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TARY 

Moral theology is a living enterprise 
Patricia Schoelles, SSJ 
Cdurier columnist 

Moral theology is a very lively en­
terprise because it must continually 
address new sets of questions in ways 
that remain faithful to traditional in­
sights. This can be as delicate an un­
dertaking as walking a t ightrope — 
and can seem to be almost as dan­
gerous at times! But since it attempts 
to address living issues as they occur, 
moral theology is always unfinished 
and always underway. 

We can illustrate this by examining 
almost any moral issue of our day. In 
taking up the issue of warfare as an 
example, we can see the "ever living, 
always underway" character of moral 
theology. 

For Christians, the starting point 
for thinking about all issues must be 
the Scriptures. As Catholics, we do 
not expect the Bible alone to deter­
mine our entire stance on any moral 
issue, but we always expect to gain a 
perspective from Scripture that will 
help guide our thinking. In the matter 
of warfare, we know that the Old Tes­
tament, or the Hebrew Bible, includes 
many tales of wars fought and vio­
lence enacted — even by God's cho­
sen people. 

In the New Testament, we see that 
Jesus seems to have deplored violence 
by telling us to love our enemies, by 
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promoting an ethic based on love of 
God and love of neighbor, by advis­
ing us to forgive one another and to 
turn the other cheek, and by pro­
claiming that "those who live by the 
sword will die by the sword." But the 
Gospels never report Jesus declaring 
that waging war is immoral, or telling 
the soldiers around him to leave the 
military life. 

Modern Americans value clarity 
and simple, plain rules to follow. We 
might have wanted Jesus to leave an 
exact blueprint stating whether wag­
ing war is right or wrong in every time 
arid in all circumstances. But Scrip­
ture does not offer us this sort of 
record. As we try to heed Jesus' com­

mand to love and strive to avoid vio­
lence, we still know that Christians 
have struggled from the very begin­
ning with the morality of warfare. 

For the first four centuries of Chris­
tianity, the followers of Jesus did not 
bear arms or engage in war. Chris­
tianity adopted what we might call a 
"pacifist" position regarding the 
morality of warfare. This early prac­
tice shifted as the relationship be­
tween church and state shifted, how­
ever. Thus, from about the fifth cen­
tury onward, the Catholic church, at 
least, accepted a position that per­
mitted the use of war in some cir­
cumstances. We developed the "just 
war theory" to help us determine what 
circilfnstances would justify the use 
of warfare in defending a just cause. 

One question we might bring to this 
knowledge is: "Well, which position 
was right and which one was wrong?". 
I find that question to be futile, since 
Christians of the first centuries were 
dealing with their own unique situa­
tion of trying to remain faithful to the 
vision of Jesus while responding to 
the circumstances of their own world. 
The judgment of later Christians — 
based on a new set of circumstances 
and a new relationship of Christiani­
ty to the world at large — produced a 
different conclusion about waging 
war. Both positions were thought by 
diose who held them to offer the best 

possible way to limit evil in the world. 
Some may find this information un­

settling. Sometimes we expect moral 
theology and moral teaching to behave 
like mathematics, delivering certain 
and sure answers to dilemmas, unaf­
fected by the circumstances of time, 
place, and the particular situation at 
hand. But neither the nature of the 
Scriptures themselves nor the reality 
of the questions we deal with permits 
moral theology fco step out of time or 
beyond the concrete reality of life. 

Moral positions can and do develop 
and change. Today our church has ac­
tually moved to a third position re­
garding the morality of war. At this 
point, the church acknowledges both 
pacifism and just war theories for 
Catholics. Changing circumstances in 
our own time, including the advent 
of nuclear weapons, have contributed 
to a reemergence of pacifism among 
many Catholics. 

A good American might say of all 
this: "Clean it up. It's messy and con­
fusing. Give us one clear, certain an­
swer for all time so we can be ab­
solutely sure we are doing God's will 
here and now." But for moral theolo­
gy to be true to its mission, it must be 
ready to adapt and change. Adapta­
tion and change are characteristics of 
life, and moral theology is, above all, 
a living enterprise conducted in and 
for a living church. 

...Another significant moment 
in our Synod Process 

, "It is my hope that every 
parish community will 
review this document with 
great care." 

—Bishop Matthew H. Clark 
December, 1994 

Order extra copies 
while they last! 

Widi its Jan. 5 edition, the Catholic Courier presented the Diocese of Rochester's 
full Pastoral Plan for 1995-1999. This plan, the result of nearly five years of thought­
ful labor, will lead Catholics of me Rochester Diocese in faiths hope and j0ve toward 
the year 2,000. ' ^ ~"~^ 

Extra copies of the plan are available to individuals, groups and parishes 
on a limited quantity basis. For use by education classes, parish programs, Synod 
teams, parish staff, etc. This is an important resource for your parishioners and 
staff. To place your order, complete the coupon below and return wiui your pay­
ment to: PASTORAL PLAN, c/o Catholic Courier, 1150 Buffalo Rd., Rochester, 
NY 14624. Because prepayment is required, no telephone orders can be accepted. 

Prices 
1-9 Copies 
75 t each 

10-49 Copies 
50£ each 

50-99 Copies 
352 each 

100-999 Copies 
25tf each 

1000+ Copies 
150 each 

• Please send. 

j Enclosed is $_ 
i 

j Ship to: 
• 
• 

i Name 

_copies of the Synod Pastoral Plan. 

_. (Make checks payable to Catholic Courier.) 
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FIRST COMMUNION AND 
EASTER DRESSES 

Boy's Coordinates 

; Present ihis ad & receive a 
FREE PAIR OF GLOVES 

\vith the purchase of any communion dress 
.?.k-.-•;';-' (6x-14) 

Kids Clothing Barn 
"Better Quality Clothing at Affordable Prices" 

premie-size 8 
3180 Latta Road 
(716)227-0344 
(Comer Latta & Long Pond 
—Across from Wegmans) 

STORE HOURS: Sun & Mon Closed; Tues, Wed., Fri. 10 am - 6 pm; 
Thurs. 10 am - 7 pm. Sat. 10 am - 5 pm 

Nazareth College Arts Center & Marine Midland Bank 
present 

Tommy Makem 
He's hack to celebrate 

St. Patrick's Day 
with Music, Tall Tales & Lots o' Blarney 

Saturday, March 11 
8:Q0 p.m. - Tickets $20 

Box Office: 586-2420 

sSSh Nazareth College 
^^S? Arts Center 

4245 East Avenue • Rochester. NY 14618-3790 

Co-sponsored by 

Marine Midland Bank 
U^krHSSCCnw 
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