remain chaste in the single life.

Thus women, just as men, may enter any profession, work, or 
political role they may choose, provided that this role is not incompat
ible with their choice of married or single life, and that they are quali
fied for it by talents and education. This does not mean, however, that 
it is necessary for all social roles to be 50% male and 50% female, since 
sexual differences may make a job more suitable for one than the other.

35 “There is no doubt that the equal dignity and responsibility of men and women fully 
justifies women’s access to public functions... While it must be recognized that women 
have the same right as men to perform various public functions, society must be 
structured in such a way that wives and mothers are not in practice compelled to work 
outside the home, and their families can live and prosper in a dignified way even when 
they themselves devote their full time to their own family. Furthermore, the mentality 
which honors women more for their work outside the home than for their work with the 
family must be overcome.” John Paul II, Familaris Consortio, n. 23, ASS 74 (1982): 
Flannery, Vatican Council II: More Documents, pp. 832-834.
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Right of Privacy

The sexual injustices other than the unjust discrimination based on 
mistaken stereotypes of sexual differences arise from the search for 
sexual pleasure in ways inconsistent with its basic purpose of procre
ation. Such perverse abuses of sex, as well as normal heterosexual 
intercourse by unmarried adults (fornication) although seriously wrong, 
are not directly acts of injustice to the partner (unless because of the 
risk of pregnancy or venereal disease such as AIDS) since they are 
either solitary or are with a consenting partner; yet they are harmful to 
the partner and to oneself.

Since public order is primarily an order of justice, can the state 
punish such behavior? Today, many argue that a right of privacy pro
hibits this and propose that there should be no laws against sexual 
actions between consenting adults.36 On the contrary, societies in the 
past, including Israel under the Mosaic law did enact severe punish
ments, even the death penalty, against such actions (e.g., Ex 22:18; Lv 
20:10-17; Dt 22:22, etc.). The reason seems to have been that it was 
believed that because such actions are an offense against human dig
nity and its Creator, to tolerate them would bring down a divine curse 
on the community, which, therefore, had to be cleansed of them by 
punishment.

In the Middle Ages such sins were often left to the Inquisition of 
the Church to judge (physical punishment was left to the state) on the 
grounds that they were commonly linked with demon worship and 
heresy.37 In modem pluralistic society where there is no common agree
ment on the nature of sexuality, it seems logical enough that the legis
lature and the courts cannot arrive at a consistent and fair regulation of 
such acts, which therefore should be treated as belonging to the private 
sphere.

Yet such private acts do have public effects, first of all because 
prostitution, pornography, sexually enticing advertising, etc., are very 
profitable business enterprises; and second, because the practitioners

36 See Richard F. Hixson, Privacy in Public Policy.
37 John Tedeschi, The Prosecution of Heresy, pp. 105-108 gives some interesting 

statistical tables o f actual trials; see also E. William Monter, Frontiers o f Heresy.
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of these acts seek recruits to their lifestyle and procure its public accep
tance by various kinds of propaganda. Thus persons innocent of these 
vices, especially the inexperienced young (and those in middle-life 
crisis) can be recruited to them, with a consequent decadence of the 
social order, an increase of violence associated with sadistic sex, and 
especially a corruption of family life.

Therefore, it is commonly admitted that even in our pluralistic 
society, the state must protect the young from at least some of these 
sexual attractions, and furthermore that there must be some limits on 
the public advocacy and commercial exploitation of sexual vice. Quite 
naturally the Church feels that it has the responsibility of discouraging 
such social decadence. It is not an easy task in a society where indi
vidual “freedom” is almost the only value on which there is consensus. 
Yet it remains true that the great majority of American citizens draw 
the line at child pornography and pedophilia and support laws to 
criminalize such practices.

Sexual Abuses

Sexual actions which are manifestly unjust include seduction of the 
innocent (Ex 22:15-16) such as incest with father or mother, brother or 
sister (Lv 18:6-18), rape or sexual commerce against the will of the 
partner(Gn 34:1-31) and adultery (2S 11:1-27; Jn 8:1-11), where one 
or both parties are married to other partners.

Seduction, especially in the form of incest, is a heinous injustice 
to children or inexperienced persons, because it leads them into objec
tively sinful behavior for the pleasure of the seducer.38 It is thus intrin
sically wrong since it is contradictory to the God-given purpose of 
sexuality which must be a truly free expression of marital love. Incest 
(Gn 19:30-38), in particular, often leaves deep psychic scars on the 
child, and may, of course, lead to pregnancy and a further injustice to 
the illegitimate offspring. Yet this is no justification of abortion, which 
only makes the innocent child a party to a further injustice even more 
grave than incest.

38 CCC #  2356, 2388.
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The seducer has the obligation to break off this behavior and, if 
it is compulsive, seek psychological help. While the compulsive char
acter of this behavior may lessen the subjective guilt of the pedophile, 
it does not lessen the objective damage to the child. Since it is a disor
der difficult to cure, pedophiliacs must not accept, nor be allowed by 
their employers to accept, positions of trust in which they might exploit 
children.

Rape is commonly not so much a matter of sexual desire as an 
expression of aggression with the intention to humiliate the victim, 
sometimes going as far as murder.39 It is intrinsically wrong, since it 
violates the victim’s right to her (or his) own body. The rapist should 
pay as far as possible for the physical and psychological damages and 
for the support of any offspring (although pregnancy from rape is not 
common). Rape can also occur in marriage, since although the husband 
has a right to the use of his wife’s body, he has no right to use violence 
against her, even psychological violence by threats, to obtain the pay
ment of this debt.40 Associated with this is wife-abuse, much more 
common than often suspected. The husband’s proper role as head of 
the family does not give him the right to use corporal punishment over 
his wife, let alone to use her as a punching-bag to work off his anger 
and frustration at life.41

The Decalogue in its Sixth Commandment takes adultery as typi
fying other sexual sins also forbidden by the law 42 It is an injustice to 
the innocent partner or partners, who by the marriage covenant has 
exclusive right to the sexual use of the spouse’s body. The depth of this 
injustice can be explored only after we have considered the nature of 
the personal relation between committed spouses. The offended party 
can in justice refuse permanently to continue to cohabit with the adul
terous one, and this gives no justification for the adulterer to seek a 
divorce or to avoid fulfilling any other marriage obligation.

Adulterers have the responsibility to support and educate any

39 CCC # 2356.
40 See Edward J. Bayer, Rape Within Marriage.
41 See Leonora E. Walker, The Battered Woman.
42 CCC #2380-2386.
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illegitimate children who are bom, and to repair the damage they have 
done to their own marriage and to that of a married accomplice. If the 
offended husband condoned the situation, he still has responsibility for 
his wife’s child even if he is uncertain whether it is his, but if he is 
certain it is not his he does not have this responsibility in justice. As 
regards the rights of legitimate or illegitimate children to inheritance, 
the civil law should be followed.

B: DISTRIBUTIVE JUSTICE

Distributive Justice

Distributive justice is the distribution of the benefits or sanctions at the 
disposal of the officials of a community to its members according to 
their needs and merits. In the passage from Acts (4:35) already quoted, 
we are told that the goods put in the hands of the apostles by the mem
bers of the Jerusalem community “were distributed to each according 
to need.” Not everyone in a community has the same needs, nor has 
everyone in the community deserved from the community equal ben
efits or incurred the same just penalties. The officials who have the 
responsibility of this distribution exercise just judgment in carrying out 
this responsibility when they do not favor or disfavor persons for any 
other motive than justice and act according to prudence.

You shall not distort justice; you must be impartial. You shall 
not take a bribe; for a bribe blinds the eyes even of the wise and 
twists the words even of the just. Justice alone shall be your aim, 
that you may have life and may possess the land which the Lord, 
your God is giving you (Dt 16:19; cf. Ps 82; Jm 2:1-13).

“Justice is blind.” Hence judges who punish crimes or adjudicate 
disputes over rights must exercise their power impartially, for Jesus 
asked, “Why do you notice the splinter in your brother’s eye, but do not 
perceive the wooden beam in your own eye?” (Mt 7:3) and St. Paul 
stated, “By the standard by which you judge another you condemn
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yourself, since you, the judge, do the very same things” (Rm 2:1). Nor 
should human authorities pass judgment on anyone’s ultimate worth, 
but only on their external merits which are publicly known.

Who are you to pass judgment on someone else’s servant? Be
fore his own master he stands or falls (Rm 14:3).
There is one lawgiver and judge who is able to save or to de
stroy. Who then are you to judge your neighbor? (Jm 4:11-13).

Yet because judges are sometimes themselves criminals does not 
render their judgments invalid. Hence the Council of Constance43 con
demned Wycliff s and John Hus’ claims that the acts of authorities in 
mortal sin are invalid. Note how David after murdering Uriah unwit
tingly passed a valid judgment on himself (2 S 12:1-12). Yet when it is 
known that a judge is himself a criminal, this is certainly a cause of 
great scandal, as shown by the case of the two wicked judges who used 
their power for sexual harassment and condemned Susanna (Dn 13) 
and by Jesus’ words against the sexist crowd of men who sought to kill 
the woman caught in adultery, “Let the one among you who is without 
sin be the first to throw a stone at her” (Jn 8:2-11).

To be impartial, judgment should presume innocence and should 
ordinarily be by law. “In rendering judgment, do not consider who a 
person is; give ear to the lowly and to great alike, fearing no man, for 
judgment is God’s” (Dt 1:17). Yet to insure this impartiality special 
care must be given to the rights of the powerless.

You shall not wrong any widow or orphan (Ex 22:21).
You shall not deny one of your needy fellow men his rights in 
his lawsuit. You shall keep away from anything dishonest. The 
innocent and the just you shall not put to death, nor shall you 
acquit the guilty. Never take a bribe, for a bribe blinds even the 
most clear-sighted and twists the words even of the just. You 
shall not oppress an alien; you well know how it feels to be an 
alien, since you were once aliens yourselves in the land of Egypt 
(Ex 23:6-9; cf. 22:20; Dt 16:19).

43 D S #  1165 and 1230.
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If you take your neighbor’s cloak as a pledge, you shall return it 
to him before sunset, for this cloak of his is the only covering he 
has for his body. What else has he to sleep in? (Ex 22:25-26a, cf.
Dt 24:12-13).
When one of your fellow countrymen is reduced to poverty and 
is unable to hold out beside you, extend to him the privileges of 
an alien or tenant, so he may continue to live with you (Lv 25:35- 
37).

In the New Testament, the Epistle of St. James is especially con
cerned about this matter of impartiality:

My brothers, show no partiality as you adhere to the faith in our 
glorious Lord Jesus Christ. For if a man with gold rings on his 
fingers and in fine clothes comes into your assembly, and a poor 
person in shabby clothes also comes in, and you pay attention to 
the one wearing the fine clothes and say, “Sit here, please,” while 
you say to the poor one, “Stand there,” or “Sit at my feet,” have 
you not made distinctions among yourselves and becomes judges 
with evil designs?... Did not God choose those who are poor to 
be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom that he promised to 
those who love him? But you dishonored the poor person... If 
you fulfill the royal law according to the scripture, “You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself,” you are doing well. But if you 
show partiality, you commit sin, and are convicted by the law as 
transgressors (Jm 2:1-4, 5b-6a, 8-9; cf. also Eph 6:9).

Children’s Needs

Besides impartiality in the administration of justice in the courts, there 
must be impartiality and distributive justice in the allotment of the 
benefits supplied by the common good. Children obviously have dif
ferent needs than their parents, and therefore the parents have the re
sponsibility to supply these needs without playing favorites.44 The story 
of the envy of Joseph’s brothers when they thought Jacob had favored

44 CCC # 2221-2231, 2252-2253.
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Joseph over them (Gn 37) and the succession of conflicts in David’s 
family (2 S 13-18) illustrate the damage of this sibling rivalry. Child
hood and adolescence is primarily a time of education and play not of 
work, and young people have a right to this period of growth.

Yet the history of childhood reveals that the human race is often 
very cruel to its children or neglectful of them.45 The Old Law forbade 
the sacrifice of children practiced by the pagans (Lv 18:21; 20:2-5). I 
have already mentioned the historic prevalence of abortion and infan
ticide and the Church’s struggle against it, especially by the practice of 
infant baptism. Upper class families have often turned over their chil
dren to wet-nurses and tutors or sent them away to boarding schools or 
simply left the servants to care for them.46

Lower class families have often been forced to put their children 
to work at an early age. In our society economic conditions are pressur
ing families to send their small children to day-care centers or leave 
them with baby-sitters. Moreover, the injustices of inequality in educa
tion, including neglect of children needing special education, and of 
miseducation are major failings of distributive justice. Again, Jesus’ 
teaching on the dignity of the child has to be our guide and motivation.

Gender Needs

Do women have special needs which society is obliged in distributive 
justice to fill? Traditionally, it was believed that women because of 
physical and psychological differences and liability to pregnancy had 
need of various protections not supplied to men, and the Christian Church 
and early feminists worked for these protections. There is only one text 
in the New Testament in which the term “weaker sex” occurs:

45 On the treatment of children in history see Philippe Aries, Centuries o f Childhood and 
Shulamith Sahar, Childhood in the Middle Ages.

46 The education of the “Sun King” Louis XIV o f France was utterly neglected by the 
Queen Mother so that in later life, in spite of the great pomp o f his court which he 
assiduously cultivated, he felt more at home in the kitchen with the servants who had 
raised him! See W.H. Lewis, The Splendid Century, pp. 5-7.
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You husbands should live with your wives in understanding, 
showing honor to the weaker female sex, since we are joint heirs 
of the gift of life, so that your prayers may not be hindered (1 P 
3:7).

The true sense of this text is not that women are intellectually or mor
ally inferior to men, as some have quoted it to prove, but that Christian 
husbands have an obligation to appreciate the special problems of their 
wives (who in a pagan society were powerless), so that they can live in 
harmony and thus be able to pray together in good conscience.

Many of the features of other cultures and of our own in the past 
which are regarded as evidence of patriarchal oppression, in fact origi
nated in the effort to supply this protection for women very much de
manded in a violent society. Even now feminists generally admit that 
women have a special need for affirmative action to right inequalities, 
especially economic ones, and most admit that women now need spe
cial protection against sexual harassment at work and against rape and 
wife-abuse.

Some feminists, however, strongly resist the idea that women 
will always need to be protected by men, and believe that this protec
tion will come from organized efforts by women to enact anti-discrimi
nation laws and to re-educate future generations. I would suggest that 
secular history gives scant grounds for such optimism. Christian hope 
does give us a conviction that males can be transformed by conversion 
to Christian principles which, however, maintain that men and women 
do have some distinct and special needs within their basic equality.47

Social Differentiation

What of the distribution of the common good based on distinctions of 
birth, class, education, talent, virtue, and effort? The Christian tradi
tion has not considered such distinctions as intrinsically unjust, pro-

47 Accusations, not infrequent in feminist literature, that “the Church has been women’s 
worst enemy” generally fail to compare the treatment o f women by the Church with 
other truly comparable institutions. Obviously it will not do to compare the medieval 
Church’s attitudes to women to that o f twentieth century Europe or the U.S., rather 
than to those of medieval Islam, Hinduism, or Confucianism.
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vided that primary human equality is respected. A developed social 
organism requires a diversity of gifts in the service of the common 
good.

St. Paul explicitly makes this point (very familiar to Greek phi
losophy) in 1 Corinthians 12 and applies it to the organism of the Church. 
So does the author of 1 Clement (by tradition the fourth Bishop of 
Rome) writing only a few years after Paul to this same Corinthian 
church, who also compares the organization of the Church to that of an 
army.48 Modem political science, public administration, economics, 
and sociology all affirm the same, and even anarchist and Marxist theo
rists admit it. Only the most extreme egalitarians could dream other
wise.49

The real issue of distributive justice is whether the present modes 
of secondary inequality are actually of service to the common good. 
Thus even an aristocracy based on birth would have social justification 
if it supplied a real “aristocracy” (rule of the best) to a society by reason 
of the ability of certain families to maintain a tradition of experience 
and spirit of noblesse oblige which would serve the whole community.

In society today, however, this social differentiation is based 
chiefly on three factors: wealth, competitive energy, and education. 
The inequality which has resulted is probably even more extreme than 
that found in older non-democratic societies, but it does differ from 
them in greater social mobility, the possibility of changing one’s social 
rank. Nevertheless, it must be admitted that the vast majority of hu
mankind will live and die in the socio-economic rank of their parents.50

Consequently, distributive justice in this area consists principally 
in seeking to defend primary rights and in opening greater opportuni
ties for individuals to exercise their talents to the full. It does not con
sist in attempting to level all members of society to equality in all

48 I Clement, n. 7-38. Thomas J. Herron, The Dating o f the First Epistle o f Clement to the 
Corinthians has argued persuasively that the accepted date o f A.D. 96 is based on 
biased evidence; c. 70 A.D. is more probable.

49 See Ricky W. Griffin, Management, pp. 306-343 on organizational structure, especially 
pp. 309-312.

50 For the recognition, even by rather conservative authors, o f the existence o f a persistent 
“under-class” in the United States, see William Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvan
taged and Kevin Phillips, The Politics of Rich and Poor.
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things, since this can only eliminate from society the specialization of 
functions required to operate the social system for the good of all. Thus 
socialist states have not found it possible to go beyond a certain degree 
of leveling of education, income, and political influence.51

These considerations apply also to the Church where some hier
archical differentiation is necessary, as St. Paul showed (1 Cor 12) but 
where there has always been greater social mobility than in secular 
society.52 While in former times the clergy often fared much better than 
the laity in education and even in lifestyle, this is hardly the case any 
longer. The main complaints of injustice here have to do not with the 
distribution of benefits (since all members of the Church have access to 
the Church’s principal benefits, namely, the sacraments, preaching, 
counseling, and community encouragement) but with the distribution 
of offices (election of bishops, admission of women to Church office, 
lay participation in decisions, etc.).53

Option for the Poor

In modem society, as in the past, the most glaring inequality in the 
distribution of the common good has to do with economic goods, on 
which most other kinds of inequality rest. The struggle of the rich and 
the poor continues today in every society, and is more and more marked 
in the form of the struggle of the poor countries vis-a-vis the richer

51 For what is the most successful of semi-socialist States, see Henry Milner, Sweden: 
Social Democracy in Practice, “Social Equality: Pro and Con,” pp. 200-205. It should 
be noted that Sweden has a high degree of the sense of social solidarity, surviving even 
from medieval times, which is lacking in many modem societies where individualism 
has been stressed.

52 It is true that under the “old regime” in Europe the upper clergy were commonly from 
the aristocracy, due in part to various forms of royal patronage, but the lower clergy has 
usually been drawn from the lower and lower-middle classes, since the middle class 
generally has not regarded this as a road to social advancement. Moreover, talented and 
energetic lower clergy were often able to rise into the upper clergy. Today in the 
United States the bishops are very largely of “humble” origin.

53 A good picture of the actual working of the U.S. Catholic Church from an organiza
tional point of view can be found in the works o f Thomas J. Reese, S.J., Archbishop: 
Inside the Power Structure and A Flock of Shepherds: The National Conference o f 
Catholic Bishops.
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nations. The prophets of old never ceased to denounce this inequality, 
not because they advocated communism, but because this inequality 
denied to the poor their primary rights to a decent living conformed to 
human dignity.

Aristotle observed54 that in the actual world (which our faith tells 
us is a fallen world) most states have two fundamental parties, one 
representing the rich, the other the poor, and both are more motivated 
by their own interests than by the common good. “Can there be peace 
between the hyena and the dog? Or between the rich and the poor can 
there be peace?” (Si 13:17). Marx developed this idea in his theory of 
the “class struggle.” Vatican II, recognizing the truth contained in this 
theory, pointed out that although the Church has often been co-opted 
by the party of the rich, its essential mission from Christ demands that 
it make “a preferential option for the poor.”55 “For he is a God of jus
tice, who knows no favorites. Though not unduly partial to the weak, 
yet he hears the cry of the oppressed” (Si 35:13).

Thus the Church must announce the coming of the Reign of God 
to all humanity without exception. This is of special significance to the 
poor, the powerless, and the marginalized, because they have been 
excluded by the domination of the rich from a full share in the common 
good.56 “The rich man speaks and all are silent, his wisdom they extol 
to the clouds. A poor man speaks and they say, ‘Who is that?’ If he slips 
they cast him down” (Si 13:22). The great sign which Jesus gave John 
the Baptist to prove he was the Messiah was that “the poor have the 
good news preached to them” (Mt 11:5).

Jesus, in the Lucan account, declares the Beatitudes in these stark 
terms:

Blessed are you who are poor,
for the kingdom of God is yours. 

Blessed are you who are now hungry, 
for you will be satisfied.

54 Politics, Bk. IV, c. 11, 1295a 25 sq.
55 CCC # 2448, cf. also 2443-2449, 2462-2463.
56 CA # 33.
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Blessed are you who are now weeping, 
for you will laugh...

Woe to you who are rich,
for you have received your consolation.

Woe to you who are filled now, 
for you will be hungry.

Woe to you who laugh now,
for you will grieve and weep (Lk 6:20-21, 24-25).

Liberation theology has developed this point and (when freed 
from Marxist materialism and promotion of violence) is biblically 
founded.57 The mission of the Church requires it to preach justice for 
the poor and to be their advocate in the face of governmental and social 
injustice,58 and even to approve revolution by force when this con
forms to the standards of a just war. At the same time it cannot support 
hatred of the rich, but must seek peace and reconciliation based on 
justice to all (the principle of solidarity).59 “The rich and the poor have 
a common bond: the Lord is maker of them all” (Si 22:2; cf. 29:13). A 
principal obligation of the state is to defend the rights of its citizens, 
even by the use of force when necessary, both internally by police 
power and externally by war. I have already discussed the conditions 
under which such use of force is justified.

Today the term “socialism” is used by many to mean a political 
organization which seeks to redistribute wealth more equitably at the 
expense of the property “rights” of the rich. As we have seen, the term 
“socialism” properly refers to a particular theory of how the economic 
system should be regulated by centralized planning to produce the 
maximum efficiency and is contrasted to “capitalism” in which this 
regulation is left to the free market.

Since in actual practice it has been found that neither the theoreti
cal model of socialism nor of capitalism can actually be realized in 
practice, but that a combination of both forms of regulation must be

57 See Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Instruction on Certain Aspects of "The 
Theology of Liberation" and Instruction on Christian Freedom and Liberation.

58 CA # 43.
59 C C C# 1939-1942, 1948.
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used to make a society efficiently productive, the ideological struggle 
between socialism and capitalism is of little real interest.60 The real 
interest of societies is to find an appropriate mix of these two forms of 
regulation which have a common objective, namely to produce and 
distribute an abundance of economic goods to all members of the soci
ety in such a way that at least the basic needs of all are met and an 
effective division of labor is maintained.

Because of its “preferential option for the poor,” the Church to
day has a special role to play in promoting economic justice as an 
advocate for the basic rights of the most neglected members of society, 
just as Jesus did in his time and as the Church has tried to do, more or 
less successfully, throughout its history.61 This theme has been devel
oped by the liberation theologians of Latin America, partly through the 
use of Marxist social analysis. Unfortunately, this commendable effort 
to assimilate what is valid in Marxism has often been marred by uto
pian illusions about how economic justice can be obtained in undevel
oped countries where the economic systems are still insufficiently pro
ductive to supply the needs of all.62

Duty to Work

Distributive justice concerns not only the distribution of the benefits of 
the common good, but also its burdens. This distribution of burdens 
places on each person and group certain obligations in social justice, 
since rights and obligations are reciprocal. Of these the first is the ob
ligation to work for the common good. Contrary to the ancient and 
aristocratic attitude that despised manual work as servile, Jesus was 
known as “the carpenter’s son” (Mt 13:55) and himself worked as a

60 CCC # 2425. On individual economic initiative see #  2429. CA # 30-43 deals with the 
relation of private property, economic initiative, productivity, and social justice and 
shows that a medium between socialism and the unregulated free market must be 
sought.

61 CCC #2419-2449.
62 See references in note 57 above.
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carpenter (Mk 6:3).63 St. Paul also said, “We toil, working with our 
own hands” (1 Cor 4:12) to support himself as a tentmaker (Ac 18:3). 
Because some of his converts misunderstood his teaching on the Sec
ond Coming of Christ to imply that they need work no longer and could 
live off the Christian community he also said:

For you know how one must imitate us. For we did not act in a 
disorderly way among you, nor did we eat food received free 
from anyone. On the contrary, in toil and drudgery, night and 
day we worked, so as not to burden any of you. Not that we do 
not have the right. Rather, we wanted to present ourselves as a 
model for you, so that you might imitate us. When we were with 
you, we instructed you that if anyone was unwilling to work, 
neither should that one eat. We hear that some are conducting 
themselves among you in a disorderly way, by not keeping busy 
but minding the business of others. Such people we instruct and 
urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to work quietly and eat their own 
food (2 Th 3:7-12; cf. Eph 4:28).

Contemplatives

Vatican II teaches that all members of society have a duty to work for 
society, to employ their talents not only for their individual or family 
good, but for the common good.64 The notion of a “leisure class” in the 
sense of a group of people who because of their wealth can simply 
enjoy life without contributing to society is therefore untenable, since, 
as we have shown, pleasure is not an end in itself and recreation is 
justified as a preparation for work.65 Work and appropriate leisure are 
for all. This does not mean, however, that society can do without a 
“contemplative class,” that is, a group of people freed from economic 
burdens to devote themselves to the pursuit of truth and the worship of

63 The movement for the celebration in the liturgy of a feast of Jesus the Worker was very 
active during the papacy o f Pius XII, but then faded; see “Jesus-Ouvrier” in J. 
Jacquemet, Catholicisme, 6:810-811. With the Vatican II reform of the liturgy, May 1 
was designated the Feast o f St. Joseph the Worker.

64 See Vatican II, GS # 67; the encyclical o f John Paul II, Laborem Exercens, Sept. 14, 
1981 (AAS 73, 1981), pp. 577-6472; and CCC # 2427-2428 on the dignity of work.

65 See pp. 189 ff. above.
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God, a class that includes intellectuals, artists, writers, scientists, schol
ars, philosophers, and religious contemplatives. This “contemplative 
class” makes an extremely important social contribution, although what 
they do is not directly productive of material goods.66

Neither is the military (police, soldiers) engaged in work in the 
narrow sense, yet they are necessary for the protection of the society. 
Yet all these groups “work” in the broader sense of employing their 
energies in a manner which serves the whole society. Thus it is con
trary to distributive justice for people of talent to waste their talents, or 
to refuse to assume the burdens of a special vocation, including the 
vocations to social service, political office, and the religious and priestly 
life.

Gender Roles?

Feminists today in their commendable campaign to defend the equal 
basic rights of men and women have too often confused this issue of 
distributive justice by the indiscriminate use of the term “patriarchy,” 
which they define as “oppressive male domination.”67 This seems un
fortunately to imply that the term “father” means a “tyrant,” when in 
fact it signifies a man in a very positive role as one who tenderly cares 
for his children. It was in this sense that Jesus called God “Abba” (Mk 
14:36) and taught us to pray the “Our Father” (Mt 6:9; Lk 11:2-4). The 
fact that for so many women today the term has negative connotations 
probably reflects the prevalence in our culture of incestuous child abuse 
and wife abuse. Incestuous and abusive fathers do not deserve the name.68

66 CA # 49-50. See also Congregation for Religious and Secular Institutes, “Instructio de 
vita contemplativa et de monialium clausura, ” Nov. 10, 1969 and “The Contemplative 
Dimension of Religious Life,” Feb. 12, 1981 for the Church’s high evaluation o f the 
contemplative life.

67 See Elizabeth Wendel Moltmann, A Land Flowing with Milk and Honey, Chapter 2, 
“What is Patriarchy?” pp. 29-41.

68 See Chapter 3 of my Justice in the Church. There is extensive sociological and 
psychological research on the role o f the father in the family: see Clayton Barbeau, The 
Head of the Family, Leonard G. Benson, Fatherhood: A Sociological Perspective; 
David B. Lynn, The Father: His Role in Child Development', L. McKee, and M. 
O’Brien, eds., The Father Figure', Michael E. Lamb, ed., The Father’s Role: Cross- 
cultural Perspectives', Phyllis Bronstein and Carolyn Pape Cowan, eds.. Fatherhood 
Today, Stanley M. Cath, et al., eds., Fathers and Their Families.
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The biblical notion of true fatherhood can be found in the portrait 
of Tobit, “a noble and good father,... righteous and charitable” (Tb 
7:7), who urges his son:

“Honor your mother, and do not abandon her as long as she 
lives. Do whatever pleases her, and do not grieve her spirit in 
any way. Remember, my son, that she went through many trials 
for your sake while you were in her womb” (Tb 4:3b-4),

or Jesus’ description of the wise and forgiving father in the Parable of 
the Two Sons (Lk 15:11-32).

Some Christian feminists think that although Jesus treated women 
as equals to men, and St. Paul formulated this teaching in the famous 
dictum, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free 
person, there is not male and female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” 
(Gal 3:28), yet the same Paul and the early Church soon compromised 
with the “patriarchal” society of their times. They believe this oppres
sive patriarchalism is reflected in certain passages of the New Testa- 
ment(l Cor 11:1-16; 14:33b-36), especially in later writings (Eph5:21- 
6:9; Col 3:19-25; 1 Tm 2:1-6:2; Tt 2:2-3:2; 1 P 2:13; 3:7), which speak 
of the husband as “head” of the family, and urge the wife (as also 
children and slaves) to “submit to their husbands in everything” (Eph 
5:4).69

While it is certainly true that these pastoral passages of the New 
Testament relating to family life, the so-called “domestic codes,” re
flect the social conditions of the Roman Empire in the first century and 
require critical-historical interpretation, it is also true that they are ap
plications of certain principles that flow from the whole Judaeo-Chris- 
tian ethic.

Philip Towner has shown70 that contrary to some exegetes these 
codes are not simply borrowed from the Stoics (although they have 
borrowed Greek literary forms). Nor do they reflect the development of

69 For a review and analysis of feminist exegesis see Francis Martin, The Feminist 
Question (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994).

70 The Goal of Our Instruction, pp. 201-199, and Salvatore M. Ballacchino, The 
Household Order Texts.
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an “early Catholic” or “Christian bourgeois” morality of conformity to 
Hellenistic society which is supposed to have developed when the 
Church lost hope in the Second Coming of Christ. Instead, they are 
based on the need to keep that faith alive in the face of false teaching 
and to witness the Gospel to pagans quick to seize on every evidence 
that Christians were a source of the moral decadence of Roman society.

According to natural law the family is a natural institution de
signed by God as the source of new life and of human society.71 The 
child cannot come into existence without a mother and requires her as 
its nurse and the first person to whom it is bonded. Thus in the family 
the woman has a vital role which requires that at least during the child
hood of her children she be first of all occupied physically and psycho
logically with pregnancy and child-care. Given our fallen condition, 
just as work which God intends to be a joyful share in his own creativ
ity is now a sentence to hard labor, so child-bearing which God gave 
woman as a great gift, can become a heavy burden. God declared that 
the consequence of humanity’s going its own way would be that men 
would be forced to struggle to make a living, and to women he said:

“I will intensify the pangs of your childbearing; in pain shall you 
bring forth children. Yet your urge shall be for your husband 
and he shall be your master” (Gn 3:16).72

Consequently, mothers and their children require the care of a 
husband, who beyond his biological role as an impregnator is also 
equipped by his greater physical size and strength and psychological 
aggressiveness to protect his family and to seek food and other material 
needs for it. In our fallen condition this task of the male is also a heavy 
and dangerous one (Gn 3:17-20), but the man is compensated for its 
labor and risks by the fact that in the human species (unlike other mam
mals) his mate is always physically prepared for intercourse with him. 
They are thus bonded both by sexual pleasure and by human compan-

71 CC C# 2201-2203.
72 For exegesis o f this text see Claus Westermann, Genesis 1-11, pp. 261-267.
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ionship.73 Furthermore, the male discovers that in his children, with 
whom he shares his experience and wisdom (as does the mother too, 
but in her own way), he relives his youth and finds consolation against 
death, inevitable in our fallen state.

Domestic and Public Roles

Moreover, in a social unit of two adult persons and minor children, 
decisions must be made by agreement of the adults, but agreement is 
not always achieved even with good will. Since decisions cannot be 
made by majority vote with only two voters, and since an absolute right 
of veto by either would make action impossible, it is necessary that the 
responsibility for final decision be assigned to one or the other partner. 
This assignment cannot be based on virtue or wisdom, because which 
of the partners is to evaluate such qualifications? Hence this headship 
ought ordinarily to be decided by some obvious natural difference. 
This designation is furnished by the male’s physical strength and ag
gressiveness, and by his role of dealing with the wider world outside 
the domestic circle during the child-bearing period of his wife.

The wife, on the other hand, ought to be consulted in all impor
tant decisions, especially if they directly concern her own interests. 
Since sometimes she is in fact more intelligent and virtuous than her 
husband he often ought to follow her lead, though she continues to 
respect his proper role. Thus the biblical position that the man is by 
nature the head of the family is consistent with the natural law and with 
the complementarity of the sexes and the mutuality of their dignity and 
love. It may be true that the biblical statements of this teaching are 
somewhat conditioned by the “patriarchalism” of the culture in which 
they were written. However, this conditioning does not extend to their 
essential intention, which is to defend the equal personal dignity of 
husband and wife, while at the same time recognizing their difference 
of roles in marriage in mutual service.

73 For reviews of research on sexual differences in primates and humans see Robert Pool, 
Eve's Rib and Robert Wright, The Moral Animal.
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Be subordinate to one another out of reverence for Christ. Wives 
be subordinate to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband 
is head of his wife just as Christ is head of the Church, he him
self the savior of the body. As the Church is subordinate to Christ, 
so wives should be subordinate to their husbands in everything. 
Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ loved the Church and 
handed himself over for her... So also husbands should love 
their wives as their own bodies. He who loves his wife loves 
himself. For no one hates his own flesh but rather nourishes and 
cherishes it, even as Christ does the Church, because we are 
members of his body. “For this reason a man shall leave his 
father and his mother and be joined to his wife and the two shall 
become one flesh” [Gn 2:24]. In any case, each one of you should 
love his wife as himself, and the wife should respect her hus
band (Eph 5:21-33; cf. 1 Cor 11:3-16; Col 3:18,4:1; 1 Tm 2:11- 
15; Tt 2:5; 1 P 3:1-7).

The historical fact that this male dominance in the family has 
been the situation, although in various degrees and forms and often 
abusively, in all known human cultures supports this conclusion.74 The 
feminist idea that somehow in the future some other arrangement will 
be achieved by legislation and education seems utopian, and stands in 
the way of realistic efforts to work against the constant danger of the 
sin of sexism, i.e., of real exploitation of the vulnerability of women.

Although these structural relations in the family are determined 
by the very nature of human sexuality, it does not follow, as was often 
supposed in the past, that the domestic roles of either woman or man 
ought to determine their roles in the wider social order whose struc
tures are a matter not of nature but of human invention. Therefore, it is 
a form of the sin of sexism to pass over women for promotion in busi
ness, the professions, the academy, the Church, etc., simply on the 
grounds of sexual stereotypes, i.e., preconceived views of the different 
talents or performance of women and men. The qualifications of indi
viduals for tasks must be judged on individual merit.

74 Stephen Goldberg, The Inevitability of Patriarchy, gives the evidence for the cross- 
cultural universality o f male dominance. Peggy Reeves Sunday, Female Power and 
Male Dominance, marshals some of the difficulties about this thesis. Robert Pool, 
Eve’s Rib, pp. 194-236 discusses the nature/culture debate.
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This principle obviously raises a question about the long tradi
tion in both the Eastern and Western Churches of considering only men 
as qualified for ordination to priesthood (and in the Latin Church only 
celibate men for priesthood and in the East for the episcopacy). This 
tradition has been recently again affirmed by both Catholic and Ortho
dox Church authorities. However, this is too complex a biblical, his
torical, theological, and pastoral problem to be discussed here.75

The principle of appointment to office in view of the common 
good of the community also condemns nepotism, cronyism, and other 
forms of favoritism in organizations, including the Church. Some al
lowance, though, must be made for the fact that an executive needs 
assistants whom he knows well and who are loyal to him. The question 
of political patronage is especially difficult, since in a two-party sys
tem political unity of action of a party finds its support in the power to 
fill offices with persons of the dominant party. When public service 
does not suffer significantly from this patronage, it seems it is not un
just, since the opposition party will also have its opportunity to appoint 
in due time; but the abuses are legion and public service often does 
suffer. In all such matters if appointment to office is by means of elec
tion, the electors have the duty in justice to vote for the person they 
regard as best qualified for the office.

C: RELATED VIRTUES

Related Kinds of Justice

The cardinal virtue of justice perfects our will to give to others what is 
strictly due them, but the Bible includes under the notion of justice or

75 For my views and bibliography on the ordination o f women see my article “Gender and 
the Priesthood o f Christ: A Theological Reflection,” The Thomist, 57, 3 (July, 
1993):343-379, an excerpt from my Justice in the Church where the question is further 
argued. The official declarations on the topic are: Congregation for the Doctrine of the 
Faith, “Declaration on the Question o f the Admission o f Women to the Ministerial 
Priesthood,” Inter Insigniores, Oct. 15, 1976, AAS 69 (1977); Origins 6, 33 (Feb. 3, 
1977):518-531 and John Paul II, “Apostolic Letter on Ordination and Women,” 
Ordinatio Pastoralis, May 22, 1994, Origins 24, 4 (9 June, 1994):50-52.
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“righteousness” proper behavior in many other situations. St. Thomas 
Aquinas identified and classified these secondary forms of virtue as 
follows:

A. Our debt may be strictly obligatory but too great to repay in full.
1. Our debt to God by religion.
2. Our debt to our parents by obedience.
3. Our debt to our country by patriotism.

B. Our debt is real but not strictly obligatory.
1. Our debt to tell the truth, but not about all we know in 

truthfulness.
2. Our debt to thank benefactors sufficiently in gratitude.
3. Our debt to get moderate compensation for injustices in 

leniency.
C. Without a real debt, still it is appropriate that we

1. Show liberality to others.
2. Show affability to others.
3. Show fairness to others.

Virtue of Religion

Religion (eusebeia, Ac 3:12 or threskeia, Jm 1:27, better translated in 
English as “piety” or “devotion”) is the virtue which helps us to show 
due worship to God as the source and goal of all things, an obligation 
which is strictly binding, but cannot be paid in full.76 The virtue of 
religion as a distinct and specific virtue regulates various acts of wor
ship such as prayer and sacrifice (its material object) according to a 
kind of justice or appropriateness or equality (its formal object), so that 
this worship does not err either by excess or defect. Therefore, it is a 
moral not a theological virtue since its object is not God himself but 
acts of worship. Yet, it falls short of being a species of the cardinal 
virtue of justice, because, although we certainly owe God worship, we 
can never pay God a worship that is equal to his worth, except as we

76 CCC # 2105; cf. the whole treatment o f the first three commandments, CCC # 2083- 
2195. CCC Part II on the sacraments and Part IV on prayer also deal largely with the 
practice of this virtue.
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join Jesus in his worship of the Father. As Son of God Jesus alone can 
offer that full measure.

So be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as 
Christ loved us and handed himself over for us as a sacrificial 
offering to God for a fragrant aroma (Eph 5:1).
We have such a high priest, who has taken his seat at the right 
hand of the throne of the Majesty in heaven, a minister of the 
sanctuary and of the true tabernacle that the Lord, not man, set 
up.... For if the blood of goats and bulls and the sprinkling of a 
heifer’s ashes can sanctify those who are defiled so that their 
flesh is cleansed [Lv 16:6-16], how much more will the blood of 
Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself unblem
ished to God, cleanse our consciences from dead works to wor
ship the living God (Heb 8:1-2, 9:13-14).

True religion is, therefore, one of the greatest virtues, but it is less 
than the theological virtues whose object is not merely the worship of 
God, but God himself.

The natural law as well as the first three of the Ten Command
ments (Ex 20:2-11; Dt 5:6-15) requires that we worship God, since as 
intelligent creatures we must in truth recognize him as our Creator and 
need to express this by word and gesture in the human community, as 
we express every other important truth. To be silent about the greatness 
of God is completely unnatural. Of old the wife of David, Michal mocked 
him for dancing, half-clad, before the ark when it was brought into 
Jerusalem, and was punished by being sterile (2 S 6:20-23). As Jesus 
said when the Pharisees demanded he silence his disciples as they came 
singing into Jerusalem, “I tell you, if they keep silent, the stones will 
cry out!” (Lk 19:40).

The first three Commandments demand that first we worship God 
alone and not idols; second, that we honor his Name; third, that we 
keep the Sabbath.77 The universal natural law which this Third Com
mandment implements is that we set aside proper time for worship.

77 CCC First Commandment # 2083-2141, Second Commandment #  2142-2167, Third 
Commandment # 2168-2195.
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Hence the early Church used its freedom from the ceremonial precepts 
of the law (Col 2:16) to choose Sunday, the day of the Resurrection, in 
place of the Sabbath to indicate the new creation of the New Covenant, 
contrary to certain modem “Sabbatarian” Protestant sects such as the 
Seventh Day Adventists.78

As we have seen, the prophets of the Old Testament never ceased 
to insist that true worship of God must begin from the heart. Isaiah 
repeats the indignant words of God to the Jews:

“What care I for the number of your sacrifices? ...
Wash yourselves clean!
Put away your misdeeds from before my eyes;

cease doing evil; learn to do good.
Make justice your aim: redress the wronged,

hear the orphan’s plea, defend the widow” (Is 1:11, 16-17).

The Epistle of St. James recalls this Old Testament prophecy when it 
say: “Religion that is pure and undefiled before God and the Father is 
this: to care for orphans and widows in their affliction and to keep 
oneself unstained by the world” (Jm 1:27). The same theme is found in 
many other places in the Old Testament, e.g., 1 S 15:22; Ho 6:4-6; Jr 7; 
Am 4:4, 5:21-25; Mi 6:6-8. It is summed up in Psalm 50: “Do I [God] 
eat the flesh of strong bulls, or is the blood of goats my drink? Offer to 
God praise as your sacrifice and fulfill your vows to the most High” (v. 
13-14). And this is confirmed by the words of Jesus to the Samaritan 
woman:

“Believe me, woman, the hour is coming when you will worship 
the Father neither on this mountain nor in Jerusalem... The hour 
is coming, and is now here, when true worshippers will worship 
the Father in Spirit and truth, and indeed the Father seeks such 
people to worship him. God is Spirit, and those that worship him 
must worship in Spirit and truth” (Jn 4:21, 23-24).

It is wrong, however, to think in terms of “faith vs. cult” as some 
exegetes have done, or to disparage “cultic” religion. Neither the proph-

78 CCC# 2174-2175, 2178.
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ets nor Jesus opposed the expression of the internal worship of God to 
the cultic, external ceremonies which they themselves faithfully ob
served. As we see from his baptism by John (Mk 1:9-11), his praying 
in the Temple (Mk 11:15-19), his keeping of the Passover (Mk 14:12- 
31), and his participation in the synagogue services (Lk 4:14-30), Jesus 
and his apostles were pious Jews who faithfully observed the cultic 
law.

Moreover, in commanding the practice of Baptism (Mt 28:19) 
and the Eucharist (Lk 22:19; 1 Cor 11:24-25) Jesus formally instituted 
a new mode of external worship which was retained in the Gentile 
churches, when the ceremonial law ceased to be practiced.79 In the 
development of these new rituals the Church found guidance in the 
principles that underlay the old ceremonial law of the Torah, rich in 
archetypal symbolism common to all the ancient religions but, in the 
case of the Jews, controlled by belief in one God. In these ceremonies 
also Christians could read the foreshadowing of the mysteries of the 
Incarnation and Trinity.80

Christian worship is of the Father, through the Son, and in the 
Holy Spirit and can be given absolutely only to them.81 Relatively it is 
given to their images and symbols such as the Cross. Such worship of 
God by means of images is not the idolatry forbidden by the First Com
mandment, as long as it remains strictly relative.82 For the Jews, how
ever, even such relative worship of God through images was forbidden 
in order to shield them from the temptations to idolatry which sur
rounded them and into which in the days of the kings they actually fell.

By adoring Astarte, the goddess of the Sidonians, and Milcom, 
the idol of the Ammonites, Solomon did evil in the sight of the 
Lord; he did not follow him unreservedly as his father David 
had done. Solomon then built a high place to Chemosh, the idol

79 The Rites o f Christian Initiation: Baptism and Confirmation, CCC # 1213-1321; and 
the Eucharist, #  1322-1419.

80 CC C# 1093-1098.
81 CCC # 2627.
82 Gregory the Great, DS # 477; Nicaea II, DS #  601; CCC # 1159-1162.
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of Moab, and to Molech, the idol of the Ammonites, on the hill 
opposite Jerusalem. He did the same for all his foreign wives, 
who burned incense and sacrificed to their gods (1 K 11:5-8; cf. 
also “The Letter of Jeremiah Against Idolatry” in Baruch 6).

The earthly presence of God incarnate in Jesus Christ has met 
this human longing for a tangible God that gave rise to idolatry, so that 
this temptation is no longer so dangerous to Christians. Hence, icono- 
clasm was condemned as heretical at the Councils of Nicaea II and 
Trent.83 Icons and statutes of Jesus, Our Lady, and the saints are not 
only permitted but prescribed in Catholic churches.

The reverence given to the saints, however, is not “worship” 
(latria), but only “reverence” (dulia) and in the case of Mary “special 
reverence” (hyperdulia)84 because of her special relation to Christ. This 
reverence toward the saints enhances, not detracts from, the worship 
we give God, since what we revere in them is the effect of God’s grace. 
The saints are, as it were, icons of God, since in them shines forth in full 
splendor the “image of God” in which all humanity was created, and 
the glory of the Incarnate Word to whom they have been faithfully 
conformed.

Christians of the reformed churches often confuse dulia with latria 
and hence reject Catholic veneration of the saints and prayer to them; 
but it is not latria to pray to other creatures and to ask their intercession 
for us with God. In fact all community prayer consists in creatures 
praying for each other and calling on others to pray for them.85 We read 
in the New Testament the request to the Church on earth, “First of all, 
then, I ask that supplications (deeseis), prayers, petitions, and thanks
giving be offered for every one” (1 Tm 2:1). Why then should it be 
wrong to ask the same of those members of the Church who are already 
with the Risen Lord?

In order that veneration should not be given to those who do not 
truly exemplify Christian holiness, the Church forbids the public ven-

83 Nicaea II, DS #  600-603 and Trent, DS #  1823.
84 Nicaea II, DS #  600-603.
85 CCC # 946-962, 2634-2636, 2673-2682, 2683-2684.
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eration of persons who have not been officially canonized as “saints,” 
“holy ones.”86 The term “holy” (qadosh) is frequently used in the Old 
Testament, especially in the Holiness Code of Leviticus (“Keep your
self holy, because I am holy,” Lv 11:44b). It refers especially to the 
setting aside of persons and things, places, times, and actions as sa
cred, that is, dedicated to God, in contrast to what is profane (from the 
Latin for “outside the shrine”), that is, for ordinary daily use but not as 
such sinful. For the Christian in a very real way all creation has again 
been made holy as God originally created it, sanctified by Christ (“Thus 
he declared all foods clean,” Mk 7:19). However, the distinction of 
sacred from profane remains valid in that a special holiness belongs to 
some places, things, and persons which are centers, instruments, and 
sources through which God’s grace is communicated to the world.

The internal acts of worship of intellect and will are first of all 
devotion, the prompt will to offer oneself to God in his service.87 God’s 
grace leads us to meditate on him and his “wondrous deeds” (Ps 66:3, 
5) or contemplate him as “King of glory” (Ps 24:8-10). Its principal and 
proper effect is joy of mind, although secondarily it can cause sadness 
because of our sins and the world’s sins and our consequent distance 
from God (Ps 42).

The second act of worship is prayer, which St. John Damascene88 
called “a raising of the mind to God” and “a reverent request of some 
fitting benefit from God.” It is thus an act of the practical reason moved 
by the will. Jesus in his humanity prayed (cf. e.g., Lk 6:12; 9:18; 9:28; 
11:1; 22:23; 22:41; 23:46; Jn 17); so do the angels, the saints, and all 
living persons. Wycliff and Quesnell thought that sinners and those not 
predestined cannot pray, but this opinion was condemned by the 
Church.89 St. Thomas Aquinas thought those in purgatory cannot pray 
but only be prayed for, but other theologians disagree, and the 
Magisterium has not repudiated the practice of praying not only for but

86 CCC #  828-829.
87 St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 82 who points out (a. 3) that contemplation causes 

devotion and (a. 4) gladness (laetitia) is its proper effect.
88 De fide orth., 1. 3, c. 24; CCC # 2559-2565.
89 DS #  1175-6 for Wycliff; DS #  2450 and 2459 for Quesnell.
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to the “poor souls.”90 Certainly those who are in hell will not pray; if 
they had prayed sincerely they would never have ended there.

We can pray for anyone who is not damned (we do know not 
who, except the fallen angels, are damned) and we can pray for any
thing good, yet should pray principally for spiritual goods. We can 
never pray for a moral evil, but we can pray that someone suffer a 
proportionate physical evil as a remedial punishment or purifying trial.

Jesus himself has taught us to pray the Lord’s Prayer, the model 
of all prayer (Mt 6:9-13; Lk 11:2-4).91 Prayer can be mental or vocal, 
and vocal prayer requires at least an implicit and virtual attention. It 
also can be solitary (“Go to your inner room, close the door, and pray 
to your Father in secret,” Mt 6:5-8) or in a small group.92

“Again, amen, I say to you, if two of you agree on earth about 
anything for which they are to pray, it will be granted to them by 
my heavenly Father. For where two or three are gathered to
gether in my name, there am I in the midst of them” (Mt 18:19- 
20).

Prayer can also be public and liturgical.93 St. Paul says, “It is my 
wish, then, that in every place the men should pray, lifting up holy 
hands, without anger or argument” (1 Tm 2:8; cf. 1 Cor 11). The Church 
gives great care to its liturgy, as it did in reforming the liturgy at the 
Second Vatican Council, because “the law of prayer is the law of faith” 
{lex orandi est lex credendi).94 Prayer properly includes the raising of 
one’s mind and heart to God, petition for one’s own and others’ needs.

90 S.T., H-II, q. 83, 11 ad 3. CCC # 958 says “Our prayer for them [the “dead” for whom 
the Church offers her prayers] is capable not only of helping them, but of making their 
intercession for us effective.” Since the blessed souls in heaven are not usually referred 
to as “dead,” it would seem this text by “their intercession” means the intercession of 
the dead in purgatory and thus supports the common view that “the holy souls in 
purgatory” do intercede for us.

91 CCC # 2759-2865 is an extended commentary on the Lord’s Prayer.
92 CCC # 2628-2649.
93 C C C # 1076-1112.
94 CCC 1074-1075. According to the article “Lex orandi, lex credendi,” in Catholicisme 

7:529-30 this phrase (in a slightly different form) is first recorded in Prosper of 
Aquitain’s (attributed to Celestine I) Indiculus de gratia Dei (PL 51:209; DS 246).
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praise of God, expression of confidence in him, and thanksgiving (1 
Tm 2:1).

For all adults prayer is absolutely necessary for their salvation 
(Mt 7:7; 26:41; Lk 11:9; Jn 16:24; Jm 4:2-3). Origen, Tertullian, and 
St. Augustine wrote classic works on prayer,95 the scholastics analyzed 
it, the great mystics recounted their experiences with it. Furthermore, 
we are commanded not only by the divine law to pray (Si 18:22; Lk 
18:1; Col 4:2; Eph 6:17-18; 1 Th 5:17) but also by the natural law as is 
evident from the world-wide practice in all religions of some form of 
prayer.96 In the Parable of the Persistent Widow, Jesus told us “to pray 
always without becoming weary” (Lk 18:l).97

Christians also pray to each other in that we ask each other for 
prayers, just as we pray to the saints, but with greater confidence in the 
saints because their inalienable union to God in perfect charity assures 
that their prayers are worthy and effective. The Council of Trent did 
not say we are bound to pray to saints, but only said it is good and 
useful according to the liturgical practice of the Church.98

Prayer never fails to merit before God, to satisfy for our sins, and 
to win a generous answer from God (Mt 7:8; Lk 11:9,13; Jn 14:13-14; 
16:24; 1 Jn 5:14; Ps 50:15), if it is made in sincere faith (Jm 1:6; Mt 
21:22; Mk 11:24; Rm 10:13; Heb 4:16) and asks for what is necessary 
for salvation for oneself (Mt 7:11; Lk 11:13; 1 Jn 5:14, 16; Is 1:15). 
Prayer for the salvation of others is also powerful (“The fervent prayer 
of a righteous person is very powerful,” Jm 5:16), but by their free will 
those for whom we pray can resist conversion.99 To be effective prayer

95 Tertullian, De Oratione Liber: Tract on Prayer; Origen, On Prayer, pp. 81-170; 
Augustine, Faith, Hope, and Charity (Enchiridion). For a synthesis o f Augustine’s 
thought on the subject, see Thomas A. Hand, O.S.A., St. Augustine on Prayer.

96 See S.D. Grill, “Prayer,” The Encyclopedia o f Religion, vol. 11, pp. 489-494 who notes 
that “prayer” has different meanings in different religions. For example, prayer in a 
non-theistic religion like Buddhism cannot be identical with prayer in the theistic 
religions.

97 CCC #2613  calls this (Lk 18:1-8) along with the Parable o f the Importunate Friend (Lk 
11:5-13), and the Parable o f the Pharisee and the Tax Collector (Lk 18:9-14), “The 
three principal parables on prayer.”

98 D S #  1821.
99 St. Thomas Aquinas writes, “It sometimes happens that prayer made for another is not 

effective, even though made devoutly and perseveringly and although it is for another’s
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must be persevering (Lk 11:5; 18:1; Mt 15:22) and presupposes that 
the one who prays is well-disposed to receive God’s answer according 
to God’s wisdom and will. As already mentioned, even those in the 
state of sin are heard by God if their prayer is sincere.

It accords with human nature that we should also give external 
expression to our internal prayer, and this instructs and encourages 
others to pray themselves. These external acts, in addition to liturgical 
and others forms of public prayer, are specifically: (1) adoration, (2) 
feasts, (3) sacrifice, (4) oaths, (5) vows, (6) blessings, (7) praises.

Adoration is an external act by which we express our submission 
to God by bowing, kneeling, prostrating, or simply folding or raising 
our hands (Gn 18:2, 43:26; Jos 5:15; 2 K 1:16, 19:18; Est 13:14; Jb 
31:27; Mt 4:9; Rv 19:10; 22:8).100

Feasts are a second kind of act of worship which consists in 
commemorations and celebrations of God’s great acts on our behalf, 
often preceded by preparatory fasts for the forgiveness of our sins. As 
the Third Commandment formerly required on the Sabbath, we now on 
Sundays and on “holy days of obligation” attend the Eucharistic as
sembly and abstain from servile work to praise and thank God. This 
obligation is serious, since without such a communal celebration the 
Christian community becomes weakened and our own fidelity is im
periled.101

We should not stay away from our assembly, as is the custom of 
some, but encourage one another, and this all the more as you 
see the day drawing near (Heb 10:25).

“The day drawing near” indicates that we can hardly expect to 
share in the eternal liturgy before the Trinity in heaven, if we absent

salvation, because of an impediment on the part of the one for whom the prayer is said, 
as Jeremiah [15:1] says, ‘The Lord said to me: Even if Moses and Samuel stood before 
me, my heart would not turn toward this people.’ Nevertheless, such prayer will be 
meritorious for the one who prays from charity, according to the Psalm [Ps 35:13],
‘My prayer is turned back into my bosom’ on which the Gloss comments, ‘Although it 
does not profit others, yet I am not deprived of my reward.’”

100 CCC # 2628.
101 CCC #2043, 2168-2195.
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ourselves from the liturgy on earth. Some young people say, “I don’t 
get anything out of Mass.” The Eucharist is not just “getting.” It is first 
of all giving (offering) of ourselves to God and to our Christian com
munity. We must not just be passive onlookers, but active participants. 
This communal worship is so essential to the very existence of a local 
Church that the obligation to take part is so serious that according to the 
Catechism o f the Catholic Church failure to fulfill it without a reason
able excuse is a grave sin, although many Catholics today seem igno
rant of its gravity.102

A third kind of act of worship and, indeed, the most perfect of all 
is sacrifice, that is, the offering of oneself or one’s possessions to God 
in recognition that all we have is his gift. For the Christian the act of 
sacrifice can only be fulfilled by participation in the one perfect sacri
fice which Christ offers to the Father.103 “Sacrifice” can be taken in a 
broad sense: “Do not neglect to do good and to share what you have; 
God is pleased by sacrifices of that kind” (Heb 13:15-16). In a stricter 
sense it refers to an internal self-offering: “Let yourselves be built into 
a spiritual house to be a holy priesthood to offer spiritual sacrifices 
acceptable to God through Jesus Christ” ( IP  2:5, 9). In the most spe
cific sense it refers to an external and public liturgical act: the Temple 
sacrifices of the Old Law and the Eucharistic Sacrifice of the New.104 
The natural law prescribes such an external recognition of the Creator 
as is evidenced by the rituals of most of the world religions.105

A standard definition of a sacrifice is “an offering of an external, 
sensible and permanent thing through some change or destruction of it 
by a priest to testify to God his dominion and our subjection.” Never
theless, note that “some change” such as the simple act of setting the 
offering aside or lifting it up suffices for a true sacrifice and therefore 
its destruction is not essential, although in the sacrifices of the Old Law 
this was a common feature. Therefore, in defining the offering of the

102 CCC #2181 . “Those who deliberately fail in this obligation commit a grave sin.”
103 CC C# 613-614.
104 CCC #2099-2100.
103 On sacrifice in primitive religions see Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms o f the 

Religious Life, pp. 366-392. Aquinas argues, S.T., II-II, q. 85, a. 1, that to offer sacrifice 
to God pertains to the natural law.
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Eucharist as a sacrifice it is not necessary to discover in it any act of 
destruction (its consumption is not a destruction), but simply the trans
forming words of consecration, “This is my Body, This is my Blood.”106 

In the sacrifices of the Old Law the first fruits of agriculture, 
cereals, wine, oil, incense, birds, goats, sheep, and bulls were offered 
(cf. Lv 1-7).107 The holocaust or whole burnt offering was offered on 
many occasions which required special solemnity. The sacrifices that 
were only partly burned and partly eaten included certain special rites 
such as that of Passover, the peace offerings (thanksgiving, votive, and 
free will offerings) which emphasized the fellowship between God and 
the offerers, and the atonement sacrifices which symbolized the resto
ration of friendship with God after some offense. Such sacrifices were 
offered by the patriarchs and the early kings, but then were entrusted 
solely to the priesthood.108

In the New Testament the Epistle to the Hebrews (9-10) develops 
a theology which explains how Jesus is the High Priest of the New 
Covenant and how his death on the Cross is the sacrifice replacing all 
the sacrifices of the Old Covenant. The same thought is expressed else
where: “Christ loved us and handed himself over for us as a sacrificial 
offering to God for a fragrant aroma” (Eph 5:2). It is implicit in Jesus’ 
own institution of the Eucharist at the time of the Passover:

“This is my body that is for you. Do this in remembrance of me.
This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do this, as often as 
you drink it, in remembrance of me.” For as often as you eat this 
bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord 
until he comes (1 Cor ll:24b-26; cf. Mt 26:26-29; Mk 14:22- 
25; Lk 22:15-20).

106 CCC # 1353 says, “In the institution narrative the power of the words and the action 
of Christ, and the power of the Holy Spirit, make sacramentally present under the 
species o f bread and wine Christ’s body and blood, his sacrifice offered on the cross 
once for all.”

107 See Roland de Vaux, O.P., Ancient Israel, pp. 415-456, on Old Testament sacrifices.
108 In the time of Jesus, some Jews, such as Philo o f Alexandria, gave elaborate symbolic 

interpretations of the religious and moral meaning o f these rites. For example, Philo 
(F.H. Colson and G.H. Whitaker, translators, Loeb Library, vol. 8, On the Virtues, c. 
26), explains the command against eating meat and milk at the same meal as a way of 
teaching non-violence.
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Christians can also make other offerings, such as the money of
fering for the work of the Church at Mass, or the stipends offered for 
the support of the priests who offer a Mass as a prayer of petition for 
some answer from God, etc., as the widow’s little offering for the Temple 
treasury commended by Jesus (Lk 21:1 -4) or the collection for the poor 
made by St. Paul (1 Cor 16:1 -4).109 That there is a serious obligation to 
support the ministers of the Church is clear from the profession of faith 
imposed on the Waldensians and the condemnation of the views of 
Wycliff.110

A fourth kind of worship is to honor God by swearing an oath 
calling upon him as a witness that what one says is true. By swearing 
sincerely one acknowledges that God is all-knowing and that he will 
punish violations of the truth, i.e., the sin of perjury. When an oath 
includes a promise it must be must be fulfilled as a duty of religion as 
well as of truthfulness (Nb 30:3; Mt 5:33) and the obligation is to be 
strictly interpreted, although the gravity of the obligation depends on 
the nature of the promise.111 The patriarchs of the Old Testament often 
swore by the Divine Name. Thus Abraham took an oath that he would 
five in peace with Abimelech (Gn 21:23) and required his servant to 
swear (Gn 24:3). Jacob asked Esau to swear (Gn 25:32) and Joseph 
also (47:31). God even swears by himself (Gn 22:16; Dt 32:40; Is 45:23)! 
The law, following the example of the patriarchs, also sometimes re
quires the taking of oaths (e.g., Ex 22:10; Dt 10:20).

Oaths, of course, are often in fact lies, “Their mouths speak un
truth; their right hands are raised in lying oaths” (Ps 144:8,10; Si 23:9- 
13; Jr 4:2), or deceitful promises. Unfortunately, in Jesus’ time, some 
of the rabbis had developed (like laxist Catholic moralists later did) a 
sophistical casuistry (Mk 7:11-13) by which they excused certain dis
honest oaths.112 No doubt it was to correct such sophistry that Jesus in

109 On the notion o f a “stipend” see p. 352 above.
110 Waldensians, DS # 797; Wycliff, DS #1168.
111 C C C # 2101-2102.
1,2 CCC # 915, 2103. CCC # 2153-2154 says, “Following St. Paul, the tradition o f the 

Church has understood Jesus’ words as not excluding oaths made for grave and right 
reasons (for example in court). ‘An oath, that is the invocation o f the divine name as a 
witness to truth, cannot be taken unless in truth, in judgment, and in justice’ (CIC can. 
1 1 9 9 # ! ) .”
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the Sermon on the Mount referred to the Old Testament exhortations to 
fulfill one’s promises (Ex 20:7; Lv 19:12; Dt 5:11), and then plainly 
declared:

“I say to you, do not swear at all; not by heaven, for it is God’s 
throne; nor by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the great King. Do 
not swear by your head, for you cannot make a single hair white 
or black. Let your ‘Yes’ mean ‘Yes,’ and your ‘No’ mean ‘No.’ 
Anything more is from the evil one” (Mt 5:34-37).113

This is echoed by the Epistle of St. James (5:12):

But above all, my brothers, do not swear, either by heaven or by 
earth or by any other oath, but let your “Yes” mean “Yes” and 
your “No” mean “No,” that you may not incur condemnation.

Because of these “plain” texts, many Christian sects have refused 
to take oaths. The best known example in the U.S.A. has been that of 
the Quakers who are permitted by our courts merely to “affirm” their 
testimony. The Waldensians, Lollards, Beguines, Begards, and the 
Fraticelli in the Middle Ages, and the Hussites, Anabaptists, and Men- 
nonites of the Reformation period had preceded the Quakers in this 
refusal.

The Catholic Church, however, at the Fourth Lateran Council 
and the Council of Constance114 defined that under proper conditions 
the taking of oaths is morally licit and may even be obligatory. The 
Code o f Canon Law, canons 1191-1204, makes oaths mandatory in 
certain cases, and they are defended in the Catechism of the Catholic 
Church.115

Although some current exegetes still think that the words of Jesus 
and James quoted above show that Jesus really did forbid all oaths and 
even vows, this was not the understanding of his teaching in the early

113 On the history of the interpretation of this text see Luz, Matthew, pp. 318-322.
114 Fourth Lateran, DS #  795; Constance, DS # 1193.
115 C C C # 2153.
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Church. St. Paul frequently used oaths when he felt a need to impress 
his hearers with his seriousness (Rm 1:9; 2 Cor 1:23; Gal 1:20; Ph 1:8; 
cf. 1 Tm 5:11-12).

Hence, the Church, “interpreting Scripture by Scripture,” has 
always understood this saying of the Lord not as forbidding the swear
ing of oaths as such but of false oaths. What Jesus meant was that one 
must speak the truth and keep one’s promises even if one has made no 
vow or oath, since all excuses for lying or for false promises, such as 
some Pharisees had invented, were from the devil, “the father of lies” 
(Jn 8:44).

But if Christians always speak the truth, why should they ever 
take an oath? The reason is given by the writer of Hebrews when he 
explains why God swore “by himself’ to Abraham to bless and multi
ply his descendants:

Human beings swear by someone greater than themselves; for 
them an oath serves as a guarantee and puts an end to all argu
ment. So when God wanted to give the heirs of his promise an 
even clearer demonstration of the immutability of his purpose, 
he intervened with an oath (Heb 6:16-17).

Thus the reason we are sometimes obliged to take an oath is not 
because without it we would lie, but because the cynical public will not 
believe us unless we swear that we are serious and willing to subject 
ourselves to punishment for perjury. Thus the need to take oaths re
flects the sinful condition of humanity where lying and lack of trust is 
so common that it forces even honest people to take oaths in order to be 
taken seriously. Therefore, we should obey Jesus and always tell the 
truth for its own sake, yet we do not disobey him when we take an oath 
so as to be believed in a sinful world. Because St. Paul realized this, he 
did not hesitate to enforce his words with oaths when he saw his mes
sage might not otherwise be taken seriously even by the new Christians 
to whom he wrote.

A fifth way to worship God is to take a vow by which one prom
ises God to do something possible and better than its opposite (Dt 22:21; 
Nb 30:3; Ec 5:3). While an oath may also contain a promise, it prima-



Living Justly, Continued 395

rily calls God to witness to the swearer’s sincerity; while a vow is more 
like a sacrifice, since by it the one who vows offers herself or himself 
to God to serve him in a special way.

A genuine vow is usually a public act but requires internal inten
tion, deliberation, and freedom. To vow is to acknowledge God’s su
preme dominion since it promises God to serve him more completely. 
It is often undertaken either in thanksgiving for a past favor or in peti
tion for a future favor, and hence is a matter of counsel rather than 
precept. It should not be an attempt to bargain with God but a sincere 
effort to cooperate with his will.

The Old Testament regulated the Nazarite vow (Nb 6) and pro
vides many examples of other vows, such as the vow of Hannah in 
petition for a son (1 S 1:11) and David’s vow to house the Ark of the 
Covenant (Ps 132:2). It also commanded:

“When you make a vow to God, delay not its fulfillment. For 
God has no pleasure in fools; fulfill what you have vowed. You 
had better not make a vow than make it and not fulfill it” (Si 5:3- 
5; cf. Lv 27:2; Dt 23:22-24; Ps 22:26; 50:14; 56:13; 61:9; 65:2;
66:13; 76:12; Jb 22:27; Jon 2:10; Ml 1:14).

Yet the Old Testament recognizes that vows are often rashly taken, 
such as that of the hero Jephthah who swore:

“Whoever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me when 
I return in triumph from [the war with] the Ammonites shall 
belong to the Lord. I shall offer him up in sacrifice” (Jg 11:31).116

But it was his own daughter who first came out to greet him. We also 
read how:

116 In Jephthah and His Vow, David Marcus lines up the arguments for and against the 
opinion of the Church Fathers that Jephthah’s daughter was not sacrificed but 
consecrated to virginity. Marcus inclines to the traditional view, but believes that the 
author o f Judges deliberately leaves the outcome of the story ambiguous in order to 
emphasize the folly of making such a vow rather than on the other question whether a 
rash vow once made should actually be fulfilled. The rabbis generally held that it 
should not. He cites other biblical examples where a rash promise is deplored (Gn 
24:14; 31:32; Jg 1:12, 17:2, 21:8; 1 S 14:24, 17:25).
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Saul swore a very rash oath that day, putting the people under 
this ban: “Cursed be the man who takes food before evening, 
before I am able to avenge myself on my enemies” (1 S 14:24).

Saul’s oath fell on his own son Jonathan, although Jonathan defied the 
curse. Again, King Herod swore a foolish oath to the daughter of 
Herodias which forced him against his will to order the death of John 
the Baptist (Mk 6:23-26).

To show that the New Testament no more forbids vows than it 
does oaths, we again have the example of St. Paul who not only himself 
took the Nazarite vow (Ac 18:18) but approved of others doing so (Ac 
21:23-26) to reassure the Jewish Christians.117 Moreover, the sacra
ments of Baptism, of Marriage, and of Holy Orders, instituted by Christ 
himself through the Holy Spirit,118 each involves a vow, for all Chris
tians must offer their whole lives to God in Baptism, while the married 
are united to each other in Christ by the matrimonial vows and the 
hierarchical ministers to the Church by a vow to serve her and God in 
spiritual offices.

The Church has given special attention to two kinds of public 
vows, those of matrimony and those of consecrated life. The vow of 
matrimony forms a freely chosen covenant between the partners by 
which in an exclusive and permanent commitment they surrender their 
persons to each other to express in the manner intended by the Creator 
that fruitful love for which he distinguished human beings as male and 
female (Gn 1-2).119

Thus marriage pertains to the order of creation and the natural 
law, but Christ has elevated it for the baptized to a sacrament symbol
izing his faithful love for his Church (Eph 5:21-33). As such it fulfills 
in a special way for earthly existence the baptismal covenant of the 
members of the Church with Christ which alone will remain forever in 
the Kingdom.120

117 For exegesis of Acts 21:23-26 see Luke Timothy Johnson, Acts, pp. 373-380.
118 Council o f Trent, DS # 1600-1601; CCC # 1114, 1210.
119 C C C # 1601-1666.
120G S # 48-50; F C # 11-16; CC C# 1615-1627.
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The vow of consecrated life is a prophetic, eschatological ex
pression of the baptismal covenant by which members of the Church 
witness to the coming of the Kingdom by anticipating it in a search for 
Christian perfection through the practice of the counsels of poverty, 
chastity, and obedience according to the rule and constitutions of some 
religious community.121

He [Jesus] answered, “Some are incapable of marriage... be
cause they have renounced marriage for the sake of the kingdom 
of heaven. Whoever can accept this ought to accept it” (Mt 19:12).
Jesus said to him [the rich young man], “If you wish to be per
fect, go, sell what you have and give to the poor, and you will 
have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me” (Mt 19:21).

The reason for highlighting these three particular counsels is that 
by poverty all external possessions are sacrificed, by chastity the body 
is consecrated, and by obedience the soul (the will) is dedicated totally 
to the service of God,122 in imitation of Jesus who was poor, celibate, 
and wholly obedient to his mission from the Father. “As it is written of 
me in the scroll, Behold, I come to do your will, O God” (Heb 10:7; 
quoting Ps 40:8-9).

Moralists generally agree that when in doubt about whether one 
has made a valid vow, or about what it obliges one to do, if it is solidly

121 LG # 43-47; PC; CCC #914-933, 944-945, 1618-1620. St. Thomas Aquinas discusses 
the three vows of religion in S.T., II-II, q. 186, and the treatise On the Perfection of the 
Spiritual Life. Mt 19:12 literally speaks of “eunuchs” and Benedict Viviano, O.P., 
NJBC, p. 662, explains, “Three kinds [of eunuchs] are listed: [1] physically malformed, 
[2] castrated through the cruelty of men, for use as harem guards and courtiers 
(disapproved in Deut 23:1); [3] those who voluntarily refrain from marriage 
(enouchizein is here used metaphorically) in order to devote themselves more fully to 
the urgent demands of the kingdom (so too 8:22; 1 Cor 7:17, 25-35). The Jewish 
background of this strong teaching is found in Isaiah 56:3-5 and Qumran...” On Mt 
19:21 Viviano comments (p. 662), “If you would be perfect: This is Matthew’s major 
addition to the story. Teleios (perfect) can mean ‘complete, mature,’ or observant o f all 
God’s laws (cf. 5:48). The phrase in later times led to a distinction between the 
commandments (addressed to all believers) and counsels of perfection (addressed to a 
few). In Mt 5:48 the invitation to perfection is addressed to all. The distinction comes 
in the degrees of obligation; all are held to keep the commands (with forgiveness for 
repentant sinners), but not all are held to be celibate (19:12) or to sell all.”

122 CCC# 1973-1974.
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probable that one is not obliged, it need not be fulfilled. Moreover, the 
obligation ceases when the work is no longer good or better than not 
doing it, or when the purpose of the vow or a condition on which the 
vow depends ceases. A legitimate superior of the one who has made a 
vow can nullify or dispense from its fulfillment.

A sixth and seventh way of worshiping God by external acts is by 
blessings and by praises. In taking an oath we invoke the Holy Name 
of God in witness of our testimony. In blessing God’s creatures we call 
on God in acknowledgment that these creatures are his gifts to us which 
remind us of him and for which we are grateful. We also call on him to 
bring his creatures to their perfection so that they may fulfill the pur
poses for which the Creator made them.123

Bless the Lord, all you works of the Lord
praise and exalt him above all forever (Dn 3:57; cf. 3:57-90).

In the Old Testament there are also the negative correlative of 
blessings, namely, curses in which God is called upon to punish evil
doers and destroy their works. For example, in Deuteronomy we read 
the Liturgy of the Twelve Curses:

The Levites shall proclaim aloud to all the men of Israel: “Cursed 
be the man who makes a carved or molten idol” ... And all the 
people shall answer, “Amen!” etc. (Dt 27:14-26; cf. 28:15-19).124

123 CCC #  1167-1673 on sacramentals, which require the blessing o f things, places, and 
persons. CCC #  1669 notes that the baptized can all give blessings, although certain 
blessings are proper to priests. CCC # 1078-1112 shows how the Holy Trinity is the 
source o f all blessing.

124 According to Joseph Blenkinsopp, NJBC, p. 106, “The twelve paragraphs are not 
strictly curses (the threatened evil is not specified) but apodictic legal formulations,” 
the number o f which may tally with the twelve tribes. “The anathema functioned to put 
the offender outside the community by making it impossible for him to participate in 
cult without cursing himself.” He thinks their formulation suggests “a time when 
pentateuchal law was well on its way to final consolidation” since four of the offenses 
occur only in Lv 17:2-6 and not in Dt itself. Ian Cairns, Word and Presence, pp. 236- 
238 also thinks this Dodecalogue is a composition o f the Deuteronomist using 
fragments o f older materials.
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Several of the Psalms (called the Imprecatory Psalms, 69:23-29; 70:3- 
5; 109:6-20; 129:5-8; 137:7-9) are filled with furious curses. Although 
these shock Christians today and were omitted from the liturgical Psalter 
after Vatican II, it is not right to reject them simply as “revenge”; rather 
they are intended as an expression of confidence in the justice of God 
who will not permit evil to go unpunished or the good unrewarded.

Yet in the New Testament Jesus said, “Love your enemies, do 
good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those 
who mistreat you” (Lk 6:27-28) and St. Paul said, “Bless those who 
persecute you; bless and do not curse them” (Rm 12:14). Nevertheless, 
Jesus “cursed” the fig tree outside Jerusalem as symbolic of the doom 
which awaited the religious leaders in the city who refused to believe 
him (Mk 11:14, 20-26) and pronounced on them the Seven Woes (Mt 
23:13-36) as he also proclaimed woe to the towns of Chorazin and 
Bethsaida (Lk 10:13-16). These “woes” are in fact prophetic curses. 
Moreover, Jesus and the apostles frequently curse the demons in exor
cism (e.g., Mk 5:1-20; Lk 9:37-43, 10:17).

St. Paul also declared, “If anyone does not love the Lord, let him 
be accursed” (1 Cor 16:22) and twice exclaimed, “If anyone preaches 
to you a gospel other than the one you have received, let him be ac
cursed!” (Gal 1:8-9). In exasperation (and no doubt with a touch of 
humor) at those who demanded the Gentile converts be circumcised, 
Paul cried out, “Would that those who are upsetting you might also 
castrate themselves!” (Gal 5:12). Again Paul excommunicated the in
cestuous Corinthian, “You are to deliver this man to Satan for the de
struction of his flesh, so that his spirit may be saved on the day of the 
Lord” (1 Cor 5:5).

This last text shows us how and how not to curse. To pray that 
God will enact just punishment in order to reform the stubborn of
fender can be an act of love for the offender,125 and then cursing can be

125 S.T., II-II, q. 25, a. 6 says, “We ought to hate in sinners that they are sinners, and love 
them as human persons capable of blessedness. This is to love them truly from charity 
because o f God.”
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justified;126 but when it is an act of hate of the offender whom we desire 
to destroy, it is evil. The danger is, of course, that our hate will be more 
sincere than our love and forgiveness. Hence the Epistle of St. James 
laments the fact that:

No human being can tame the tongue, it is a restless evil, full of 
deadly poison. With it we bless the Lord and Father, and with it 
we curse human beings who are made in the likeness of God.
From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. This need not 
be so, my brothers. Does a spring gush forth from the same 
opening both pure and brackish water? Can a fig tree, my broth
ers, produce olives, or a grapevine figs? Neither can salt water 
yield fresh (Jm 3: 8:12).

In praising and blessing God himself we recall his gifts to us, but 
our thoughts also turn from his creatures simply to him and his eternal 
glory.127

Blessed are you, O Lord, the God of our fathers, 
praiseworthy and exalted above all forever;

And blessed is your holy and glorious name, 
praiseworthy and exalted above for all ages 
(Dn 3:52; cf. 3:52-56).

I will bless the Lord at all times;
praise shall be always in my mouth (Ps 34:1)

Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly, as in all wisdom you 
teach and admonish one another, singing psalms, hymns, and 
spiritual songs with gratitude in your hearts to God (Col 3:16).

Christians, to express their adoption as children of God in Christ, 
can also use the Name of God in begging for something from another

126 If this excommunicated man is the same as the one mentioned in 2 Cor 2:5-11 St. Paul 
seems to have quickly relented and urged the Corinthian church to reconcile him, but 
most modem commentators believe they are different persons. See Victor Furnish, II 
Corinthians, pp. 164-166.

127 CCC # 2644-2645.
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person (Rm 12:1, Mk 5:7) or commanding them to do something (Mt 
26:63; Mk 1:25) and such a form of praise is called an adjuration, as 
when Peter heals the crippled beggar, “In the name of Jesus Christ the 
Nazorean, rise and walk!” (Ac 3:6b). Above all we should use that 
Name in praising God. Thus God’s Holy Name may be invoked by 
oaths, blessings, and praises, but the Second Commandment declares:

You shall not take the name of the Lord, your God, in vain. For 
the Lord will not leave unpunished him who takes his name in 
vain (Ex 20:7; Dt5:ll).

“In vain” means to use the name of God without due reverence to God, 
as when oaths are used as a mere expression of anger or contempt, or 
dishonestly, or without real purpose.

Those who swear thoughtlessly, merely out of boorishness, do 
not really intend to take an oath, and the sin is probably venial, yet it 
expresses a lack of realization of the presence of God. Respect for the 
Holy Name led the Jews to avoid even pronouncing the Name (YHWH, 
the Tetragrammaton or Four Letters) revealed to Moses at the burning 
bush (Ex 3:13-15). However, this same respect prompted medieval 
Christians to practice the devotion to the Name of Jesus preached by 
Bl. John of Vercelli, O.P., and St. Bemardine of Siena, O.F.M. This 
devotion is still promoted in the U.S.A. by the Holy Name Society and 
by the recitation of the “Divine Praises” after the liturgical service of 
Eucharistic Benediction.128

We have now considered various acts of the virtue of religion. 
“Religion,” however, is not always healthy; it can be mere “religiosity.” 
To worship God in ways which for one reason or another imply a wrong 
notion of what God really is like is superstition. Such superstitious 
practices are generally venially sinful if they are simply based on igno
rance or unreasonable fear, but they can be mortal sins if they deliber
ately foster a false idea of God or ask of him what is evil. The worst sin 
of this sort is idolatry forbidden by the First Commandment, and con-

128 On the history of this devotion see M. Kelley, “Holy Name, Devotion to the,” NCE, 
7:76-77.
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stantly denounced both by the prophets and the wisdom literature (e.g., 
Ezk 8-9; Ba 6; Dn 14; Ws 13-14).129

Also seriously sinful are practices aimed at obtaining magical or 
diabolic powers, or at discovering the future known only to God, such 
as divination, repeatedly condemned in the Bible even with the death 
penalty (Lv 20:6,27; Dt 18:10-12; Is 28:15; Gal 4:10-11). Today such 
superstitious and pseudo-scientific practices as astrology and even devil- 
worship are again popular, although they are not always intended seri
ously.130

More widespread is irreligion or religious indifference practiced 
by people who try to ignore the ultimate questions of life, or who treat 
religion in a contemptuous or trivializing way, or even deny the reality 
of God. Some tempt God by failing to show due respect for his superior 
wisdom by making unconditional demands on him to show his power 
(Dt 6:16; Ex 17:7; Ps 78:18, 19, 56; Mt 4:7; 27:40).13)

Among the sins against the virtue of religion are also included 
perjury, sacrilege and simony. Perjury, already discussed above, is 
taking an oath in God’s Name to attest a lie (Lv 19:12; Zc 5:3, 4; Pr 
6:16-19; Si 23:11; Mt 5:33).132 It is a very serious sin, but thoughtless 
“swearing” in words but without any real intention of invoking God is 
often venial (Si 23:9-15). Sacrilege is an act of disrespect or violence 
to sacred persons, places, or things (Lv 10:1; 1 S 2:17;Dn5:2; Jn2:14). 
Simony is the buying and selling of sacred things (Pr 3:15; 1 Cor 4:1; 
Mt 10:8), named after Simon the Magician who tried to buy the mi
raculous powers of the Apostles (Ac 8:9-25).133

Is it simony for the clergy to ask for their necessary support from 
those whom they serve and to whom they administer the sacraments? 
Were not the apostles told by Jesus, “Without cost you have received, 
without cost you are to give” (Mt 10:8b)? True, but Jesus had also told 
them that they were to depend for their support on the generosity of

129 C C C # 2084-2100.
130 C C C # 2110-2117.
131 CCC #2118-2119.
132 Innocent XI, DS #2124 , condemned laxist opinions justifying perjury.
133 CCC #2120-2121.
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those to whom they ministered, for “the laborer deserves his keep” (Mt 
10:10). St. Paul, accused by his enemies of seeking his own profit from 
preaching the Gospel, made an impassioned plea for the right of a 
preacher to receive his living in return for his ministry (1 Cor 9:18), but 
rather than give any handle to such accusations did in fact support 
himself by manual labor (1 Cor 4:12). The early Church did not insist 
that all follow Paul’s example, and concluded it was not simony for 
ministers of the Gospel to accept a moderate living from those to whom 
they ministered. Rather than being simoniacal payment for the Gospel 
or the sacraments which must be given freely, this support is given in 
order that they might be able to provide this ministry:

Presbyters who preside well deserve double honor, especially 
those who toil in preaching and teaching. For the scripture says,
“You shall not muzzle an ox when it is threshing” [Dt 25:4] and,
“A worker deserves his pay” [cf. Mt 10:10] (1 Tm 5:17-18; cf.
1 Cor 9:9-12).

Virtue of Obedience

After the virtue of religion, a second virtue that resembles justice in 
matters where the debt is strict but cannot be paid in full is obedience, 
which we have already considered as it is a counsel practiced under 
vow by those who live the consecrated life. But without a vow, this 
virtue is also needed by all Christians, as is evident from the Fourth 
Commandment, “Honor your father and your mother, that your days 
may be long in the land which the Lord your God gives you” (Ex 20:12; 
Dt 5:16; cf. Eph 5:12). The Catechism o f the Catholic Church makes 
clear that this applies to “all those whom God, for our good, has vested 
with his authority.”134 In every community, authority and obedience 
are necessary not for the advantage of those in authority but for the 
common good in which authorities and subjects both share.

We can never fully repay the strict debt we owe our parents who 
gave us life and educated us. We owe our parents spiritual and material

134 CCC# 2197.
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help, especially in their old age; but first of all we owe them obedience 
and honor because without these the family which is the basis of all 
human society cannot be a functional community. This filial obedience 
is often urged in the Old Testament (Dt 27:16; Pr 1:8; Si 7:29; Tob 4:3) 
and in the New Testament as well (Mt 15:4-9; Eph 6:1-3; Col 3:20). 
Especially strong are the eloquent essay on this topic by Ben Sirach (Si 
3:1-18) and the words of Jesus to the Pharisees and scribes:

“And why do you break the commandment of God for the sake 
of your tradition? For God said: ‘Honor your father and your 
mother’ [Ex 20:12], and ‘Whoever curses father or mother shall 
die’ [Ex 21:17]. But you say, ‘Whoever says to father or mother,
“Any support you might have had from me is dedicated to God,” 
need not honor his father.’ You have nullified the word of God 
for the sake of your tradition” (Mt 15:3-7).

Jesus himself gave a loving example of obedience to Joseph and 
Mary. As a boy of twelve, after being lost three days, he was found by 
his anxious parents in the Temple. In response to their troubled ques
tions, he revealed his life’s mission: “Did you not know that I must be 
in my Father’s house?” (Lk 2:49), but then “went down with them and 
came to Nazareth and was obedient to them” (Lk 2:51).135 As a young 
man at the marriage feast of Cana, after first replying to his mother’s 
concern about the lack of wine, “My time has not yet come,” he then 
yielded to her request and began his mission by working his first physi
cal miracle (Jn 2:1-12). As his mission approached completion in 
Gethsemane, he prayed, “My Father, if it is not possible that this cup 
pass without my drinking it, your will be done!” (Mt 26:42). Finally, in 
completing his mission on the Cross he was still mindful to say to his 
mother, “‘Woman behold your son.’ Then to the disciple whom he 
loved, he said, ‘Behold your mother.’ And from that hour the disciple

135 According to Joseph A. Fitzmyer, The Gospel According to St. Luke, the Greek phrase 
in Lk 2:49 which he and the NAB prefer to translate “in my Father’s house” could also 
mean “involved in my Father’s affairs” or “among those people belonging to my 
Father” (i.e., the Torah teachers to whom the boy Jesus was listening). See the reasons 
Fitzmyer gives for each of the possible readings, pp. 443-444.
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took her into his home” (Jn 19:26-27). Yet Jesus did not permit his filial 
love and obedience to stand in the way of his mission from his heav
enly Father (cf. Mk 3:31-34; Mt 12:46-50; Lk 8:19-21; also Mt 8:21- 
22; Lk 9:59-62 and Mt 10:35-36; Lk 12:51-53 and Mt 10:37; Lk 14:26).

“Children obey your parents in everything, for this pleases the 
Lord” (Col 3:20). The Catechism explains this “everything” by saying, 
“Children should also obey the reasonable directions of their teachers 
and all to whom their parents have entrusted them. But if a child is 
convinced in conscience that it would be morally wrong to obey a 
particular order, he must not do so.” It then says, “As they grow up, 
children should continue to respect their parents. They should antici
pate their wishes, willingly seek their advice, and accept their just ad
monitions. Obedience toward parents ceases with the emancipation of 
the children; not so respect, which is always owed to them.”136

Reciprocally parents have obligations to love and care for their 
children not as parental possessions but for the children’s own sake as 
persons and gifts of God. Employers also have the duty to care for their 
employees (Si 33:31; Eph 6:9) and respect their freedom and dignity as 
persons. Parents have a special duty to see that their children receive 
the rites of initiation in the Church and a Christian education (Pr 23:13; 
Si 7:25; Eph 6:4; Col 3:21).

Married couples owe each other mutual love and care and the 
marital expression of their love (Mt 19:5; Eph 5:25; Tt 2:4; Col 3:18; 1 
Tm 2:15). The husband as head of the family (in the sense already 
explained) has special responsibilities for the sustenance, protection, 
and Christian life of his family whose “priest” he is, while the wife has 
a special responsibility for the home environment (Col 3:18; Eph 5:33). 
For a husband to abuse his wife or children is an especially grave sin 
precisely because he is “head of the family” (Eph 5:21-32; 6:4, 9; Col 
4:18-21; Tt 2:2) in whom they have put their trust. Similar respect is 
due others such as teachers and employers (1 Tm 6:l; 1 P2:18) who 
have provided us assistance and guidance.

136 CCC# 2217.
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Virtue of Patriotism

A third virtue which deals with a strict debt of justice yet which, like 
our debt to God and our parents, we cannot repay in full, is our debt to 
our country — the virtue of patriotism. This virtue enables us to be fair 
to our community and country and pay due obedience to its govern
ment officials and due respect to its civic symbols (Mt 22:15-22; Rm 
13:1-7;1P2:13-17). Respect for government authority and obedience 
to its legitimate guidance is today often decried on the grounds that 
blind obedience to such tyrants as Stalin and Hitler has led citizens to 
cooperate passively in terrible crimes. The New Testament teaches 
obedience to secular as well as ecclesiastical leaders, but only when 
they do not exceed their lawful authority or violate natural or divine 
law since, “We must obey God, rather than men” (Ac 5:29).

Authority is given by God to governments not for their own ben
efit, but to help those less experienced and prudent to do what is objec
tively right. As the Pauline writer says, “Remind them [the Christians 
of Crete] to be under the control of magistrates and authorities, to be 
obedient, to be open to every good enterprise” (Tt 3:1; cf. Rm 13:2, 7; 
1 P 2:13).137 It is also given sometimes to leaders in a community to 
insure the unity of action of the community, even when the citizens 
who obey are equal in prudence to those who rule them.138 Both kinds 
of authority are necessary in human life when they are used for the 
common good and not merely for the good of a tyrant. Yet when we are 
not sure that a lawful authority is exceeding his or her proper limits we 
should obey, since otherwise authority would be of little benefit to us as 
a guide. To disobey out of contempt for authority is an even more 
serious sin, because it shows a rejection not merely of the person in 
authority but of one’s responsibility for the common good.

Those in authority must, in their turn, be obedient to God and the 
law of the community and act only for the common good, promoting

137 CCC # 2234-2246, 2254-2257.
138 On the Thomistic arguments for the need of authority even in a community of equal, 

virtuous adults, see Yves Simon, A General Theory of Authority.
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honest morality and true education, justice, and material prosperity for 
all members of the community.139 Nevertheless, an exaggerated na
tionalism which claims first place in power and prestige among the 
nations for one’s country even at the cost of unjust war, or passively 
executes all orders of superiors however immoral, is not patriotism. 
According to the Fourth Gospel those leaders who conspired against 
Jesus were misled not only by their mistaken religious views but by 
their false patriotism:

So the chief priests and the Pharisees convened the Sanhedrin 
and said, “What are we going to do? This man is performing 
many signs. If we leave him alone, all will believe in him, and 
the Romans will come and take away both our land and our 
nation.” But one of them, Caiaphas, who was high priest that 
year, said to them, “You know nothing, nor do you consider that 
it is better for you that one man should die instead of the people 
so that the whole nation may not perish” (Jn 11:47-50).

Today, there is also an increasing emphasis on ethnicity, loyalty 
to one’s own racial or cultural group within a nation or across national 
lines. This is an excellent expression of loyalty and solidarity to those 
with whom we have much in common and to those who have contrib
uted especially to our own culture. We certainly ought to support legiti
mate efforts to obtain justice for our own group. But when group loy
alty fosters envy and hatred of other groups or prejudice and discrimi
nation against them, it is destructive and the source of violence.140

It is a very grave political error, fostered in the nineteenth century 
by romantic racialist theories, to believe either that to be united a nation 
must also be ethnically and culturally uniform, or that all those of one 
race or culture must be gathered into a single nation and territory. 
Ethnicity, although a value, must be subordinated to the common good 
of a nation-state, but this should be done not by an enforced uniformity 
of culture or language or the domination of one group over others, but

139 CCC # 2235-2237, 2254.
140 CCC# 1877-1896.
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by a tolerant multiculturalism which is, nevertheless, loyal to the na
tional common good. The difficulty of achieving such a community is 
enormous, given the need of people to identify with their own group 
and to perceive the outsider as the enemy, as is so apparent in the 
United States in the relations of black and white.

Christians should be convinced that the welfare of the global 
community is superior to that of any nation, and, analogously, the welfare 
of any nation is superior to that of the ethnic groups it contains; yet the 
world and the nations are enriched not harmed by cultural diversity. 
Our confidence that this is a real possibility should be strengthened by 
the example of the “catholicity” of the Catholic Church which (albeit 
with much difficulty and still only imperfectly) has been able to bring 
peoples of almost every culture into a remarkable unity of faith and 
today works constantly for international peace as manifested by the 
addresses of Pope Paul VI and Pope John Paul II to the United Nations 
in 1965, 1979 and 1995.

Thus ethnic or national zeal which exalts secular power over the 
authority of God and his Church is not true patriotism. The honor we 
owe secular authority must be subordinated to the supernatural rever
ence we give to the works of God’s grace, to the Church and especially 
to the saints.

Virtue of Truthfulness

Some virtues which resemble justice regard debts which can be paid, 
but which we are not strictly bound injustice to repay. The first of these 
is truthfulness. The duty to tell the truth is not strictly obligatory in the 
sense that we do not have to reveal the truth to any but those who have 
a right to know it, although we are strictly forbidden to tell anyone 
what is not true. The Eighth Commandment is “You shall not bear false 
witness against your neighbor” (Ex 20:16)141 and the Wisdom writings 
constantly reinforce this message, since a “lying tongue” and a “false 
witness” are among the seven things God especially hates (Pr 6:17,19; 
cf. 4:24; 14:15; 19:5; 20:17; 26:24-25).

141 CCC# 2464-2513.
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He shall not dwell within my house who practices deceit.
He who speaks falsehood shall not stand before my eyes (Ps 101:7; 
cf. 5:6-7).
The bread of deceit is sweet to a man

but afterwards his mouth will be filled with
gravel [i.e., lies are easy, but not the consequences] (Pr 20:17).

He gives a kiss on the lips [i.e., is a friend] 
who makes an honest reply (Pr 24:26).

A lie is a foul blot in a man,
yet it is constantly on the lips of the unruly.

Better a thief than an inveterate liar,
yet both will suffer disgrace (Si 20:23-24).

I know, says the Lord, his [Moab’s] arrogance, liar in 
boast, liar in deed (Jr 48:30).

The New Testament strongly confirms this Old Testament con
demnation of lying. Jesus lists “deceit” among the “evils which come 
from within and they defile” (Mk 7:22-23). Peter said to Ananias, “You 
have lied not to human beings, but to God” (Ac 5:4b) and Ananias, 
whose lie was aggravated by perjury, fell down dead.142

Stop lying to one another, since you have taken off the old self 
with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being 
renewed, for knowledge, in the image of its creator (Col 3:9).
The devil... was a murderer from the beginning and does not 
stand in truth, because there is no truth in him. When he tells a 
lie, he speaks in character, because he is a liar and the father of 
lies (Jn 8:44).

“Liars [and] perjurers” are listed in 1 Tm 1:9 along with the “lawless 
and unruly,” “the unholy and profane.” “Rid yourselves of all malice 
and all deceit, insincerity, envy, and all slander” (1 P 2:1). “Nothing 
unclean will enter [the heavenly Jerusalem], nor anyone who does 
abominable things or tells lies” (Rv 21:26b).

Truth is the most precious good, since, as we have seen, our whole

142 See earlier discussion on p. 314, note 72.
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life depends on knowing the goal to which we are called and how to get 
there. That ultimate goal is the vision of God who is Truth itself and can 
only be possessed as Truth through our spiritual intelligences. “A faithful 
God without deceit, how just and upright he is!” (Dt 32:4)). “O Lord... 
All your ways are mercy and truth” (Tb 3:2). “God who does not lie” 
(Tt 1:2). The common good of society consists first of all in the sharing 
of truth among its members. Without trust that our fellows will tell us 
the truth, we cannot live securely with them or enter into common 
action with them, nor obtain the truth they possess.

Therefore, the dissemination of lies as gossip and rumor, as pro
paganda, and as error (especially atheism and heresy) is the most dan
gerous of crimes against society. In the Republic,143 Plato, perhaps more 
in irony than in earnest (for he loved truth), argued that the rulers of a 
state must tell “myths” about human inequality to keep their subjects 
content with the inequality necessary to a social organism. This idea 
has been taken all too seriously by modem tyrants who systematically 
feed their people with myths of national supremacy and glory, in what 
is called “misinformation” and “deniability.” Eventually all that is built 
on lies will collapse. Others have argued that objective, scientific truth 
is the only moral imperative, forgetting that scientific truth in the mod
em sense is only one kind of truth and not the most fundamental.144

To speak truly is to communicate in a manner consistent with 
what one mentally thinks is true. Lying is to assert by word or act as 
true what I know (or think I know) to be false.145 Note the term “assert” 
which implies a truth claim. Hence, when I tell a joke or relate a fictional 
story (as Jesus did in his parables) my manner of telling or the circum
stances of my telling make clear that I am not asserting the historical

143IV, c. 1,414-415.
144 This error was a thesis in Jacques Monod’s well known Chance and Necessity, 1967.
145 CCC # 2482 uses St. Augustine’s definition o f ‘T o  lie is to speak or act against the truth 

in order to lead into error someone who has the right to know the truth.” St. Thomas 
Aquinas, however, points out (S.T. , II-II, q. 110, a. 1 c.) that formally a lie consists in 
intentionally saying what one believes is not true, not in the intention to deceive, since 
one may know that one’s lie may not actually be believed. Deception completes or 
“perfects” a lie but does not constitute it. Thus it would be an error to conclude from 
CCC # 2482 that it is permissible to say what one knows not to be true to someone just 
because that person has no right to know the truth. One may, however, give an answer to 
his question, which in the context is ambiguous as explained in the text.
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truth of the story itself, although I may be “making a point” which I am 
asserting as true (as Jesus certainly did). We are morally bound to 
assert only the truth and to speak it to everyone who has a right to the 
information based on a true need to know.

Not everyone, however, has a need nor a right to know every
thing I may know, and therefore I have a right and sometimes a duty not 
to reveal to all what I know. This right not to reveal is either a right of 
privacy when I have good reasons for not wanting others to know some
thing they have no need or right to know, or a duty of confidentiality 
when I have no right to reveal something whose revelation would in
fringe another’s right of privacy or harm them unnecessarily in some 
other way.

What, then, are my obligations if someone tries to cause me by 
force or even by unjustified questions to reveal what I have no obliga
tion to reveal or have a duty to conceal, thus infringing my right of 
privacy? What, for example, can I say if someone impolitely pries into 
my private affairs or violently threatens me with death if I do not reveal 
the whereabouts of a person they are trying to murder? I cannot lie to 
them, because lying, as St. Augustine argued,146 is intrinsically and 
therefore always wrong, since it destroys the integrity of the liar to 
speak against his own mind and undermines society by destroying trust. 
But I can keep silent and may have the duty to do so.

But what if the form of the question or the situation makes my 
silence equivalent to revealing what I ought to conceal? Or if the ques
tioner threatens violence if I do not answer? In such a situation one can 
give an answer that is not contrary to what one knows, but which at the 
same time does not reveal what one knows because it is ambiguous and 
might mean several things. Such an ambiguous reply leaves the wrong
ful questioner uncertain about what is meant and liable to self-decep
tion by jumping to unwarranted conclusions. It is sometimes called a 
reply with a “mental reservation,” but is better called simply an “am
biguous answer.”

146 St. Augustine of Hippo, Against Lying (De Mendacio), pp. 176-178 (PI 40:478-518; 
CSEL 41:413-66).
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All human communication requires interpretation (hermeneusis, 
exegesis) and this interpretation cannot be made definitively without a 
knowledge of the circumstances of the communication. For example, I 
don’t know whether you are joking or serious without knowing you 
well, the context of your words, and the manner of your speech. Hence 
the ambiguity of a remark depends on the situation and how the locu
tion would have been taken by a reasonable person in that situation. 

Thus Jesus said to his apostles:

“You go up to the feast [in Jerusalem]. I am not going up to the 
feast, because my time has not been fulfilled.” After he had said 
this, he stayed on in Galilee. But when his brothers had gone up 
to the feast, he himself also went up, not openly but as it were in 
secret (Jn 7:8-10).147

Jesus’ disciples may have misinterpreted him (as they often did even 
what he spoke plainly), but in the circumstances his answer was am
biguous and could have meant, “At least not yet, nor openly.” Such 
ambiguous answers are not justified when the questioner has a right to 
know plainly (the apostles had no right to know all Jesus’ plans), but 
they are a necessary part of human life to protect our privacy and con
fidentiality. Yet we must not use this ambiguity of speech as an excuse 
for what is really lying.148

Hiding the truth is not always licit. Thus we must speak frankly 
(a) when we are required to confess the faith; (b) when we have the 
office to instruct someone, especially when we are paid to give infor
mation; (c) when questioned by a judge, superior, confessor or others 
who have the right to do so; (d) in making or fulfilling onerous con-

147 Some manuscripts read “not yet” instead of “not going up to the festival” (Jn 7:8) as 
do Sinaiticus, Bezae, the Latin and OS, probably to avoid attributing deception to 
Jesus. Raymond E. Brown, The Gospel According to John, p. 308, solves the problem 
by saying that this is a “classic instance of the two levels o f meaning in the Fourth 
Gospel [of which he gives other examples]. What Jesus really meant when he spoke of 
his ‘time’ is his ‘hour,’ the hour of his passion, death, and resurrection, and ascension 
to the Father; and this time is not to come at this festival o f Tabernacles —  it is 
reserved for a subsequent Passover.”

148 Innocent XI, DS #2126 , 2127.
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tracts, etc. Innocent XI declared that when obtaining a promotion to 
office one must answer truthfully to state or church officials.149

The Old Testament relates some incidents in which righteous 
people seem to tell what are objectively lies for a good purpose. Abraham 
twice lies about Sarah being his sister (Gn 12:13; 20:2), as does Isaac 
(Gn 26:6-11); Rachel and Jacob play a trick on Isaac to get the blessing 
that belongs by right to his twin brother Esau (Gn 27); the Hebrew 
midwives lie to save the male children (Ex 1:17-21); Rahab lies to save 
the scouts (Jos 2:1-14; 6:25); Elisha lies to the Syrians (2 K 6:19). The 
Church Fathers tried valiantly to explain why these apparent lies were 
not such, as St. Augustine’s famous excuse for Jacob’s deception of 
Isaac to obtain the blessing that belonged to Esau: “It was not a lie, but 
a mystery”!150 Indeed it was prophetic, but on Jacob’s part a lie.

How do we reconcile such narratives with the doctrine that since 
the Scriptures are the Word of God they cannot approve sin? It seems 
better to recognize that these stories have the literary character of folk 
tales in which part of the entertainment value is the clever, although 
unscrupulous, dodges by which a hero manages to make his way in a 
dangerous world. Jesus himself uses a similar literary device when he 
relates the Parable of the Unjust Steward and ironically concludes:

“And the master commended that dishonest steward for acting 
prudently. For the children of this world are more prudent in 
dealing with their own generation than are the children of light”
(Lk 16:8-9).

The inspired authors of the Bible, when they included such dis
honest acts in their narratives without moral analysis or comment, ex
pected the reader to understand the irony of such accounts, which show

149 D S #  2128.
iso “Furthermore, on attentive and faithful observation it becomes apparent that what 

Jacob did at his mother’s bidding, in seeming to defend his father, is not a lie but a 
mystery. If we call it a lie, then all the parables and figures for signifying anything 
which are not to be taken literally, but in which one thing must be understood for 
another, will be called lies” {Against Lying, c. 10, 24, pp. 152ff.). He goes on to say 
that this was a prophetic action which truly signified the election o f the Church in 
preference to Israel.
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how God can bring good out of human frailties. In none of these stories 
is the point to instruct the reader in the art of lying, but rather to show 
that God protects those who trust in him even when their own under
standing of ethics still leaves something to be desired. Although Rahab 
was a prostitute and a liar, nevertheless she had faith in God and com
passion for the hunted men who took refuge in her house (Jos 2:1-24). 
Her lies were objectively, but probably not subjectively, wrong; her 
moral understanding was crude but sincere.

Essential to the virtue of honesty is also the ability to keep a 
secret— confidentiality. Secrets are either natural (when they are about 
matters people ordinarily expect to be kept private), or promised (when 
the receiver of the information has promised not to reveal what is told), 
or professional (when the receiver is a confessor, counselor, lawyer, 
etc. whose office binds them to maintain confidentiality).151

A newsmonger reveals secrets;
so have nothing to do with a babbler! (Pr 20:19).
Discuss your case with your neighbor, 
but another man’s secrets do not disclose;
Lest hearing it, he reproach you,
and your ill repute cease not (Pr 25:9-10).
He who betrays a secret cannot be trusted, 
he will never find an intimate friend (Si 27:16).
A king’s secret it is prudent to keep,
but the works of the Lord are to be declared and made known 
(Tb 12:7).

It is wrong to explore, manifest, or use secret information. A secret can 
be manifested (a) with at least reasonably presumed consent of the 
person involved; or (b) to someone who already knows; or (c) in order 
to prevent grave harm to the common good, or to the one who commit
ted it, or to oneself. The same norms apply to information in letters and 
other documents.

In particular professionals such as lawyers and physicians and

151 CCC # 2488-2492, 2508-2512.
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counselors have the relative obligation of “professional secrecy” which 
can be breached only to prevent serious harm to a third party, to prevent 
suicide, etc. Priests, on the other hand, have the sacred and absolute 
obligation of secrecy about sins confessed in the Sacrament of Recon
ciliation which can never be violated for any reason whatsoever.152

Lies are often classified as officious (told for a good purpose but 
still lies), jocose (told for amusement but still deceptive), and perni
cious (told to harm). They can also be by speech or by simulation in 
action, or motivated by hypocrisy, or even self-deprecation.

The Virtues of Gratitude and Leniency

A second virtue which enables us to pay debts that are truly obligatory 
but not in strict justice153 is that of gratitude as it finds expression in 
words or deeds. To make a return for good done ourselves is an impor
tant duty, much praised in the Bible, as when Jesus commends the one 
leper out of the ten he had healed who returned to thank him (Lk 17:11-
12), or when the penitent woman anoints Jesus’ feet out of gratitude for 
his forgiveness (Lk 7:36-50). Many of the Psalms show us how to 
thank God (e.g., 9, 18, 21, 28, 30, etc.). Indeed, the greatest Christian 
act of worship is called the “Eucharist” or “Thanksgiving.” Lack of 
gratitude is ingratitude (2 Tm 3:2), but there can also be an excessive 
expression of gratitude if we repay it too promptly or too lavishly as if 
paying a strict debt, thus offending the gift-giver by seeming to suggest 
that the gift-giver was only looking for a gift in return. Our gratitude 
should be appropriate: “Some gifts do one no good, and some should 
be paid back double” (Si 20:9).

As gratitude is a free repayment of something good done to us, so 
leniency is a virtue that enables us to refrain from demanding full rec
ompense either in punishment or compensation for some injury done 
us. It moderates our natural tendency to demand full punishment for an 
offense, and is the opposite of the extremes of cruelty or permissive-

152 CCC # 2490-2491.
153 CCC only indicates these virtues indirectly in connection with other major virtues.
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ness. “For your [God’s] might is the source of justice; your mastery 
over all things makes you lenient to all” (Ws 12:16). “But the wisdom 
from above is first of all peaceable, gentle (epieikes, equitable, or le
nient), compliant, full of mercy, and good fruits, without inconstancy 
or insincerity” (Jm 3:17).

While sometimes for the good of a person who injures us or re
fuses to pay his debts to us, we must demand justice, we should always 
consider the circumstances of the one who has done us wrong. Perhaps 
he is unable to pay back all he owes, and we demand only partial repay
ment, or none at all. Perhaps he deserves a heavy punishment, but we 
see that he is repentant and we lessen his sentence. In the Parable of the 
Unforgiving Servant (Mt 18:21-35), Jesus told of the master who was 
lenient to his wicked servant:

“When he began the accounting, a debtor was brought before 
him who owed him a huge amount. Since he had no way of 
paying it back... [the master], moved with compassion, let him 
go and forgave him the loan” (Mt 18:24-25a, 27).

But the wicked servant then demanded that his fellow servants pay 
their debts to him in full. So, learning of this, the master, “handed him 
over to the torturers until he should pay back the whole debt” (Mt 
18:34).

A third group of virtues that resemble justice although they do 
not place on us any debt at all, but simply render our actions an appro
priate response to a situation are liberality, affability, and friendliness. 
Liberality tempers one’s love of material things and helps us expend 
them well to promote the common good; “Let not your hand be open to 
receive and clenched when it is time to give” (Si 4:31; cf. Si 14:3-19; 
31:1-11), as in the generosity of the widow who gave her last mite to 
the Temple (Lk 21:1-4,) or of Mary of Bethany who poured the expen
sive perfume on Jesus’ feet to prepare his burial (Jn 12:1-6). Indeed, 
these two women were so generous, that their action also reflects the 
virtue of magnificence which we saw is a virtue related to fortitude. 
Jesus himself was quoted by St. Paul (in a saying which is not recorded 
in the Gospels themselves) that “It is more blessed to give than to
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receive” (Ac 21:35b). When the burden of collecting money for the 
poor and persecuted church in Jerusalem fell on Paul, he often urged 
liberality (Gal 2:6-10; Ac 11:27-30; 1 Cor 16:1-4; 2 Cor, chapters 8 and 
9; Rm 15:25-29).

Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly, and whoever 
sows bountifully will reap bountifully. Each must do as already 
determined, without sadness or compulsion, for God loves a 
cheerful giver. Moreover God is able to make every grace abun
dant for you, so that in all things, always having all you need, 
you may have an abundance for every good work... The one 
who supplies seed to the sower and bread for food will supply 
and multiply your seed and increase the harvest of your righ
teousness (2 Cor 9:6-9a, 10).

Liberality often takes the form of hospitality which in the Old 
Testament, reflecting the culture of the Near East, was especially ad
mired, as we see in the story of Abraham and Lot and the Three Angels 
(Gn 18:1-15; 19:1-11). In the New Testament it is one of the character
istic features of the early Church. “Contribute to the needs of the holy 
ones, exercise hospitality” (Rm 12:13). Heb 13:2 says, recalling 
Abraham and Lot, “Do not neglect hospitality, for through it some 
have unknowingly entertained angels” (cf. Mk 1:31; Lk 10:38-42,19:1- 
10; Ac 16:40, 28:7; Rm 16:23; 1 Tm5:10;Tt 1:8, 1 P4:9).

The lack of liberality is avarice, stinginess, greed; its excess is 
prodigality (see Lk 15:13-14). Avarice is one of the seven capital sins 
because the love of money gives rise to all other kinds of sins of fraud, 
theft, and hard-heartedness toward the poor (Mk 12:40; Lk 17:19-30).154

Affability is a virtue which helps us give to others the respect and 
politeness we owe them out of respect for their human dignity (cf. Si 
31:12-31; 32:1 -13). Too much of this friendliness is flattery,155 too little 
moroseness, rudeness, or aloofness. Jesus certainly exemplified this 
affability, so that in the Gospels we see the simple people flocking to 
him, to hear his words and feel his touch. Sirach says, “Be not surly in

154 CCC # 1866, 2539, 2541, 2552.
155 CCC #  2480.
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your speech, nor lazy and slack in your deeds. Be not a lion at home, 
nor sly and suspicious at work” (Si 4:30-31). St. Paul commends this 
virtue to all Christians when he says:

Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, heartfelt 
compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience, bear
ing with one another (Col 4:12-13).

Finally, fairness (a term often used for justice in general) is spe
cifically a virtue assisting us to act according to the spirit (purpose) of 
the law rather than merely to its letter. As St. Paul said, “For the letter 
brings death, but the Spirit gives life” (2 Cor 3:6).156 The Bible gives us 
the examples of the judgment of Solomon in a case where two women 
claimed the same baby and of Susanna where the young Daniel ex
posed her false accusers, to show that equity does not merely seek the 
formal appearance of justice, but seeks to be truly fair. The mechani
cal, purely formal application of written rules of justice can lead to 
grave injustices, as did some of the Pharisees’ interpretations of the law 
(Mt 12:1-8).

This virtue of fairness in interpreting the law, however, should 
not be confused with the species of legal justice called equity (epikeia) 
which helps a judge make a fair decision in cases for which the law 
does not seem to have provided. Thus when Jesus healed on the Sab
bath and said, “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the 
Sabbath” (Mk 2:27), he was using fairness, since he makes appeal to 
the purpose of the Sabbath law which was not only to promote divine 
worship but also to promote human health by a time of rest and recre
ation. St. Paul, on the other hand, was using equity when he permitted 
Christians to remarry in cases where the pagan spouse refused to re
main in the marriage (the so-called “Pauline privilege,” 1 Cor 7:12- 
14), because this was a situation about which Jesus had not spoken 
explicitly when he forbade the divorced to remarry (“I say, not the 
Lord,” v. 12). Note, however, that equity should not be abused as a way 
of evading the law just because it is inconvenient.

156 Of course this text has a richer meaning than the application given here.
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The Gift of Piety

This list of nine kinds of virtue similar to justice, but not fully corre
sponding to its definition, is, no doubt, not exhaustive; but when St. 
Thomas Aquinas worked it out, he was reflecting his thorough knowl
edge of biblical ethics.157 He relates the virtue of justice to the Gift of 
Piety of the Holy Spirit.158 This Gift facilitates the reverence for God 
which pertains to the virtue of religion. But so also does the second 
Beatitude, “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the land” (Mt 
5:5), because, says St.Thomas Aquinas,159 meekness constrains the 
aggressive tendencies which cause us to rebel against authority and 
hence facilitates piety.

The Sacrament of Justice

A virtue not treated by Aristotle (although the Greek poets recognized 
it), but of great importance for Christians is penance, especially exer
cised in the Sacrament of Reconciliation.160 As we owe honor to God 
for his benefits to us, so we owe (but cannot of ourselves fully repay), 
sorrow for the dishonor shown God, either through sins against the 
theological virtues or the virtue of religion or against our neighbor and

157 Note that Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 80, a. 1 ad 4, shows that many terms which indicate 
the virtue o f justice and which might be considered its auxiliary virtues are in fact 
simply different aspects o f justice in the strict sense.

158 Aquinas, S.T., I-II, q. 68, a. 4 ad 2, says that “piety” is a kind o f justice that exhibits 
reverence to father and fatherland and hence is the name of a gift by which we show 
reverence to our heavenly Father. He also in 5.7’., H-II, q. 121, a. 2 connects it with 
justice and assigns to it the Beatitude “Blessed are the meek,” following St.
Augustine’s Commentary on the Sermon on the Mount I, c. 4, 11-12 and III, c. 11, 38 
on the grounds that “meekness removes the impediments to justice.” However, he also 
says that more properly piety relates to the Beatitudes “Blessed are those who hunger 
and thirst for justice” and “Blessed are the merciful.” Note that the Latin pietas is not 
well translated by the English “piety” since it simply means “dutifulness” and is used 
by the Vulgate to translate Greek eusebeia (1 Tm 2:10, 3:16, 4:8, 6:6, 11; 2 Tm 3:5; 2 P 
1:6) which above we have translated “religion.” The Gift is mentioned in CCC # 1631. 
In CCC #  1674-1676, 1679, there is a discussion of “popular piety” in the sense of 
various sacramental practices.

159 5. T„ II-II, q. 121, a. 2 c.
160 C C C# 1420-1498.
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ourselves. Our readiness of will to repair this dishonor as far as we can 
by acts of penance and of restitution is the virtue o f penance161 by 
which, as the common saying goes, “we make our peace with God.” 
Thus through penance God’s justice is acknowledged and gratitude is 
shown for his mercy. We need also to remember that insofar as we fail 
to purify ourselves through penance in this life, we must complete that 
purification after death in Purgatory, before we are prepared for 
heaven.162

The prophets of the Old Testament combine the promises of God 
with constant calls for repentance by the sinful people.

Gird yourself and weep, O priests! 
wail, O ministers of the altar!

Come, spend the night in sackcloth,
O ministers of my God! ...

Proclaim a fast, 
call an assembly;

Gather the elders,
all who dwell in the land

Into the house of the Lord, your God, 
and cry to the Lord! (J1 2:13a, 14).

Christians realize that no act of reparation of ourselves is worthy 
to repair the injury we cause by sin. Only Christ’s sufferings can do 
that. “But God proves his love for us in that while we were still sinners 
Christ died for us” (Rm 5:8). But acts of penance done in faith and love 
in union with Christ’s sufferings are by grace truly reparative.163 The 
Christian saints all exhibit this virtue in a high degree. Because of their 
great love for God and their sorrow that they have not always been true 
to this love and that others do not love him, they are eager to make up 
for the harm they and others have done.

Jesus, above all, showed this eagerness to do penance not for his

161 S.T., III, q. 85.
162 CCC #  1030-1031; cf. Rv 21:27; Mt 5:25-26; Lk 12:32; 1 Cor 3:13-29; Mk 10:38; Lk 

12:50.
163 Council o f Trent, DS # 1704-1707, 1712-1714.
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own sins, but for ours, in his willingness to accept the Cross in order to 
show by his love of his Father’s honor and our salvation how evil sin is 
and how great is the Father’s mercy. Christians strive to practice this 
virtue by prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. The holy seasons of Advent 
and especially Lent are special times of grace and penance.

Summary of Norms

The positive norms of justice can be stated as follows:

1. Give to others their due by respecting their rights in obedience to the 
laws of God, church, and state; by sharing the common good with all 
according to their needs and deserts; and by exactly keeping your prom
ises and paying your debts.

2. Show great honor to God by obedience to his commands, interior de
votion, and external acts of worship such as sacrifice, prayer, interces
sion, praise, blessing, and celebration of God’s benefits, and by fidelity 
to any vows you make and by truthful oaths when others require them 
of you.

3. Show great honor and obedience under God to parents and country; be 
discrete, honest, and open in communication, appropriately grateful 
for benefits, lenient in exacting repayment of debts or punishment of 
injuries; while striving to be liberal with one’s possessions, affable in 
conversation, and fair in executing all laws.

The negative norms of justice can be stated thus:

4. Never fail to respect the rights of all by obedience to the laws of God 
and the just laws of church and state; nor fail to support the distribution 
of the common good to all members of society according to their needs 
and deserts, nor fail to keep your promises and pay your debts to the 
full as far as you are able.

5. Never give worship by prayer, adoration, or sacrifice to any being but 
the Holy Trinity; nor seek power by acts intended to tempt God or 
obtain diabolic help.

6. Never assert as true what you know to be false, nor fail to share the 
truth you possess with those who have a right to know it, nor reveal 
what you have no right to reveal.

7. Never cease to strive to live with others with appropriate expressions
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of gratitude for benefits, leniency in exacting one’s rights, liberality 
with regard to one’s possessions, affability in manner, and fairness in 
all one’s dealings with others.

Finally, it should be noted that the Ten Commandments all relate 
to justice and the basic rights already discussed. The first three deal 
with the virtue of religion, which helps us to worship the one true God 
(First Commandment); in the proper manner (Second Commandment); 
and at the right time (Third Commandment). The other seven deal with 
our duties to our neighbor: our basic right to society whose existence 
depends on respect for parents and social authorities (Fourth Com
mandment); our basic right to life (Fifth Commandment); our basic 
right to procreation (Sixth Commandment and Ninth Commandment); 
our secondary right to the private property needed to facilitate our ba
sic right to earth’s resources (Seventh Commandment and Tenth Com
mandment); and our basic right to truth (Eighth Commandment).

So standfast with your loins girded in truth, clothed with justice 
as a breastplate, and your feet shod in readiness for the gospel 
of peace (Eph 6:14).



Chapter 9

LIVING IN LOVE

For this is the message we have heard from the beginning: 
we should love one another (1 Jn: 11).

A: FRIENDSHIP AND SEXUAL LOVE

Friendship

The English term “love” has to serve for many terms in the Scripture. 
It can stand for (1) our natural love for ourselves (Eph 5:29); (2) natural 
friendship between human beings (2 M 14:26); (3) God’s love for his 
creatures (1 Jn 4:8); (4) God’s good will toward sinners who do not 
return his love (Jr 31:3; Eph 2:4); (5) the graced love of friendship by 
which we love God for himself and our neighbor for God’s sake, given 
us in baptism (Col 3:14; Rm 12:10); (6) the graced virtue given us by 
God by which we are able to live in and for him (1 Cor 13:13)3

Natural love can be either in the bodily sense appetites or in the 
spiritual will guided by reason, or both. True friendship (philia) is a 
love based on the good qualities the friends share in common. It in
cludes two elements: (a) benevolence which seeks not just my own 
good but my friend’s good, i.e., our common good; (b) union, the de
sire to be always with my friend.

By the time David finished speaking with Saul, Jonathan had 
become as fond of David as if his life depended on him; he loved 
him as he loved himself (1 S 18:1).

See C.S. Lewis, The Four Loves for the variety of meanings in the word.
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One of his disciples, the one whom Jesus loved, was reclining at 
Jesus’ side [at the Last Supper during which Jesus said,] “I give 
you a new commandment: love one another. As I have loved 
you, so you also should love one another. This is how all will 
know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one an
other” (Jn 13:23, 34-35).

Such loving friendship results in identification with one’s friend 
(extasis, standing out of oneself), zeal for the friend’s welfare (Ps 69:10; 
1 K 19:14), motivation of all one’s acts by this relationship to one’s 
friend, and vulnerability (Sg 4:9) or sensitivity to all that affects one’s 
friend. Thus a perfect union of the love of friendship requires that the 
friends are alike in mind and heart and that they want to share and 
actually do share one life together, so that their relation is not only 
mutual, but each thinks of the other as him or herself. That is why the 
parting of true friends is a kind of death. As Ruth said to her friend 
Naomi:

Do not ask me to abandon or forsake you! for wherever you go 
I will go, wherever you lodge I will lodge, your people shall be 
my people, and your God my God. Wherever you will die I will 
die, and there be buried. May the Lord do so and so to me, if 
aught but death separates you from me! (Rt 1:16-17).

There are of course, as Aristotle pointed out,2 lesser types of friend
ship. We have friends with whom we have in common only some kind 
of mutual usefulness, as the friendship of business partners, or fellow 
workers on some project. “Even by his neighbor the poor man is hated, 
but the friends of the rich are many” (Pr 14:20). We also have friends 
on the basis of mutual pleasure, as a tennis or bridge partner. Most of 
the people we call “friends” are probably of these kinds. Friendship in 
the full sense of the term described above is something special (see Si 
6:5-17). “Let your acquaintances be many, but one in a thousand your 
confidant” (Si 6:6).

2 Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. VIII, c. 4, 11156b 32 sq. See the famous treatise on 
friendship in Bks. VIII and IX of this work which cover every aspect o f the subject.
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And there are, of course, those who are “friends in name only” 
(Si 37:1), accusatory friends like Job’s, treacherous “friends,” like Ju
das was to Jesus (cf. Ps 41:10), and evil “friends” who get us into 
trouble. “Happy are they who do not follow the counsel of the wicked, 
nor go in the way of sinners, nor sit in the company with scoffers” (Ps 
1:1). Yet as Aristotle says, “The man who is to be happy will therefore 
need virtuous friends.”3

Sexual Love

The word “love” commonly suggests first of all sexual love, the love of 
man and woman. “Let him kiss me with kisses of his mouth! More 
delightful is your love than wine” (Sg 1:1). We have earlier discussed 
the problems the sexual drive produces for the virtue of moderation, 
and how Christian asceticism makes it possible to live chastely either 
in the single or the married state.4 We have also discussed the questions 
of a kind of justice which arise in the relations of the family — justice 
to the spouse and to the children — and seen how this sort of justice is 
regulated by the Sixth and Ninth Commandments.5 The fundamental 
question now arises about sexuality precisely as it is a relation of love.6

In the Scriptures and Christian tradition it was a commonplace 
that God created human beings sexual for the sake of procreation, 
although of course it was always recognized that the family brought 
many other values to human living. This view was based especially on 
the original blessing of Genesis 1:28, “Be fertile and multiply.” In re
cent times, however, this tradition of emphasis on sex for procreation 
has come into conflict with the personalistic emphasis on romantic 
love.7 Do not people fall in love for the sake of this intimate relation-

1 Ibid., Bk. IX, c. 9, 1170b 19.
4 See pp. 212 ff. above.
5 See pp. 354 ff. above.
6 CCC # 355, 369-373, 383, 1601-1666, 2331-2400, 2514-2533.
7 See Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World. De Rougemont attributed the 

rise o f chivalric love in medieval Europe in part to influences from Islamic culture and 
to Manicheism.
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ship even when they have no thought of children? To say, therefore, 
that procreation is “the primary end of marriage” and this intimate 
personal relationship is only one of the “secondary ends” seems to 
many in our culture quite unrealistic and impersonal.8

In rural societies children had always been regarded as a blessing 
because they were of economic advantage, but in today’s urban, tech
nological society children are an economic handicap. Thus the inven
tion of new, more effective techniques of contraception favored the 
shift to this understanding of human sexuality. This shift has also been 
greatly favored by the rise of Freudian and other forms of modem 
depth psychology which show the profound influence of sexual drives 
on the development of the whole human personality and the risks of 
sexual repression.

This trend of thinking in favor of understanding sex primarily in 
terms of a love-relationship began to be felt well before Vatican II, and 
some exegetes even tried to show that while the Priestly tradition of 
Genesis 1 stresses procreation, the older Yah wist tradition of Genesis 
2 seems to stress not the blessing of fertility on Adam and Eve but 
Adam’s need in his loneliness for a companion like himself.9

The Lord God said: “It is not good for the man to be alone. I will 
make a suitable partner for him.” . . .  When he brought her to the 
man, the man said, “This one, at last, is bone of my bones and 
flesh of my flesh. This one shall be called ‘woman,’ for out of 
‘her man’ this one has been taken.” This is why a man leaves his 
father and mother and clings to his wife, and the two of them 
become one body. The man and his wife were both naked, yet 
they felt no shame (Gn 2:18, 22b-25).

8 See John T. Noonan, Jr., Contraception, an excellent study but biased by its attempt to 
show that the Church, by abandoning the view that procreation is the primary end of 
marriage, can and should change its teaching against contraception. In fact, although 
Vatican II, and Paul VI in Humanae Vitae, attempted to correct the mistaken view that 
the love of the partners is a mere means to procreation, the Council continued to teach 
that “Marriage and conjugal love are by their nature ordained toward the begetting and 
educating of children. Children are really the supreme gift o f marriage and contribute 
very substantially to the welfare o f their parents” (GS n. 50) and Humanae Vitae bases 
its condemnation of contraception on the principle o f the “inseparability of the unitive 
and procreative meanings” o f the marital act.

9 See pp. 214 ff. above.
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It is also pointed out that the Song of Songs taken in its obvious sense 
is a sensuous celebration of sexual love without any reference to procre
ation.10

Two Meanings of Marriage

Such theological debates led the Council in Gaudium et Spes11 to use a 
more personalistic way of speaking of marriage without reference to 
“primary and secondary ends.” Yet this same document in # 50 clearly 
emphasized the procreative purpose of marriage as explanatory of its 
special character:

Marriage and conjugal love are by their nature ordained toward 
the begetting and educating of children. Children are really the 
supreme gift of marriage and contribute very substantially to the 
welfare of their parents... Marriage to be sure is not instituted 
solely for procreation. Rather, in its very nature as an unbreak
able compact between persons, and the welfare of the children, 
both demand that mutual love of the spouses, too, be embodied 
in a rightly ordered manner, that it grow and ripen. Therefore, 
marriage persists as a whole manner and communion of life, and 
maintains its value and indissolubility, even when offspring are 
lacking — despite, rather often, the very intense desire of the 
couple.

During the Council, Paul VI had reserved to papal authority the 
decision on whether some of the new modes of regulating birth were 
contraceptive or not, and when he decided this question in the encycli
cal Humanae Vitae (1968)12 he adopted a new terminology, speaking

10 One of the latest interpretations of the Song is Luis Stadlemann, S.J., Love and Politics: 
A New Commentary on The Song of Songs, who thinks its purpose was to restore the 
rule of the Davidic Dynasty after the Exile by reconciling a Davidic king (“Solomon”) 
with the native population of the Holy Land (“The Shulamite”). For a discussion o f the 
various interpretations see the Anchor Bible commentary by M.H. Pope, Song of 
Songs. For the traditional allegorical interpretation see A. Robert and R. Toumay, in 
collaboration with A. Feuillet, Le Cantique des Cantiques.

11 GS # 47-52 on marriage; on the population question # 87.
12 AAS 60 (1968):490ff., translation in Claudia Carlen, The Papal Encyclicals, 5 vols., p. 

227ff.
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not of the “ends of marriage” but of the two “meanings” (signified- 
tiones) of the marital act, its “unitive” and “procreative” meanings.13 
Yet, without giving preference to either of these meanings, he declared 
them to be inseparable even in individual acts. He concluded therefore 
that while for a sufficient reason the technical use of the woman’s cycle 
of fertility and infertility to regulate birth is objectively moral, any 
technique intended to render naturally fertile acts sterile is contracep
tive and therefore always immoral.

Two Inseparable Meanings

Some authors today attempt to find some contradiction between the 
teaching of Gaudium et Spes and Humanae Vitae, and declare that in 
fact today the Church has had to abandon the tradition that procreation 
is the specifying aspect of human sexual love. Consequently, they find 
the teaching of Humanae Vitae on contraception to be incoherent be
cause its personalism cannot be reconciled with its “physicalistic” or 
“biologistic” arguments.14

Since the traditional teaching on the whole area of sexual moral
ity hinged on the notion that God created us sexual that we might pro
create,15 for these authors this substitution of “meanings” for “ends” 
and the failure of Humanae Vitae to explicitly subordinate the unitive 
to the procreative meaning, justifies a radical revision of the whole 
moral theology of sexuality.16 Hence some now accept all forms of

13 Humanae Vitae #  12.
14 For a discussion and refutation o f these criticisms of the encyclical, see Janet E. Smith, 

Humanae Vitae: A Generation Later.
15 See Noonan, Contraception, note 8 above, which traces the history o f this teaching in 

detail.
16 For the history of the controversy which centered in the views o f Father Charles E. 

Curran see Larry Witham, Curran vs. Catholic University: A Study o f Authority and 
Freedom in Conflict. Also Vatican Authority and American Catholic Dissent: The 
Curran Case and Its Consequences, edited by William W. May. For Curran’s own case 
see his Faithful Dissent and for his ethical system see Richard Grecco, A Theology of 
Compromise: A Study of Method in the Ethics o f Charles E. Curran. Further reflections 
are collected in Dissent in the Church, edited by Charles E. Curran and Richard A. 
McCormick, S.J.
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contraception, and even “responsible” extra-marital and homosexual 
sexual activity, since these seem at least in some circumstances for 
some people to be the only realistic ways of expressing genuine per
sonal love.

If we look more carefully at this issue, we must note that for 
Christian theology love is the supreme value and goal (end) not only of 
the sexual relationship but of all personal relationships, whether sexual 
or otherwise.

Beloved, let us love one another, because love is of God; every
one who loves is begotten by God and knows God. Whoever is 
without love does not know God, for God is love (1 Jn 4:7-8).
“ ‘You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all 
your soul, and with all your mind.’ This is the greatest and the 
first commandment. The second is like it: ‘You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.’ The whole law and the prophets depend 
on these two commandments” (Mt 22:37-40).

Consequently, we must say that the primary end of sexuality is 
love between the partners, as it is between them and their children and 
vice versa, and as it is in every good human relationship. The question, 
however, is what specifies sexual love as such; what makes it different 
from parental or filial or fraternal or friendly love?

Some would answer by saying that what characterizes sexual 
love is that it is the most intimate type of love, involving as it does the 
totality of the persons in its bodily expression through intercourse. 
Nevertheless, although it is true that in sexual love human intimacy is 
realized in a special way, this is the case only because of the differen
tiation of the human race into two complementary sexes. If humanity 
was unisex, there would still be a need for intimate human friendship 
and it would still have to have some form of bodily expression, but this 
would not be by the sexual, genital act as it now exists.

Thus what specifies sexual love is that humanity was created 
male and female with a drive to sexual union precisely in view of the 
family community through which only the expansion, continuity, and 
education of the human species can be attained. It was in this sense that
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Catholic tradition spoke of procreation as the “primary end” of mar
riage, not as denying that it was first of all a relationship of love. Cer
tainly, Gaudium et Spes and Humanae Vitae did not reject the truth of 
this tradition. The use of the term “meanings” for “ends” simply re
moves any merely utilitarian connotation that language about “ends 
and means” sometimes has.

The “meaning” or “signification” of an act is its purposefulness 
or teleology. When the Scripture says, “While he [Jesus] was in Jerusa
lem, many began to believe in his name, when they saw the signs he 
was doing” (Jn 2:23), it is to be understood that Jesus’ acts were “signs” 
because they pointed to the fulfillment of his purpose, his mission of 
salvation.

Since procreation specifies this kind of love, the two meanings of 
union and procreation are inseparable. In human nature our “animality” 
which we have in common with other animals is inseparable from our 
“rationality” which makes us specifically different from other animals, 
because in us our rationality modifies every aspect of our animality. 
Similarly, the relation to the family qualifies every aspect of the friend
ship between a married couple, and its natural and consummative ex
pression in the marital act.

This specificity is what Humanae Vitae formulated as “the prin
ciple of the inseparability of the unitive and procreative meanings of 
the marital act.”17 Contraceptive acts are those which have been delib
erately deprived of their procreative meaning with the result that the 
unitive meaning is also erased, since the act no longer expresses total 
self-giving. Thus the contraceptive act is not and cannot be a true mari
tal act but a defective substitute for it, just as a homosexual act is not 
and cannot be a true marital act.

17 “The Church... in urging men to the observance of the precepts of the natural law, which 
it interprets by its constant doctrine, teaches as absolutely required that in any use 
whatever of marriage there must be no impairment of the natural capacity to procreate 
human life. This particular doctrine, often expounded by the Magisterium of the Church, 
is based on the inseparable connection, established by God, which man on his own 
initiative may not break, between the unitive and the procreative significance which are 
both inherent in the marriage act... (E)xcluded is any action, which either before, at the 
moment of, or after sexual intercourse, is specifically intended to prevent procreation —  
whether as an end or as a means.” HV # 11, 12, 14 (Flannery translation).



Living in Love 431

Yet, since not all marital acts are naturally fertile, a permanently 
sterile couple or a couple who for good reasons perform only naturally 
sterile marital acts do nothing to erase the procreative meaning of these 
acts. In spite of their accidental sterility, these acts are still endowed 
with a procreative meaning in the plan of the Creator who willed them 
as part of his design for human sexuality in and for the family. If it is 
asked why God in the case of the human species has given the woman 
a cycle of fertility and infertility, the answer is not difficult to find. It is 
to bind the male to her continuously in a permanent marriage needed to 
provide for the long period of education required for human childhood, 
while limiting her fecundity.18

Sexual love, therefore, has a profound significance as the basic 
school o f love through which, because of the strength of the sexual 
drive, its intense bodily intimacy, and its fruitfulness, human beings 
learn to love other humans generously, and through this to be able to 
return God’s generous love. Hence, in the New Testament this natural 
“sacrament” or sign of the Creator’s love for us, has been made a sac
rament of Christ (Mk 10:1-16)19 which signifies Christ’s faithful love 
for the Church (Eph 5:21-32). In the light of this sacramental signifi
cance all that we have said earlier about sexuality, its control by asceti
cism and the obligations in justice it imposes, should be reviewed and 
synthesized.

Celibacy and Love

The disciples were incredulous when they heard Jesus’ teaching against 
divorce and remarriage (Mt 19:1-12). He replied:

18 For evolutionary attempts to explain the specifically human reproductive pattern see 
Irene Elia, The Female Animal, pp. 253-256.

19 Note that the pericope on marriage Mk 10:1-12; Mt 19:3-9; is followed immediately by 
Jesus’ blessing o f children. Hugh Andersen, The Gospel o f Mark, p. 239, points out 
that Mk 10:1-16 has a resemblance to the moral catechetical tradition reflected in the 
household codes (haustafeln) found in some o f the Pauline epistles (Col 3:18-4:1; Eph 
5:22-6:9; 1 P 2:13-3:7; Tt 2:1-10; 1 Tm 2:8-15, 6:1-2), but Robert H. Gundry, Mark: A 
Commentary on His Apology for the Cross raises some problems about this, pp. 440, 
534-535.
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“Some are incapable of marriage because they were born so, 
some, because they were made so by others; some, because they 
have renounced marriage for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. 
Whoever can accept this ought to accept it” (Mt 19:12).

On another occasion Jesus promised:

“Amen, I say to you, there is no one who has given up house or 
wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the king
dom of God who will not receive back an overabundant return in 
this present age and eternal life in the age to come” (Lk 18:29- 
30; cf. 14:26).

St. Paul praised celibacy since “the time is running out” (1 Cor 
7:29) and, therefore:

An unmarried man is anxious about the things of the Lord, how 
he may please the Lord. But a married man is anxious about the 
things of the world, how he may please his wife, and he is di
vided. ... Iam telling you this for your own benefit, not to im
pose a restraint on you, but for the sake of propriety and adher
ence to the Lord without distraction (1 Cor 7:33-34a, 35).

In the early Church there were always men and women ascetics, 
virgins, penitents, widows and widowers who followed this advice not 
to marry, and by the fourth century dedicated celibacy became 
institutionalized in the Church in the consecrated life of the three vows 
of chastity, poverty, and obedience in both Eastern and Western 
Churches.20

20 CCC # 1579-1580, 914-16, 944-945, 1618-1620. Christian Cochini, S.J., Origines 
apostoliqu.es du celibat sacerdotal, and Roman Cholij, Clerical Celibacy in East and 
West, have argued that the general canonical practice of the early Church both East and 
West was to ordain married men as bishops, priests, and deacons but only on the 
condition they and their wives agree to abstain from marital relations after ordination. 
Roger Gryson, Les origines du celibat ecclesiastique du premier au 5e siecle thinks the 
practice was more varied. Certainly the oft repeated statements that required clerical 
celibacy originated in the Middle Ages in the Latin Church is erroneous. Pope Siricius 
in a letter of 385 deplored abuses against a rule that required all clerics to abstain from 
marital relations, DS #  185.
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From at least the fourth century, in many places married men 
who were to be ordained priests were required to adopt celibate chas
tity. In the Eastern Churches after the seventh century Council of Trullo 
(which was never accepted by Rome as ecumenical), priests were per
mitted to remain married (but not to marry or marry a second time) 
after ordination. Yet in these Churches bishops are chosen only from 
celibates. In the Latin Church priestly celibacy has remained manda
tory and when abuses have risen the obligation has been vigorously 
reasserted, although exceptions, as recently for clergy reconciled from 
Protestantism, have occasionally been permitted.

Two reasons are given for mandatory celibacy: (1) Priests ought 
not to appear less ascetically dedicated than non-ordained religious; 
(2) the offering of the Eucharistic Sacrifice fittingly requires that the 
presiding celebrant symbolize the Risen Christ. Jesus said to the 
Sadducees:

“Are you not misled because you know not the scriptures or the 
power of God? When they rise from the dead, they neither marry 
nor are given in marriage, but they are like the angels in heaven”
(Mk 12:24-25).

Thus celibacy “for the sake of the kingdom” (Mt 19:12b) symbolizes 
eternal, resurrected life, for which all Christians hope, but which they 
may be tempted by the cares of earthly, domestic life to forget.

Hence, it was that in the Old Law, although priests married, they 
were required to be ritually pure before offering the sacrifices, which 
meant abstaining from sex from the day before (Lv 15:16). “To their 
God they shall be sacred, and not profane his name; since they offer up 
the oblations of the Lord, the food of their God, they must be holy” (Lv 
21:6).21 Warriors in a “holy war” were also required to abstain from sex 
before battle (1 S 21:1-8; 2 S 11:11). New Testament priests who offer 
the Eucharistic Bread constantly and are leaders in the spiritual war

21 It is to this law that Pope Siricius (DS # 185) refers and then argues that —  since Jesus 
came not to abolish but to fulfill the Old Law (Mt 5:17), and that in the New Testament 
this fulfillment is found in the more perfect chastity o f the Church as the spouse of 
Christ —  the clergy ought to be perpetually celibate.
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against sin, appropriately abstain throughout their ministry. By doing 
so they exhibit a love of God and their people patterned after that of 
Jesus and Paul.

The fact that some priests have been unfaithful to the celibacy 
they voluntarily accepted, and that in our sex-obsessed culture, not 
many men have the courage to accept this challenge of celibate priest
hood is not surprising. The Church in its long history has seen the 
number of priests fall and rise many times and has experienced many 
scandals.22 Jesus himself exclaimed, “The harvest is abundant but the 
laborers are few!” (Lk 10:2a), but he did not soften his demand, “Go 
sell what you have, and give to the poor and you will have treasures in 
heaven; then come, follow me” (Mk 10:21b). Rather he prayed, “Ask 
the master of the harvest to send laborers for his harvest” (Lk 10:2b). Is 
it really too much to ask of one called to the priesthood? To Peter who 
said to Jesus, “We have given up our possessions and followed you,” 
Jesus answered:

“Amen, I say to you, there is no one who has given up house or 
wife or brothers or parents or children for the sake of the king
dom of God who will not receive back an overabundant return in 
this present age and eternal life in the age to come” (Lk 18:28- 
30, my italics).23

When the laity claim that they have a right to the Eucharist which 
is denied them by the scarcity of men who will agree to be celibate

22 See A.W.R. Sipe, A Secret World.
23 The parallels in Mk 10:29 and Mt 19:29 omit “wife.” Did Lk add this because of his 

regular attention to women’s concerns? Or, on the contrary, as Elisabeth Schiissler- 
Fiorenza argues, In Memory o f Her, pp. 145-146, because Luke claims, contrary to fact, 
that the wandering charismatics were only men and hence makes no mention of leaving 
a “husband” to follow Jesus? R.H. Gundry, Mark, pp. 558, 567 (and his Matthew, pp. 
200,435) thinks her explanation is undermined by Lk 14:6 “If anyone comes to me 
without hating his father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters and even 
his own life, he cannot be my disciple.” He believes (p. 567) the Lucan version to be 
original (p. 567) and explains (p. 588) that the omission in the Petrine Mk (and in the 
dependent Mt) is due to avoidance of the problem raised by the tradition (1 Cor 9:5) 
that Peter was accompanied on his journeys by a woman. I.H. Marshall, The Gospel of 
Luke: A Commentary on the Greek Text, p. 688, also defends the authenticity of “wife” 
against E. Klostermann.
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priests,24 they should remember that it is their responsibility to encour
age young men, especially their own sons, to have the heroism and 
dedication to respond to Jesus’ call.

Married people share in this celibate asceticism of religious and 
priests in their own practice of married chastity and fidelity, which 
often requires of them some temporary abstinence for various reasons, 
including responsible parenthood. So do single persons who are pre
paring for a truly loving and unselfish marriage, since the best prepara
tion for marriage is the self-control of pre-marital chastity which will 
make possible an unselfish love in the vicissitudes of married life. As 
for those who do not choose to marry, or ought not to marry, as those 
of confirmed homosexual orientation, the chaste single life can give 
freedom for service to others in Christian love.25

B: AGAPE

The Nature of Christian Love

The true unselfish, generous, creative love of man and wife even at the 
natural level, but above all when elevated by grace in the Christian 
Sacrament of Matrimony, helps us to understand the love between God 
and creatures both at the natural and the supernatural levels. This kind

24 Edward Schillebeeckx, O.P., Ministry: Leadership in the Community o f Jesus Christ, 
has argued that since, he claims, the laity have a “right to the Eucharist,” where there is 
a shortage of priests, celibacy should be made optional, and local churches may validly 
ordain married members o f their congregations as their priests. The Sacred Congrega
tion for the Doctrine of the Faith insisted that he correct this work, which he tried to do 
in The Church with a Human Face: A New and Expanded Theology of Ministry, but he 
did not satisfy the Congregation. See its “Letter to Fr. Schillebeeckx regarding his book 
Ministry," Origins 14 (Jan. 24, 1985):523 and “Note on the Response o f Fr. 
Schillebeeckx,” Origins 14 (April 4, 1985):683. A noted biblical scholar, Pierre Grelot, 
tglise et ministeres, refuted Schillebeeckx’s scriptural argument. See also the critiques 
by Albert Vanhoye, S.J., and Henri Crouzel, S.J., “The Ministry in the Church: 
Reflections on a Recent Publication,” The Clergy Review, 5, 68 (May, 1983): 156-174; 
and Walter Kasper, “Ministry in the Church: Taking Issue with Edward 
Schillebeeckx,” Communio, Summer, 1983, 185-195.

25 CCC # 2348-2350; homosexuality, # 2359.
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of love has all the characteristics of a true natural friendship, but infi
nitely surpasses them, because it is God’s own love shared with us. To 
repeat more fully the familiar text, already quoted:

One of them [a scholar of the law] tested him by asking, ‘Teacher, 
which commandment in the law is the greatest?” He said to him,
“You shall love the Lord, your God, with all your heart, with all 
your soul, and with all your mind [Dt 6:5]. This is the greatest 
and the first commandment. The second is like it: You shall love 
your neighbor as yourself [Lv 19:18; cf. Jm 2:8]. The whole law 
and the prophets depend on these two commandments” (Mt 22:
35-40).26

And in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus went even further, not only 
quoting the law but adding his own interpretation to it:

“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor 
and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies, and 
pray for those who persecute you, that you may be children of 
your heavenly Father, for he makes his sun rise on the bad and 
the good, and causes rain to fall on the just and the unjust” (Mt 
5:43-45).

St. Paul, therefore, could say:

Owe nothing to anyone, 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 kill; you shall not 
steal; you shall not covet,” and whatever other commandment 
there may be are summed up in this saying, “You shall love your 
neighbor as yourself.” Love does no evil to the neighbor; hence, 
love is the fulfillment of the law (Rm 13:8-10).

26 The phrase “a scholar o f the law” is textually doubtful, but may be borrowed from the 
parallel passage o f Luke 10:25. On the Great Commandment of Love see Ceslaus 
Spicq, O.P., Agape in the New Testament, 3 vols.; Gene Outka, Agape: An Ethical 
Analysis; Rudolf Schnackenburg, The Moral Teaching of the New Testament, pp. 15- 
167; Victor P. Furnish, The Love Commandment in the New Testament; John Piper, 
"Love Your Enemies": Jesus’ Love Command in the Synoptic Gospels and in the Early 
Christian Paranesis.
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and again:

For the whole law is fulfilled in one statement, namely,
“You shall love your neighbor as your self’ (Gal 5:14).

Finally, in the great 13th Chapter of 1 Corinthians after praising 
love St. Paul concluded, “Faith, hope, and love remain, these three; but 
the greatest of these is love” (13:13). St. John could also say:

In this way the love of God was revealed to us: God sent his only 
Son into the world so that we might have life through him. In 
this is love: not that we have loved God, but that he loved us and 
sent his Son as expiation for our sins. Beloved, if God so loved 
us, we also must love one another. No one has ever seen God.
Yet, if we love one another, God remains in us, and his love is 
brought to perfection in us (1 Jn 4:9-12).27

Thus the culmination of Christian moral life is to be found in the 
love of God and neighbor founded in faith and motivated by hope. It is 
essential, however, to understand that the love spoken of in these texts 
is not just any kind of “love,” a word which in English has to do duty 
for many different kinds of relationships which the Greek New Testa
ment distinguishes. When God is said to be Love Itself the term in 
Greek is not eros norphilia but agape, a word distinctively Christian in 
its use, which is translated by the Latin term caritas, “charity,” itself 
from the Greek charis, “favor” or “grace.” Unfortunately, today “char
ity” in English is commonly used in the restricted sense of “giving to 
charity,” i.e., almsgiving, and thus is even less helpful than the broad 
term “love.”28

27 Raymond E. Brown, Gospel According to St. John, Vol. 1, Jn 4:9-12.
28 CCC of course speaks frequently o f “love” and of “charity” in various senses: as 

Christ’s love (# 2011); as a theological virtue (#1813) intimately related to hope 
(#1818, 1841); and also as a fruit of the Spirit (# 736); as the Great Commandment 
including all the commandments and virtues and unifying them (# 1822-1829, 1844- 
1845, 2055, 2069, 2086, 2093-2094, 2196-2197) and the opposite o f sin (# 1885); as 
the soul of prayer (# 2658); as the great social commandment (# 1889); which unifies 
the Church (#815) and animates its apostolate (# 864) and the consecrated life (#914- 
930). It distinguishes it from “love” as a fundamental psychological drive (# 1765) and 
from conjugal love (# 1604-1605, 1643).
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Agape is first of all, as the quotation from 1 John above indicates, 
“Not that we have loved God but that he has loved us.”29 But God has 
no need of his creatures, since he created them freely for their sake, not 
his own; so his love for us is not eros. Nor is it simply philia, “friend
ship,” because the gap between God and creature is too great for them 
to meet on the same plane of shared life.30 God’s love for us — God 
himself — can only be agape, a love of pure generosity which is en
tirely for our sake, not for God’s benefit, but which lifts us up to God’s 
level. It is only because he has raised us up in a covenant relationship 
to him that we can truly have a friendship {philia) with him, and every 
desire (eros) of ours can be fulfilled in him.

Moreover, God’s love for us through grace fills us with the same 
kind of generous love toward God, whom we then can love for himself 
alone, and it spills over into our love for our neighbor, even our en
emies, whom we can love as God loves them, because for all their sins 
they are still his children.

Hence, this Great Commandment of Love is not two but one 
commandment, since through it in loving God we also love our neigh
bor for God’s sake, because God loves them with the same love that 
God loves us.31 Moreover, this kind of love of God includes the will to 
observe all the other commandments of God out of love for God and 
because we know that in his love for us, he would never demand any
thing of us except what is for the common good in which we and our 
neighbor share alike.

Therefore, those today who understand the word “love” in this 
command to refer to the pursuit of sensual pleasure or to mere senti
mental good fellowship (the ‘60’s slogan “Make Love not War” was 
often understood as meaning “Free Sex vs. the Draft” !), or who sup-

29 Anders Nygren, Agape and Eros, and the critique of such views by another Protestant 
author, Gene H. Outka, Agape: An Ethical Analysis.

30 “When one party [to a friendship] is removed to a great distance, as God is, the 
possibility of friendship ceases.” Nicomachean Ethics, Bk. VIII, c. 7, 1159a 4.

31 St. Thomas Aquinas, S.T., II-II, q. 44, a. 2-3, explains why there are two precepts —  
love o f God and o f neighbor —  and yet how these are one, since there is “one precept 
by which we are led to love God as [our] end; but another by which we are led to love 
[our] neighbor because of God as [our] end.”
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pose that Jesus tried to replace the commandments of morality, of chas
tity, truthfulness, honesty, and justice with a permissive hedonism have 
ignored the totality of his teaching.

The Bible never tires of trying to describe this divine love of 
friendship between God and created persons. “What we have seen and 
heard we proclaim now to you, so that you too may have fellowship 
with us; for our fellowship is with the Father and with his Son, Jesus 
Christ” (1 Jn 1:3).32

Some theologians, notably Peter Lombard, have held that this 
love is the Holy Spirit himself. Although it is certainly the fruit of the 
Spirit’s indwelling, it is also a supernatural transformation of our soul 
and our whole person by which we have the virtue or capacity to re
spond to God’s love and to share in it, as was declared by the Council 
of Trent.33

The Supremacy of Love

Why is love the most perfect of virtues? Natural friendship is not a 
virtue, although it is the “crown of all virtues” because founded on 
good character; but agape is the foundation of all the other virtues, and 
must therefore be itself a virtue. The theological virtues are the highest 
of all the virtues because their object is God himself. Christian love 
cannot exist without faith, since we cannot love a God we do not know, 
nor could it exist without hope, since we cannot love someone who is 
utterly beyond our reach. Yet faith is obscure and will be replaced by 
vision when we actually possess God. Hope exists only as long as we 
do not yet possess God. But love is the same in heaven as on earth and 
will last eternally in the possession of God (Col 3:14; 1 Cor 13:13). It 
is the flowering of faith and the fulfillment of hope.

32 Not to burden the text with too long a list, cf. the following: Ps 103-105, 136; Is 41:13- 
20; Jdt 16:13-16; Mt 11:25-27; Jn 14:15-31; 15:10-17; 1 Jn 1:1-4; 3:1-2; 1 Cor 1:9; 
6:17; Rm 8:14-17; Eph 2:15-23; 2 P 1:3-4; etc. The Church Fathers dwell often on this 
theme of friendship with God: St. John Chrysostom, PG, In Ps. 55:417; Athanasius, PG 
27:534; Augustine, In Jn., tr. 85, 35:1848 sq; Cyril o f Alexandria, In Jn., 15:4, PG 
74:559-564; Bernard o f Clairvaux, Serm. in Cant., 1, n. 8; 68, n. 1 ,3 , PL 183:788.

33 D S #  1528-1531 and 1561.
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Without love there is no perfect virtue, since it is the form and 
completion of all the virtues (1 Tm 1:5; Rm 13:10). While prudence 
forms the moral virtues by ordering them to their end, love also forms 
the other two theological virtues, as well as prudence and the moral 
virtues, activating them toward their fulfillment and causing them to 
share in the very life of God, for “God is love” (1 Jn 4:16), i.e., the One 
whose very existence and life is to know and to love and only to know 
and love, and who creates all other true love.

Christian love is an infused virtue given by God in the degree 
God wishes (Eph 4:7) and its subject is the will. When we exercise it in 
acts of love and in acts of the other virtues motivated by love, it grows 
(Pr 4:18; Eph 4:15-16; Ph 1:9)34 and this increase of love has no limit35 
but accelerates like a sort of “spiritual gravity,” ever faster and faster.36 
The principle cause of this increase, however, is not our cooperation, 
but God’s grace (Mk 9:40).37

Growth in Love

The three phases of growth in the spiritual life and of Christian perfec
tion are simply this intensification of the love of God, under the influ
ence of the Holy Spirit, working through his sevenfold gifts (Is 11:2; 
Rv 4:5; 5:6), and are traditionally called “the purgative, illuminative, 
and unitive ways.”38

In the first phase, the love of God and neighbor is purified of 
selfishness.

“Amen, amen, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the 
ground and dies, it remains a grain of wheat; but if it dies, it 
produces much fruit” (Jn 12:24).

34 Trent, DS # 1535, 1574, 1582.
35 Council o f Vienne, DS #  891 against the Begards.
36 See Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., The Three Ages of the Interior Life, vol. 1, pp. 

130-133.
37 Trent, DS # 1535, 1545-1550, 1582.
38 On the history of this and other divisions of the spiritual journey, see Pierre Pourat, 

“Commensants,” Dictionnaire de Spirituality, 21:1143-1156 and J. Lemaitre, 
“Contemplation III,” ibid., 22:1762-1871.
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In the second phase this “pruned” love produces the fruits of 
good works.

“I am the vine, and my Father is the vine grower. He takes away 
every branch in me that does not bear fruit, and everyone that 
does he prunes so that it bears more fruit” (Jn 15:1-3).

In the third and final phase it unites the soul intimately to God and
deifies it.

“Whoever loves me will keep my word, and my Father will love 
him, and we will come to him and make our dwelling with him”
(Jn 14:23).

Love does not decrease directly of itself, since its principal cause 
is God who would never cause it to lessen (Rm8:38; 1 Jn 3:9), nor even 
by venial sins, i.e., sins inappropriate to but not contradictory to the 
love of God (Pr 24:16). But it does decrease indirectly. The author of 
Revelation wrote to the Church of Ephesus, “You have lost the love 
you had at first” (Rv 2:4). Jesus warned, “Because of the increase of 
evil-doing, the love of many will grow cold” (Mt 24:12). This chilling 
of love happens when our acts of love become infrequent, thus prepar
ing the way for mortal sins which completely kill love, because mortal 
sin is contradictory to love. “Whoever does not love a brother he has 
seen cannot love God whom he has not seen” (1 Jn 4:20). Thus charity 
is never taken from us by God, but we can lose it by our free will 
through mortal sin.39 “When a virtuous man turns away from virtue to 
commit iniquity, and dies, it is because of the iniquity he committed 
that he must die” (Ezk 18:26; 33:12-13).

If they, having escaped the defilements of the world through 
knowledge of our Lord Jesus Christ, again become entangled 
and overcome by them, their last condition is worse than their 
first. For it would have been better for them not to have known 
the way of righteousness than after knowing it to turn back from

39 Trent, DS # 1540, 1542-3 against some Calvinists.
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the holy commandment handed down to them. What is expressed 
in the true proverb has happened to them, “The dog returns to its 
own vomit” [Pr 26:11], and “A bathed sow returns to wallowing 
in the mire” (2 P 2:20-22; cf. also Gal 5:4; 1 Cor 9:27; Rm 6:23, 
8:15-17, 11:20-22; 2 Tm 1:6-7; Rv 2:4-5, etc.).

As we have already seen, the formal object or proximate motive 
of love toward God is God’s absolute goodness. The formal object of 
love toward neighbor is the same goodness of God as this can be shared 
with creatures.

We love because he [God] first loved us. If anyone says, “I love 
God,” but hates his brother, he is a liar; for whoever does not 
love a brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has 
not seen. This is the commandment we have from him, whoever 
loves God must also love his brother (1 Jn 4:19-21; cf. 3:11-24).

The material object of love is God as the goal of our life transcending 
all that our nature can demand and the sharing of this same goal with all 
created persons, the manifestation of God’s perfection to all rational 
creatures, along with the means by which this goal can be attained. 
Therefore by the theological virtue of love we love: (a) God (Jn 14:28) 
with desire, zeal, and delight (Jn 14:15, 21; 1 Jn 2:4, 3:18, 5:3; Mt 
16:24, 22:37-38, 25:31-45; 1 Cor 10:31); (b) ourselves for God (Mt 
6:19-20, 33; 1 Cor 9:27; 2 Cor 6:16-18; Rm 6:13, 19); (c) our neigh
bors, and even our enemies, not as sinners but as children of God. “If 
your enemy be hungry, give him food to eat, if he be thirsty, give him 
to drink; for live coals you will heap on his head, and the Lord will 
vindicate you” (Pr 26:21-22; Mt 5:43-48; 6:12; Lv 19:17-18; Ex 23:4- 
5; Rm 12:20-21).

Our duty to love our enemies strictly obliges us to love them as 
human persons capable of salvation, and it is a counsel to love them 
even as individuals (Pr 25:21). We must show the general signs of 
respect to our enemies as to all other persons, except perhaps tempo
rarily for a sufficient reason other than our enmity. For example, it 
might be necessary to refuse to shake hands with Adolf Hitler when 40

40 Christian Instruction (De Doctrina Christiana), cc. 27-30 (28-33), pp. 47-52.
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this would seem to show approval of his behavior. But we must always 
forgive our enemies in our heart (Mt 5:23-24; 6:15; 18:35), even Adolf 
Hitler, and as far as possible seek their salvation.

The egotistic and selfish sin against love by excess is self-love or 
“narcissism.” “Those who regularly give alms shall enjoy a full life; 
but those who are habitually guilty of sin are their own worst enemies” 
(Tb 12:10; cf. Ph 2:21; 2 Cor 10:14; 2 Tm 3:1-9; Jude vv. 5-16). Those 
people sin against love by defect who seek only material goods, neglect 
the means to salvation, or seek what is evil. “But God said to him [the 
complacent rich man], ‘You fool, this night your life will be demanded 
of you, and the things you have prepared, to whom will they belong?”’ 
(the Parable of the Rich Fool, Lk 12:16-21).

The Order of Love

St. Augustine raised the interesting question, later pursued by many 
other theologians, as to the proper “order of love” (ordo amoris), that 
is, “Should we love all equally or some more than others?”40 The an
swer given by St. Thomas Aquinas41 can be summarized as follows:

(1) Jesus said, “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy 
of me” (Mt 10:37; Lk 14:25; cf. Dt 6:5; Mt 22:37; Lk 14:26). Therefore, 
God is to be loved above all objectively and appreciatively, that is, we 
should acknowledge that God is more worthy of love than all creatures, 
even when we do not feel this supreme love most intensively. Hence, we 
should be willing to die rather than to reject God’s love by sinning.

(2) After God we should love ourselves as regards the salvation of our 
souls.42 “You shall love your neighbor as yourself’ (Mt 22:39; Lv 19:18), 
but we should love our neighbor’s soul more than our own bodies (Jn 
10:11; 15:12; 1 Jn 3:16). It is permissible to love our own temporal life 
and goods more than those of our neighbors, but we must love the bodily 
good of our neighbor more than our own external goods. As St. Augus
tine says:

41 S.T., n -n , q. 27.
42 Innocent XI, D S # 2 1 6 3 .
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It is impossible for one who loves God not to love himself. For 
he alone has a proper love of himself who aims diligently at the 
attainment of the chief and true good; and if this is nothing else 
but God, as has been shown, what is to prevent one who loves 
God from loving himself? And then among men should there be 
no bond of mutual love? Yea, verily; so that we can think of no 
surer step towards the love of God than the love of man to man...
Now you love yourself suitably when you love God better than 
yourself. What, then, you aim at in yourself you must aim at in 
your neighbor, namely that he may love God with a perfect af
fection. For you do not love him as yourself, unless you try to 
draw him to that good which you are yourself pursuing. For this 
is the one good which has room for all to pursue it along with 
you.43

(3) We should love virtuous persons appreciatively more than those of lesser 
virtue, but we ought to love both appreciatively and intensively persons 
to whom we are more closely related by kinship or friendship than those 
who are more distant.44

But if a widow has children or grandchildren, let these first learn 
to perform their religious duty to their own family and to make 
recompense to their parents, for this is pleasing to God... And 
whoever does not provide for relatives and especially family 
members has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever 
(1 Tm 5:4, 8; cf. Gal 6:10).

Thus we rightly prefer our own family, our own friends, our su
periors and benefactors, our own country to others, because God has 
given them to us as our first responsibility. “Every living thing loves its 
own kind, every man a man like himself’ (Si 13:14). By fulfilling that 
responsibility we should grow stronger in love so as to extend that love 
to ever wider circles. Those who “love humanity” and slight those 
close to them love little.

43 The Catholic and Manichaean Ways o f Life, FC, 1965, Chapters 19-28, PL 32:1309- 
1378.

44 1 Tm 5:3-16 on widows is discussed in detail by Phillip H. Towner, The Goal o f Our 
Instruction, pp. 180-190. He concludes that this passage is a single unit and does not 
concern an “office” o f widow, but the care by the Church o f certain poor but worthy 
women without relatives to support them.
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In the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus (Lk 16:19-31) we 
note that the beggar was “lying at his door.” On the other hand the 
Parable of the Good Samaritan (Lk 10:29-37) reminds us that “our 
neighbor” may well be someone who comes into close relation with us 
through providence, and not by conventional relationships. Once the 
Samaritan had seen the man lying in the road, he could no longer ignore 
him.

The sin of racism does not arise only from a perception of the 
defects of groups other than our own. There is no denying that all groups 
have typical faults that make them liable to stereotyping and caricature 
by other groups. Rather, racism chiefly arises from a lack of love for 
others, even our enemies, just because they are human beings having 
most things, and especially the most fundamental things, in common 
with ourselves and our own group. Racism is best overcome by learn
ing to love all human persons for the same reason that we ought to love 
ourselves, namely, that God loves us all as his children, whatever our 
defects.45 “Here there is not Greek or Jew, circumcision or uncircum
cision, barbarian, Scythian, slave, free; but Christ is all in all” (Col 
2:11; cf. Gal 3:27-28).46 Particularly sinful is anti-Semitism, the utterly 
wrong and ungrateful hatred of Jews on the false grounds that the Jews 
of today (or the vast majority of the Jews of the past) are responsible for

45 CCC #  27, 1700-1715, 1929-1948.
46 The phrase of Gal 3:28, “not male and female” is often cited by feminist theologians as 

the clearest text in the Bible asserting sexual equality. But note that Paul is not 
speaking of natural equality, but equality “in Christ Jesus,” i.e., as to the graces 
conferred in baptism (Gal 3:27). “That Paul did not intend to abolish the gender roles 
between men and women is apparent from the discussion in 1 Cor 11:2-16.” Frank J. 
Matera, Galatians, p. 143. See also Gal 5:6; 6:15; 1 Cor 7:19, and Eph 2:25. Perhaps it 
was to avoid any misunderstanding on this point that the parallel passage in Col 3:11 
omits “neither male or female” and that some “early manuscripts (P 46, A) read ‘For all 
of you belong to Christ (este Christou).’ Others (S*), ‘For you are all in Christ (este en 
Christou).' Both variants are probably attempting to make the present reading clearer 
by eliminating heis ( ‘one’) which might give the impression that the differences 
mentioned above no longer exist in fact... All the baptized form a single person in 
Christ: they are a new creation. See Gal 6:15” (Matera, p. 143). Thus the text has 
nothing to do with social or ecclesiastical roles, but with Church membership as a 
means o f salvation; see also M. Boucher, “Some Unexplored Parallels to 1 Cor 11, 11- 
12 and Gal 3, 28: The New Testament and the Role of Woman,” CBQ 31 (1969):50-58 
and Ben Witherington, “Rite and Rights for Women —  Galatians 3:28,” NTS 27
(1980-81):593-604.
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the death of Jesus, himself a Jew. Those Jewish religious leaders of two 
thousand years ago who did bear this responsibility, did so precisely 
because of the same fanaticism that leads people today to be anti-semites, 
a guilt we all share if we condone their bigotry.47

Moreover, in accordance with the order of love, Christians ought 
to have a special fraternal or filial love of Jews, because in Christ Jesus 
we have ourselves become adopted sons and daughters of the Cov
enant. As St. Paul tells us, we are only “wild olive branches” that have 
been “grafted into the rich root of the olive tree” and if we are holy it is 
only because our Jewish roots are holy. Paul warns us: “consider that 
you do not support the root; the root supports you” (Rm 11:13-24).

I have already pointed out the sinfulness of sexism, contempt for 
another because of their gender.48 The same is true of contempt for 
those having physical or mental disabilities, including the disability to 
achieve heterosexual orientation.49 Christian love is always compas
sionate and seeks to assure every human being of the love of God and 
the community for each person. But it is not sentimentality or denial of 
human defects physical, mental, or moral. Rather, it seeks healing for 
the sufferer or if this is impossible, support in carrying the Cross.

C: WORKS OF LOVE

The Inner Working of Love

St. Paul says, “For in Christ Jesus, neither circumcision nor uncir
cumcision counts for anything, but only faith working through love” 
(Gal 5:6). The “working” or proper act of the virtue of love is, of 
course, to love, which means to seek the true good of the one loved and 
to desire to live with that one in community. The internal fruits of

47 See John Pawlikowski, What Are They Saying About Christian-Jewish Relations?
48 See pp. 358 ff. above.
49 See pp. 275 ff. above.
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loving are joy, peace, and mercy,50 its external fruits are good works for 
the sake of others. As St. Paul says:

Love is patient, love is kind. It is not jealous, it is not pompous, 
it is not inflated, it is not rude, it does not seek its own interests, 
it is not quick-tempered, it does not brood over injury, it does 
not rejoice over wrongdoing but rejoices over the truth. It bears 
all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things.
Love never fails (1 Cor 13:4-8).

We have seen that the physical passion of love tends to end in 
physical joy in union with the beloved.51 Hence spiritual love tends to 
a deeper and more total joy of the whole person in spiritual union. 
While physical joy is brief; spiritual joy can last forever.

Set me as a seal on your heart 
as a seal on your arm;

For stem as death is love,
relentless as the nether world is devotion;

its flames are blazing fire.
Deep waters cannot quench love, 

nor floods sweep it away.
Were one to offer all he owns to purchase love, 

he would be roundly mocked (Sg 8:6-7).

The Bible is full of praise of peace as the effect of love fulfilled. 
The Sabbath peace of the Old Testament foreshadows the eternal peace 
of heaven. It was an old greeting, as when Amasai, leader of David’s 
Thirty Champions was moved by the prophetic Spirit to reply to David, 
when David in hiding asked for a password, “We are yours, O David; 
we are with you, O son of Jesse, Peace, peace to you; and peace to him 
who helps you; your God it is who helps you” (1 Ch 12:19). Jesus 
commanded his missionaries, “As you enter a house, wish it peace. If 
the house is worthy, let your peace come upon it; if not, let your peace 
return to you” (Mt 10:12-13). At the Last Supper he spoke the words

50CC C# 1829.
51 See pp. 194 ff.
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the priest repeats before distributing the Eucharist, “Peace I leave with 
you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give it to you” 
(Jn 14:27), and after rising from death he greets the Twelve, “Peace be 
with you” (Jn 20:19,21, 26). The mystics tell us that in the unitive way 
of the spiritual life, in spite of many trials and sufferings, they abide in 
profound peace at the depths of their souls.52 St. Augustine defines 
peace as “the tranquility of order”53 because love sets the whole uni
verse in order and produces inner harmony in the soul and outer har
mony between all members of a society.

Mercy flows from love, because when we truly love someone for 
their own sake, we forget their injuries to us and think only of what will 
be good for them. “May mercy, peace, and love be yours in abundance” 
(Jude v. 2). God’s mercy (hesed) is a constant theme of the Old Testa
ment (e.g.. Ex 20:6; Dt 13:18; Tb 3:2; Ps 118:2; 136:1; Ws 9:1; Si 5:6; 
Is 16:5; Jr 31:20, etc.). And of all the traits of Jesus none is so evident 
to the whole world as his mercy, his compassionate willingness to suf
fer even the curse of the Cross for each one of us however wicked we 
may be. In doing so, he revealed to us what we find so hard to believe, 
that God is above all a merciful God.

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who in 
his great mercy gave us a new birth to a living hope through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, an inheritance that is 
imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you 
who by the power of God are safeguarded through faith, to a 
salvation that is ready to be revealed in the final time (1 P 1:3-5).

52 St. Teresa o f Avila, speaking o f God’s gift to her of the transforming union says, “The 
person already referred to [she is evidently speaking of herself] found herself better in 
every way; however numerous were her trials and business worries, the essential part 
of her soul seemed never to move from that dwelling-place. So in a sense she felt that 
her soul was divided; and when she was going through great trials, shortly after God 
granted her this favor, she complained of her soul, just as Martha complained of Mary. 
Sometimes she would say that it was doing nothing but enjoying itself in that quietness, 
while she herself was left with all her trials and occupations so that she could not keep 
it company.” Interior Castles, Seventh Mansion, Chapter 1, quoted in Juan Arintero, 
O.P., The Mystical Evolution in the Development and Vitality o f the Church, vol. 2, p. 
240. See Arintero’s whole treatment of the Unitive Way, pp. 170-237.

53 De Civitate Dei, XIX, c. 13, n. 1.
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According to Aquinas54 the Gift of the Holy Spirit which corre
sponds to charity is the supreme Gift of Wisdom (1 Cor 2:6-16) and the 
Seventh Beatitude, “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called 
children of God” (Mt 5:9). This is so because love is the supreme virtue 
in the will, and wisdom in the intellect. Without perfect love we cannot 
be perfectly united to God, and only if we are perfectly united to God 
can we share in the divine wisdom. Reciprocally, only when we know 
God as he really is through true wisdom can we love him perfectly. 
Thus love and wisdom go hand in hand, and we have seen that to make 
peace is a great work of love. “Live in peace, and the God of love and 
peace will be with you” (2 Cor 13:11b). Since wisdom orders all things 
by truth and love by goodness, wisdom and love bring final peace, the 
eternal Sabbath, to the soul. Only those who dwell in such peace of soul 
can bring peace to others in a disordered world. Hence, before receiv
ing the Eucharist we give to each other a kiss (or some other sign) of 
peace and mutual forgiveness. “Greet one another with a holy kiss. All 
the churches of Christ greet you” (Rm 16:16; cf. 1 Cor 16:20; 2 Cor 
13:12).

The Corporal Works of Mercy

The external works of love are both physical and spiritual. Tradition
ally seven “Corporal Works of Mercy”55 or “charity” in the modern 
sense (Mt 25:35-36) are enumerated: (1) feeding the hungry (Mt 25:35a); 
(2) giving drink to the thirsty (Mt 25:35b; Mt 10:42); (3) clothing the 
naked (Mt 25:38b); (4) extending hospitality to the homeless (Mt 
25:38a); (5) caring for the sick (Mt 25:36b; Lk 16:19-31); (6) redeem
ing captives (Mt 25:36c); and (7) burying the dead (Tb 2:3-10; 12:12-
13). These works cannot substitute for social justice, but they go be
yond what is strictly demanded by justice to care even for the unde
serving and unworthy, and add to justice “the personal touch.” Such 
works are constantly urged both in the Old and New Testaments, as is 
vigorously summed up in the question of the Epistle of St. James (2:15- 
17):
54 S.T., II-II, q. 45.
55 CCC #  2447-2449.
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If a brother or sister has nothing to wear and has no food for the 
day, and one of you says to them, “Go in peace, keep warm, and 
eat well,” but you do not give them the necessities of the body, 
what good is it? So also faith of itself, if it does not have works, 
is dead (cf. Dt 15:11; Is 58; Ezk 18:7; Pr 31:20; Si 29:1-20; Mt 
6:1-4;25:31-46;Lk3:10-11; 16:19-31; lTm6:17-19; 1 Jn3:17- 
18).

In giving alms to others who are in extreme necessity, we are not 
obliged to give them from what we ourselves extremely need, except 
when the common good demands it; but we have a grave obligation to 
give them what is superfluous for us, even at great (but not extreme) 
inconvenience to ourselves. When others are in grave necessity, we 
also are obliged to give them from our superfluities and even from our 
necessities if the inconvenience to us is only light.56 For needs that are 
only common, we have the obligation to make some contributions to 
charity (Pr 14:21; Si 14:13-18; Rm 12:20; Jm 1:27). We should, how
ever, be prudent in giving so as to do the most good we can with our 
resources rather than merely to be thought generous or to get rid of 
beggars (Si 12:4-5; 2 Th 3:10), and we should give cheerfully not grudg
ingly (2 Cor 9:7), generously (Tb 4:8-9), promptly (Pr 3:28), secretly 
(Mt 6:1-4), justly, and in right order (Si 12:1-7), so as to help the most 
deserving and all as far as our resources permit, thus fulfilling distribu
tive justice.

The Spiritual Works of Love

Often it is forgotten that the “Spiritual Works of Charity” are even 
more needed than the corporal works. These are also traditionally listed 
as seven: (1) to pray for all (Mt 5:44); (2) to forgive (Mt 18:21-35); (3) 
to console the sad (2 Cor 1:4); (4) to bear the burdens of others (Gal 
6:2); (5) to teach the ignorant (1 Tm 4:11-16); (6) to counsel the per
plexed (1 Cor 8:1-13); (7) to correct the sinner (1 Cor ll:17-22).57

56 Innocent XI, D S #  2112.
57 For these last two works my biblical references are not to commands but to examples: 1 

Cor 7:8-13 is an example of good counseling and 1 Cor 11:17-22 is an example of 
good correction.
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This last spiritual work, the correction of the erring, is either 
“judicial” when it is by a superior, or “fraternal” when done by one’s 
equal. Fraternal correction is a notable feature of the Christian commu
nity and is frequently recommended and regulated in the Bible as a 
serious responsibility of love (e.g., Lv 19:17; Si 19:13-16; Mt 18:15- 
20; Lk 17:3; 1 Th 5:14; 2 Th 3:15).

Better is an open rebuke, than a love that remains hidden 
(Pr 27:5).
He who loves correction loves knowledge, but he who hates 
reproof is stupid (Pr 12:2).
Brothers, even if a person is caught in some transgression, you 
who are spiritual should correct that one in a gentle spirit, look
ing to yourself, so that you also may not be tempted (Gal 6:1).

To make such a fraternal correction one must have certitude of 
the fault, a real necessity for the correction, a suitable opportunity to 
speak with the person, and a real possibility of the correction having a 
good effect.

D: SINS AGAINST LOVE

Hatred and Sins Against Joy

While all sins are contrary to love, certain ones oppose it directly. Of 
these, obviously, hatred of God and our neighbor comes first.58 Explicit 
hatred of God is the worst of all sins. Jesus said of those of the religious 
leaders who out of “envy” (phthonos, perhaps simply “ill will,” Mk 
15:10) rejected the love of God which he offered them:

“Whoever hates me also hates my Father. If I had not done works 
among them that no one else ever did, they would not have sin; 
but as it is, they have seen and hated both me and my Father. But 
in order that the word written in their law might be fulfilled,
‘They hated me without cause’” (Jn 15:23-25).

58 CCC # 1765, 2262, 2303.
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Hatred of our neighbor as a person is implicitly a hatred of the 
Creator, although it is right to hate the neighbor’s sin as God hates it. 
This is the meaning of the Psalmist’s, “Do I not hate, O Lord, those 
who hate you? Those who rise up against you do I not loathe?” (Ps 
139:21; cf. Ws 14:9). The seriousness of the sin of hatred against our 
neighbor is to be judged by the seriousness of the harm it leads us to 
wish against the neighbor. We cannot truly hate ourselves, but we can 
righteously hate what is evil in us (our false self) and we can wrongly 
hate what is truly good for us. Whenever we sin we do injury to our
selves, as if we hated ourselves out of too much love for ourselves.

Besides hatred which is directly opposed to love, we can sin against 
the fruits of love. Thus the monastic tradition spoke of two capital sins 
opposed to the joy which flows from love. One is acedia, or sadness 
and boredom with spiritual goods, such as we sometimes feel with 
prayer.59 “Because my heart was embittered and my soul was pierced, 
I was stupid and understood not; I was like a brute beast in your pres
ence” (Ps 73:21-22). This sin comes from a revulsion from invisible, 
spiritual realities toward visible, worldly pleasures and distractions.

The remedy for such depression is perseverance in good works 
while waiting patiently for God’s consolation. “Therefore, my beloved 
brothers, be firm, steadfast, fully devoted to the work of the Lord, know
ing that in the Lord your labor is not in vain” (1 Cor 15:58).

The other capital sin that arises from lack of loving joy is envy, or 
sadness over the good happiness or achievements of our neighbor.60 
“And the patriarchs, envious of Joseph, sold him into slavery in Egypt, 
but God was with him and rescued him from all his afflictions” (Ac 
7:9-10). “Envy and anger shorten one’s life, worry brings us to a pre
mature old age” (Si 30:24).61 Its source is a lack of humility. The humble 
are not envious, because it does not trouble them that others have more 
than they do; they are content to make the best of what they have. It was 
the pride of Jesus’ opponents that infuriated them at the love the people

59 CCC # 1866, 2094, 2733. For Cassian on acedia see p. 169, n. 39.
60 CCC # 1866, 2538-2540, 2533-2534, 2538-2540.
61 See also Jb 11:20; Ws 2:24; Mk 7:22; Rm 1:29; Gal 5:21; Ph 1:15-17; Tt 3:3, Jm4:2.
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showed him. “For he [Pilate] knew that it was out of envy that the chief 
priests had handed him over” (Mk 15:10). Paul complains that:

Some preach Christ from envy and rivalry, others from good 
will. The latter act out of love, aware that I am here for the 
defense of the gospel; the former proclaim Christ out of selfish 
ambition, not from pure motives, thinking they will cause me 
trouble in my imprisonment (Ph 1:15-17).

Against that fruit of love which is peace, is the sin of discord or 
disagreement arising from hatred (Si 27:14; 1 Cor 3:3; 2 Tm 2:24; Jude 
vv. 5-16).62 One of the “six things the Lord hates” is “he who sows 
discord among brothers” (Pr 6:16-19; cf. Si 28:8-9). St. Paul wrote 
anxiously to the Corinthians about his third visit to them:

For I fear that when I come I may find you not such as I wish, 
and that you may find me not as you wish, that there may be 
rivalry, jealousy, fury, selfishness, slander, gossip, conceit and 
disorder (2 Cor 12:20).

To the church of Rome he also wrote:

I urge you, brothers, to watch out for those who create dissen
sions and obstacles in opposition to the teaching that you have 
learned; avoid them (Rm 16:17).

In private matters, discord produces angry quarreling in words, as Paul 
heard was going on in the church of Corinth: “For it has been reported 
to me about you, my brothers, by Chloe’s people, that there are rival
ries among you” (1 Cor 1:11). It even produces strife in deeds: “For 
where jealousy and selfish ambition exist, there is disorder and every 
foul practice” (Jm 3:16).

In public matters discord foments rebellion: exemplified by the

62 CCC # 360, 1852, 1939, 2213, 2303.



454 Living the Truth in L ove

“two revolutionaries” (Mt 27:38) crucified with Jesus;63 and breeds 
war:64 symbolized in the Book of Revelation by the rider on the red 
horse who “was given power to take peace away from the earth, so that 
people would slaughter one another. And he was given a huge sword” 
(Rv 6:4). In the Christian community discord leads to schism65 like 
that which Paul feared would eventuate in Corinth:

First of all, I hear that when you meet as church there are divi
sions among you, and to a degree I believe it; there have to be 
factions among you in order that those who are approved among 
you may become known (1 Cor 11:18-19).

The evil consequences of all these sins against the joy and the 
peace that flow from true love, I have already discussed as various 
types of sins against justice and the virtues related to it.

Scandal

The final fruit of love is beneficence, seeking the good of others.Opposed 
to beneficence is “active” scandal— “giving scandal,” placing a “stum
bling block” in another’s path (Mt 18:6-7; Rm 14; 1 Cor8:7-13) — that 
is, behavior which leads others into sin either directly by tempting 
them, or indirectly by giving them a bad example.66 When someone 
intends to cause another to sin just to make him or her a sinner, the 
scandal is “diabolic,” as when Satan tempted Jesus (Mt 4:1-11). More 
commonly, the intention of scandal is simply to get someone to sin to 
one’s own advantage, as when the high priests paid Judas to betray 
Jesus so they could be rid of Jesus’ criticisms (Lk 22:1-6); or implicitly

63 Traditionally these two condemned men are called “thieves” or “robbers,” but the word 
in Mt 27:38 and Mk 15:27 is lestai, a term applied also to Barabbas (Jn 18:40). NAB 
rev. notes on this last verse that Barabbas was “a guerrilla warrior fighting for 
nationalistic aims, though the term can also denote a robber.”

64 CCC # 2307-2309, 2312-2317, 2327-2328.
65 CCC # 817, 2089.
66 CCC # 2284-2287, 2326.



Living in Love 455

when one does something that one knows may tempt another, as one 
who invites an alcoholic to a bar. If we actively give scandal, we have 
an obligation to try to repair it and to undo the damage we have caused.

“Passive” scandal is the “taking of scandal” by yielding to the 
temptation it occasions, either because of one’s weakness and igno
rance (“scandal of the weak”), as when an alcoholic takes a drink be
cause someone else does; or because one maliciously interprets another’s 
innocent action as evil (“pharisaic scandal”). Thus the Pharisees inter
preted Jesus’ dining with sinners as an approval of and share in their sin 
(Mt 11:16-19).

Love of our neighbor should lead us to avoid giving scandal not 
only by refraining from evil actions but even from what has the appear
ance of evil. Nevertheless, we should never omit fulfilling serious ob
ligations just to avoid scandal to the weak, although we may some
times omit the observance of merely positive laws, works of counsel or 
indifferent actions for this reason. Nor should we omit obligations or 
good works just to avoid pharisaic scandal, but we should omit indif
ferent actions that are offensive.

Thus Jesus never refused to eat with sinners or to heal people on 
the Sabbath in spite of the fact that this gave scandal to the Pharisees 
(Mk 2:13-17; Lk 5:27-32; 15:1-7; 19:1-10, etc.), but at other times he 
was always careful to observe the law to the letter (Mt 5:17-20). St. 
Paul also instructed his followers not to eat meat offered to idols when 
this might give offense to some member of their community or tempt 
them to do what they thought was wrong, although in fact there was no 
sin in eating such food (1 Cor 8). But Paul rebuked St.Peter when Peter 
gave a poor example in refusing to eat with non-Jews just to avoid 
giving scandal to the Jewish Christians (Gal 2:11-14).67

67 On the exegesis o f Gal 2:11-14, a very controversial text, see Hans-Dieter Betz, 
Galatians, pp. 105-112; Frank J. Matera, Galatians, pp. 84-91; and James D.G. Dunn 
“The incident at Antioch (Gal 2:11-18),” JSNT, 18 (1983):3-57. Peter was probably 
trying to deal with a difficult pastoral situation in a way not very different than Paul 
himself did on other occasions (Ac 21:15-26; 1 Cor 14), but Paul in this instance saw 
Peter’s action as setting a dangerous precedent against which he had to protest.
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Love and Law

Love seems antithetical to law, since love transcends any law, yet there 
is a law of love and it is the supreme law (Dt 6:5; Mt 22:34-40; Lk 
10:25-28) which is the law of the Holy Spirit dwelling in the heart of 
the Christian in grace. “For the law of the spirit of life in Christ Jesus 
has freed you from the law of sin and death” (Rm 8:2).68 Love is the law 
that orders all that we are and have to God in response to his love for us 
(1 Cor 13).69 If we truly love God, our wills are united to God’s, and 
therefore, what his wisdom teaches us through the natural and revealed 
laws of morality is what we want to do and are able to do by the power 
of his love which he shares with us through grace. Love, says St. Paul, 
“bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. 
Love never fails” (1 Cor 13:7-8). All that God wants of us is to love him 
and serve our neighbor. For as God the Father said to Catherine of 
Siena, “The only thing you can do for me is to serve your neighbor.”70 
“So faith, hope, and love remain, these three, but the greatest of these 
is love” (1 Cor 13:13).

The Sacrament of Love

As the supreme command is the love of God and neighbor, and the 
supreme virtue which gives form and life to all the other virtues is 
Christian love, so the supreme sacrament to which all the others tend is 
the Eucharist. The Eucharist is at once the sacrament of love and the 
supreme act of Christian worship, which unifies and animates the Chris
tian community.71 It is the source and school of all the virtues, since in 
it we meet Christ and are empowered to live in him.

68 See James D.G. Dunn, Romans 1-8, pp. 416-418, who translates this “the law of the 
Spirit o f Life” and rejects the assumption of many exegetes that for St. Paul “Law” 
(Torah) is always opposed to “Spirit” (Gospel).

69 See also Lk 6:27-28; Jn 13:34-35; 15:12-13; 1 Jn3:16; 1 Cor 13; Rm 13:8-10; E ph5:l.
70 Dialogue, c. 6.
71 CC C # 1322-1419.
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Each time that we participate in the Eucharistic Liturgy, we learn 
the virtues of humility, penance, and reconciliation as we join in the 
Kyrie Eleison or other penitential prayer. Our faith is then instructed, 
through hearing the Word of God in the Scriptures and the preaching, 
and confessed in the Creed.

Our hope is aroused as we hear God’s promises, and bring to him 
the offering of our lives purified by the asceticism and strengthened by 
the courage with which we wage our spiritual warfare daily. All that we 
are is joined to Christ, true God and true Man, as with him in the Holy 
Spirit we offer ourselves and all creation to God in the supreme sacri
ficial act of religion, the Eucharistic Prayer.

In this mysterious act of sacrifice we are joined with Christ so 
that our lives and prayers are transformed in his grace and become truly 
righteous, truly just in him. And finally in Holy Communion we are 
united to Christ in the wedding banquet of love and to all our brothers 
and sisters in Christ and the Holy Spirit.

Then, in the blessing and dismissal (Ite Missa est) we are sent out 
to witness the Gospel in humble, loving service, so that our lives may 
be a continuous Eucharist. We are to be like the first church in Jerusa
lem after Pentecost whose members “devoted themselves to the teach
ing of the apostles and to the communal life, to the breaking of the 
bread and to the prayers” (Ac 2:42).

Summary of Norms

The positive norms of love are:

1. “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your 
soul, with all your mind, and with all your strength” and “You shall 
love your neighbor as yourself’ (Mk 12:29, quoting Dt 6:4-5 and Lv 
19:18).

2. You shall cultivate the inner joy, peace, and mercy that flow from love 
and carry out the exterior spiritual and corporeal works of mercy to 
your neighbor according to your state in life and the order of love 
under the direction of the wisdom of the Holy Spirit.
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The negative norms of love are:

3. Never hate God or will the harm of any of God’s creatures or cease to 
seek the good of them all as far as it is possible for you.

4. Never stifle the joy of love by acedia or envy, nor the peace of love by 
discord in words, or such deeds as quarreling, strife, unjust rebellion or 
war, nor place a stumbling block in another’s way.

E: SUMMARY OF MORAL THEOLOGY

The saints have all told us that God has most perfectly revealed himself 
in Christ on the Cross. If we want to know how to live our lives, there
fore, we must look at the crucifix.72

There we see that the whole life of Jesus was motivated by love, 
love for his Father who had given him his mission and love for his 
neighbors, which for him as the New Adam included all humanity of 
all ages, even his enemies. Jesus, as a human like us except for sin, was 
guided along this troubled path by his Father with a wisdom surpassing 
all human understanding. We, his disciples, walk the same way by 
faith and by the true prudence that comes from grace.

This faith, which guides every step of our journey, is the light of 
the Holy Spirit, sent by the Father to anoint Jesus the Messiah, and to 
call us to follow him as his disciples. Hence no action of ours can lead 
us toward God that is not guided by faith in Christ. This wisdom of 
Jesus is seen most clearly of all in what to the world (as St. Paul says:
1 Cor 1:18-25) seems like utter folly, namely, so living his life that it 
would finish on the Cross in absolute witness of the truth of God. All 
human intelligence, knowledge, science, and progress serve our lives 
only insofar as they square with the Cross and the truth of faith which 
the Cross witnesses and seals. To walk by any other light is to plunge 
into the abyss of eternal death.

The law of Christ, the New Law, the Gospel, therefore, is more 
than a set of rules. It is Jesus’ own teaching brought alive in our hearts 
by the Holy Spirit and confirmed by him through the teaching of the

72 See Garrigou-Lagrange, The Three Ages o f the Interior Life, vol. 2, pp.481-487, on 
devotion to the Passion o f  Christ and to the Mater Dolorosa.
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shepherds of the Church commissioned by him to keep us on the straight 
and narrow path. Theologians seek to formulate and systematize this 
teaching to help us further, but their human systems are trustworthy 
only when conformed to the teaching of our God-commissioned pas
tors. The holy, orthodox faith alone can find a way through the thicket 
of error and confusion produced by human pride, one-sided, subjective 
thinking, human stupidity and the cunning lies of the Accuser.

This Law of Christ and of the Holy Spirit is final and for all ages, 
as is Christ himself, but in our understanding and its complete fulfill
ment it reveals itself in the changing vicissitudes of history. To be true 
to its unchanging truth we must recover it and reformulate it in our own 
times and circumstances and preach it anew, listening to the voice of 
the Holy Spirit in every age and culture.

At the turning point of history, Jesus on the Cross came to the 
terrible brink of despair, “My God, my God why have you forsaken 
me?” (Mk 15:34, cf. Ps 22:18) and descended to the dead. Yet the 
Gospel which he witnessed even in his death and commitment to the 
Father is the Good News of hope. He died only to rise again and ascend 
to the Father, thus promising to us that no matter how dark the world 
becomes for us, God’s promises made through the prophets, God’s 
kingdom, will certainly come to fulfillment. This is not merely “hope” 
in the sense of an uncertainty, or mere probability; it is absolute hope 
grounded on the almighty power and trustworthiness of God. Because 
we hope for this kingdom of truth and justice, peace and love, we do 
not put our trust in the passing things of this world distorted by sin, nor 
in ourselves, but in a transformed and glorified world to come.

Consequently, the Christian life for all Christians, not just for 
ascetics, is an ascetical life, requiring the renunciation of many plea
sures near at hand in view of far distant, promised joy. It is a life of 
moderation of our yearnings for pleasure in sex, food, drink, comfort, 
companionship; a sober and simple life that frees us for more enduring 
and profound happiness. Therefore, Jesus died on the Cross for us a 
virgin, poor, naked, humiliated, free of every attachment except his 
love for God and for sinful, indulgent humankind.

This same moderation and detachment from whatever is worldly 
is found also in inner self-control with regard to all pleasures, meekness



460 L iving the T ruth in Love

with regard to anger, clemency with regard to disciplining others, stu
diousness with regard to seeking the truths that are important, and hu
mility with regard to our roles in the community. This moderation ex
presses itself outwardly in society by modesty in dress, decorum in 
behavior, and an appropriate playfulness in recreation. The friendli
ness, simplicity, gentleness, attention, and humility of Jesus in his deal
ings with all, whatever their station in life or merits, thinking only of 
their needs, manifests these lesser human virtues in all their beauty. It 
is this moderation in the use of this passing world that gives beauty to 
human character, and beckons us on in hope toward God’s everlasting 
glory.

The life of hope also demands the asceticism of courage, in the 
constant struggle to be true to God against the current of the world 
which flows against us. This courage is greatest not in fighting, for 
Jesus was a man of peace not violence, but in endurance in witness to 
truth and out of a love for one’s enemies which refuses to strike back. 
This is the true spiritual warfare which Jesus waged and won against 
the legions of Lucifer. The hope for victory is that God’s kingdom will 
“come on earth as it is in heaven.” Such courage is supremely shown in 
Jesus’ martyrdom on the Cross, and in Mary’s compassion at his side. 
Only in dying with Jesus do Christians come to life. In lesser ways 
Jesus manifested this same spirit of hope in his magnanimity, under
taking to conquer the Devil himself and in his magnificence, expending 
even the last drop of his precious blood for us. But it is even more 
perfectly shown in his patience with our sins, and his perseverance 
throughout his whole life on his way to the Cross.

The life of love, to which wisdom and prudence lead us and for 
which moderation and courage free and strengthen us, is first of all a 
life of justice or righteousness, a dutiful concern not merely for our 
own rights but for those of God and neighbor. How can there be a 
kingdom of God, unless in the human community justice and peace 
reign and no one is neglected, not even the poorest, the most wretched, 
the worst? The freedom which grace brings is not just the personal 
liberation given by moderation and courage, but the liberation of all the 
world’s oppressed. For this there must be commutative justice between 
persons, and social justice in which each member of the community
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contributes his or her part (legal justice) and receives his or her fair 
share (distributive justice) of the common good.

Jesus manifested such justice in his careful observance of the law 
of his people, the Jews, and the universal law of God’s creation, in his 
constant concern for all he met, especially the most neglected, and in 
the righteous anger with which he exposed every injustice, civil and 
religious.

This spirit of justice and duty Jesus showed especially in reli
gion, by his constant service of God in the Temple and in prayer and 
praise, and by his supreme sacrifice; also in his piety and obedience 
toward his parents, and his care of his mother from the Cross, as well as 
his love for his own Jewish people and his respect for the religious and 
civil authorities who killed him. Most of all he showed total obedience 
to the mission he had received from his Father and for which he died on 
the Cross.

That mission was to the Truth and it was Jesus’ truthfulness that 
sentenced him to death. Yet in all his zeal for God and his outrage at 
injustice, he sought the conversion of the offenders, not their destruc
tion, by his leniency. To all who did him the least service, as to the 
Samaritan woman who gave him a cup of water, he showed great grati
tude and repaid it with concern for their salvation. His liberality was 
shown in this constant service of the unworthy, whom he met not with 
contempt but with affability and friendliness, candid in declaring the 
moral law, yet seeking the spirit of the law, not merely its letter, with 
equity in view of human weakness.

Yet Jesus never stopped at justice, because for him justice was 
only an expression of a more profound love or charity, which flowed 
from his eternal union with his Father in the Holy Spirit who is Love, 
and spread out to every creature, seeking for them the conversion of 
their hearts, the forgiveness of their sins, and their union in the eternal 
community of the Trinity, the Kingdom of God, which is already present 
in hope here on earth in the community of the Church. Jesus, the New 
Adam, gave birth to the Church, the New Eve and bride of Christ, from 
his wounded heart on the Cross — the Church which someday, when 
faith yields to vision and hope is fulfilled, will be perfectly united to 
him forever. In this community centered in Christ we begin to experi-
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ence the paradise of his love to which his Wisdom has guided us: the 
joy that flows from the indwelling Trinity, the peace that comes from 
harmony with our fellow Christians, God’s mercy and our mutual rec
onciliation.

Thus in Mary, the mother of Jesus, standing beside his Cross we 
see in feminine, motherly, and heroic form the response of the Church, 
of all Jesus’ disciples, the perfect response to her Son’s perfect man
hood. In the perfect sacrificial love of Jesus and Mary, Mother of the 
Church, New Adam and New Eve, we behold the total image of God’s 
design for humanity through which God has revealed himself to us.

Hence it is on the Cross that Jesus manifests to us what it is to be 
a Christian, a member of Christ’s Body, the Church, but a pilgrim 
Church still journeying toward the promised land and eternal wedding 
feast. This journey is begun and continued only in the power of the 
grace of the Holy Spirit. The food which nourishes and strengthens us 
on the way is the Eucharist, the central sacrament of the Church, in 
which Jesus remains present with us in faith and hope to keep alive our 
love for him and for each other, in mercy, peace, and joy. In the Eucha
rist we find Jesus, and in Jesus we find our true selves as God is forming 
us to be forever.

The title of this book was chosen because the phrase “living the 
truth in love” (Eph 4:15, letheuontes en agape) indicates that Christian 
morality is conformity to our true humanity, God’s own image trans
formed by grace and expressed through love. It is “the truth that dwells 
in us and will be with us forever” (2 Jn v. 2). “Nothing,” St. John writes, 
“gives me greater joy than to hear that my children are walking in the 
truth” (3 Jn v. 4). The phrase can also be translated “speaking the truth 
in love” and this declares that we must bear witness to the truth by our 
lives which alone can make our preaching the Gospel effective.

Moral theology, therefore, is nothing more than a meditation on 
Jesus present in the Eucharist, a remembrance of the Cross and 
the Resurrection to be relived by us in our own times. To follow 
Jesus as his witnessing Church to the Father in the power of his 
Spirit is “living the truth in love. ”
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Superstition, 401 
Swearing, 400-401 
Synderesis, 92

T

Taxes, 346-347 
Teachers, 349-353 
Technology, stewardship and, 45-49 
Temperance (Moderation), 34-38, 177- 

246
norms of, 245-246 
sins against, 205-208 
virtue of, 198-201 

Tempting God, 402 
Teresa of Avila, St., 232 
Tertullian, 334 
Theft, 319-321

relative and absolute amounts, 320 
Theological virtues, 275 
Theology

Dogmatic, 6 
Moral theology 
as science, 3-4 
natural and sacred, 4 
not obsolete, 3-7 
revision of, 8-11 
spiritual, 6-7 
structure of, 28-34 
summary of, 458-462 
use of Bible, 30-31 
why study, 7
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Th6r6se of Lisieux, St., 115 
and dark night of spirit, 169 
“Little Way” of, 231 

Thomas Aquinas, St., 22, 23, 32, 42, 49, 
111, 114, 173, 232, 292, 449 
and motive of hope, 163 
and proportionalism, 131-132 

Thomasius, Christian, 277 
Tillich, Paul, 54 
Tolstoy, Leo, 308 
Torah (Instruction, Law), 11-28 

ceremonial precepts, 23-28 
judicial precepts, 23 
Old Law provisional, 12-13 
of Jesus, 13-18 
of Paul, 18-22 
unity of, 11-13 
written and oral, 13 

Torts (see Justice)
Totality, Principle of, 318-319 
Tradition, 5-6, 31, 64-68 
Transcendental Thomism, 99-102,105  
Transplantation of organs, 318 
Trent, Council of, 74, 124, 125,134,160, 

161, 165, 166, 306, 385, 388, 439 
Trinity (see God) 

in prayer, 384 
Trullo, Council of, 433 
Truthfulness, 408-414

mental reservations, 411-415 
Two Ways, 11, 112-117 

and Bible, 5-6 
and Reformation, 5 

Tyranny, 344-345

U
Union in love, 423, 426-431 
Unions, Labor, 331-332 
United Nations, 408 
Usufruct, 280, 333-335 
Utilitarianism, 127-128

V
Vainglory, capital sin of, 225, 259 
Vatican I, Council of, 58, 59, 66, 70, 71, 

75
Vatican II, Council of, 4, 6, 11, 42, 58, 62, 

66, 67, 83, 85, 124, 125, 134, 175, 
205, 262, 267, 273, 353, 371,374, 
387, 399, 426-468 

Vegetarianism, 12, 205 
Veritatis Splendor, Encyclical, 6, 11 
Virtues

Cardinal, 34-38 
Theological (theologal), 34, 38 

Voluntarism, 125-126 
Voting, 346 
Vows, 394-398

three religious vows, 397

W
Wages, just, 330-332 

family, 330-331 
Waldenses, 286, 316, 393 
War, Holy (Herem), 303-304, 310-313 
War, just, 306-313

unjust, sin against love, 454 
Warfare, spiritual, 267 
Wills, 326
Wisdom, 28, 77, 449 

(see also Prudence)
Witnesses, 348 
Women and Holy Orders, 380 
Women in public life, 378-380 
Work, duty to, 373 

title to property, 285 
Work ethic, 262 
Works of love

Corporal, 449-450 
Spiritual, 450-451 

Wycliff, John, 286, 307, 365, 393

Y
Youth, cult of, 238


