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Moral teachings respond to change 
A small headline in the Sept. 9 edition 

of the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle 
caught my attention. The headline pro­
claimed: "Vatican City: A stronger stance 
on death penalty." The opening sentence 
read: "The Vatican is taking a stronger 
stand against the death penalty in a new 
teaching that reflects Pope John Paul II's 
opposition toxapital punishment in all 
but die most extreme cases." 

Further down a Vatican official was 
quoted as saying that "the new teaching 
'narrowed' the grounds for which capi­
tal punishment is morally accepted." 

Then in its Sept. 11 issue, the Catholic 
Courier included a fuller treatment of die 
same item. 

"The definitive Latin edition of the 
Catechism of the Catholic Church con­
tains a hundred adjustments to the orig­
inal text, including strengthening its po­
sition against the death penalty...." 

"The most notable change to the text, 
first published in 1992, was die section 
on capital punishment, which was 
changed to reflect Pope John Paul's ar­
guments against the death penalty in his 
1995 encyclical, Evangelium Vitae (The 
Gospel of Life). 

The new position holds that "with die 
resources and possibilities available to 
governments today for restraining crim­
inals, cases of die absolute necessity of 

die suppression of die offender 'are very 
rare, if not practically nonexistent.'"(Af-
ter the Courier went to press, this state­
ment was clarified to read, "... the cases 
in which the execution of the offender is 
an absolute necessity 'are very rare, if not 
practically nonexistent.'") 

Cardinal Ratzinger is quoted as stat­
ing, "It seems to me it would be very dif­
ficult to meet the conditions (for use of 
the death penalty) today." 

I don't really want to comment on the 
church's teaching on the death penalty 
in this column. What I want to focus on 
is the fact of development and change 
in diat teaching. Occasionally I read or 
hear comments diat give die impression 
that some people think that the 
church's position on moral issues 
should never change, or that human be­
ings have some absolute, unchanging, 

universal, timeless knowledge of moral­
ity that eliminates our responsibility to 
continue thinking about moral issues or 
closes off the possibility of change in 
church pronouncements about morali-
ty. 

That simply isn't the case, and it nev­
er has been. Moral teachings require a 
sort of knowledge that is simply differ­
ent from the kind of knowledge we have 
about facts ("the sun is 93,000,000 miles 
from earth") or systems (10+5=15). 
Moral teaching is about real life. This 
means that it requires a kind of knowl­
edge that is always incomplete, that re­
sponds to the ever new situations that 
make up human life, that admits of new 
insights all the time. 

This "never finished" character of 
our moral knowledge and of the 
church's teaching is illustrated clearly in 
the progression from the 1992 edition 
of the Catechism through Pope John 
Paul's 1995 encyclical to the 1997 revi­
sions of the Catechism. 

The pope took the traditional teach­
ing on the death penalty to a new level. 
Times have changed. Governments to­
day are more able than they were in the 
past to restrain evildoers without killing 
them. The pope acknowledges this and 
issues a stronger prohibition against the 
death penalty than has been part of 

church teaching in the past. He explains 
very clearly the reasons that have 
prompted him. to assume this new 
moral position. 

I suppose there are some who greet­
ed the 1992 edition of the Catechism 
with the, hope that, since it was the offi­
cial catechism of the church, it would al­
so be the final edition. Finished. Com­
plete. Absolutely certain. No questions 
left. No more change. Even ... infallible? 
. A moral teaching specific enough to 
address the real life questions that con­
front humankind is also a teaching that 
must remain open to change and refor­
mulation. Rather than fearing this or 
letting it increase our anxiety, we might 
reflect for a few minutes about how the 
concrete example of the death penalty 
shows that change in official church 
teaching does indeed occur, it involves 
even the pope, it need not be destruc­
tive and when done well it is based on 
reasons we can understand and contin­
ue to think about (even when, as some­
times happens, we may not be able to 
agree with it right away). 

This will always be true of the 
church's moral teaching "until He 

; comes again in glory." 

Sister Schoelles 
Bernard's Institute. 

is president of St. 

Kids' Chronicle 
Last week we inadvertently failed to provide die answers to the 

Kids' Chronicle puzzle. The answers were: 
l.fish 2. salt 3. grain 4. figs 5. grapes 6. mustard 7. bread. 

We regret die error. 
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A Winter is coming and so is the 
* NEXT-TO-NEW SALE jr 

at Blessed Sacrament Auditorium 
Monroe Ave. at Oxford St., Rochester 

M * Wednesday, Thursday, Friday 
October 1,2,3 • 9AM - 8PM * j f 

Saturday. Oct. 4 • 9AM - 2PM (half price) 

Bargains in clothing for men, women and kids - all 
sizes. Sweaters galore. Jewelry and treasures at 
the Boutique, shoes, accessories, books, furni­
ture, cabinets, lamps and ceiling lights, linens, 
drapes, dishes, kitchen items, microwaves, com­
puters, small appliances, luggage, radios, TVs, 
records & albums, CD's, tapes, pictures and 
frames - some antiques, greeting cards, Xmas 
shop, hardware and toys. * 

Come for lunch or supper. Bring your friends!!! 

HART 
MONUMENT 
COMPANY 

Since 1856 

Monuments, Markers 
and Cemetery Lettering 

2301 Dewey Avenue 
(OPPOSITE HOLY SEPULCHRE CEMETERY) 

(716)865-6746 

4 Catholics 
B United tor 
T% the Faith 

1997 WESTERN N.Y. 
CUE CONFERENCE 

The UllkHl of the BiOOd Of Christ (IMo Sanguis ChrisO) is a worldwide spiritual 
family fottarad by tfw MissloiMitas of the Predous Blood founded by SI Caspar. Tlie "Rule «f 
Life" gives Its members a program of spirituality solidly based m the traditions of the 
Catholic Church. Ibe USC provides one way to perfect our baptismal consecration and stJm-
ulate the continued growth of the laity In the life of the Spirit Any practJcbig Catholic may 
become a member of the Union upon completion of a period of formation. 

for tafonMtto* on touring or starting the Union of the Blood of Christ 
In your parish, yen nay write to the USC Central Office In Toronto: 
540 St Cbrir Ave West, Toronto, ON M6C 1*4 

The Fractals Shod F*mUy, our bimonthly publication on the Spirituality of the Blood of 
Christ, is currently featuring a series of articles pertaining to the three-year program of 
preparation for Jubilee 2000. if you are interested M receiving this bilingual publication 
(HaHan and EngBsh), please complete the form below and sand tt to: Ibe Precious Blood 
Family, 12«1 Mnhland Ave, Rochester MY 14620 

City. 
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PROCEEDS FROM THE CONFERENCE TO BENEFIT ARCHANGEL SCHOOL 

Fr. Kenneth Baker, S.J. 
Editor of HOMILECTIC & PASTORAL REVIEW read by priests 
and laity, world wide. 
Author of the 3 volume FUNDAMENTALS OF CATHOLICISM 
published by Ignatius Press. 
COME-AND HEAR THIS DISTINGUISHED JESUIT SPEAK ON 
" T h e W o r l d , T h e F l e s h , T h e D e v U 
& S a l v a t i o n " 

Fri. Sept. 26th at the Party House 
677 Beahan Road, Rochester, N.Y. 

Social Hour 6PM - Dinner Banquet at 7PM 

Sat. Sept. 27th at Holy Spirit Church 
1355 Hatch Road, Webster, N.Y. 

Holy Mass at 9:00AM Breakfast, Conferences and Benediction 

D o n n a S t e i c h e n is a wife, mother and journalist 
who has long been a leader in Catholic Pro-life and Educational 
organizaitons. She is the author of UNGODLY RAGE: THE 
HIDDEN FACE OF CATHOLIC FEMINISM. 

"Has Feminism Kept Its Promises to 
Catholic Women?" 

Fr. Robert J. Levis 
Professor of Theology, Gannon University will speak on 

The Celebration of Pope Paul II's Theme 
For 1997 in preparation for 

The JUBILEE 2000: 
"Jesus Christ, The One Savior 

of the World, Today and Forever" 
T I C K E T S • $30 Per Person For Reservations 

and Information - Mike Macaluso (716) 248-9094 
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