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Sometimes I lose a se_use of perspective,

and 1 can do that even about my own field,

. moral theology. It might be interesting
'« - here to stand back and reflect on some of |
the major trends that have dominated.

- moral theology over the past few decades.

Many readers of this column are as old |

~as [ am. For us “older Catholics” moral
theology wasn’t much on our minds as we

~ matured. During most of my schooling |-
_moral theology was a topic for seminar- |
ies only: Séminarians needed to-study. |

moral theology so they could become

confessors. There were, by and large, few .

adult “lifelong faith formation” sessions.

In addition to seminary students, those-

studying in Catholic colleges often had a
chance to dip into the dominant themes
of moral theology as it had been present-

ed during the first part of the century. Ba- |

‘sically, the moral theology of that era fo-
cused on the morality of specific acts.
Students were. taught about moral
norms. They learned about choices peo-
ple could make, and especially focused

. primarily on the negative choices — acts

that constituted “sin.” A consnderable
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amount of attention.was g{ven to the rel

ative senousness, or “gravity” of particu- -
' lar kinds of chioices and the acts that re-

sulted from them. Thus I cin remember.
understanding that stealing was a venial
sin unless the thief stole “a lot,” in which
case. the act became a mortal sin.

This version of moral theology had

much-to commend it. It was clear, ab-

- solute and could be readily explained to
people in a erisp, clear way without ex- -
pecting much discussion or debate. The

subject was acts; the question was “How

- bad is it to do X""?

The trouble is that thns method

séemed to need further development.

Pastors and theologlans began to méet
‘Catholics who.were asking 4 different set:
of questions about the mioral life. They -
wondered about how their faith in and -
 love for God enters into-the choices they
make. They inquired about how their in-
tentions and motives enterinto the moral
ity of their choices and actions.
People were ircreasingly. lookmg fora
‘way to see their faith‘as a motivation for.
doing more. They were more concerned.
about how their emotional lives entered
into their choices, and indicated that we

needed to consider the emotional di-« _
| mension of our choices as well as the

physical structure of the acts we perform.
They seemed to be more inquisitive about-

" the relational character of sin and virtue:

How do my attitudes and habits affect the

_relationships and communities I'm com-

mitted to? How. can. I become a better

spouse?. parent? parishioner? citizen?
Social movements also:began to influ-

‘ence the-way people thought about their

moral lives. A growing feminist con-

sciousness, new questions about the role

, of church authonty in the: conscxenuous'
-decisions Catholics:make, 4 sense that-we

. ought to take’ more: imoral: mslght from:

our. own human experience all ledtoa -
need to “renew” moral theology.
This renewal of moral theology is still

. underway. While we’ve lost somcthmg of

the clarity we enJoyed before, we've ,
gainedinan appreciation of the ways our
interior, subjective lives affect our moral

"lives. We have mcreasedopportuniues for -

adult education, and can come to a deep-
er awareness of how the actual questions

. in our hearts need to influence teachings

our church offers. .
Catholics today won't be satisfied with
Vnegatwe assessments.about actiéns. We
want to know miore about the relational
and personal, emotional aspects of our
choices. For moral theology to be done

| rightly today, theologlans, and. the.
church’s magisterium itself, need toattend

' to the actual questions that emerge from
the real lives of faithful Catholic people.
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Sister Schoelles is president of St. Bemanis
Institute, Rochester.

The church’s truth defies labels

An American prelate once sald to me
that the “greatest curse” of Catholic life

B since the Second Vatican Council was the |:
. epidemic use of the terms “liberal” and. |

“conservative” to categorize, derhonize or
canonize everybody and everything. He
,thought the taxonomy impeded our liv-
ing the reality of the church as a commu-

" nion of those called to holiness, as the™ |.
council had taught in its Dogmatic Con- .|

stitution on the Church, Lumen Gentium.
. Judging from his address to the bish-

ops of Pennsylvania and New Jersey on

March 12, Pope John Paul II agrees.

During this year’s ad limina visits to -
Rome, the pontiff is reflecting with the -
_ bishops of the United States on Vatican II;

choosing a different council text as the fo-

cus of his remarks to each regional group:

‘of bishops. March 12, the text was Lumen
Gentium and its teaching that the church

is “the community in which we meet the

" living God and his merciful love.” "~ .
The chuirch-exists, the pope said, to tell
the world that, “in the fullness of time

" - (God) sent his Son, born of a woman, for ‘

ference
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the salvation ofthe world.” The incarna-
tion of Christ and the redemption of the -
world took place in history. That means

‘that “the history of salvation has entered

the history of the world.” The story.of sal-

- vation is the world's story, rightly under- .

stood. The mission of the church is to tell

the world the trith about itself througha _

dialogue of salvation. The chiurch exists
to tell the world: You are greater than you

can possibly imagine.
That's-what the church is for. And be-

| “cause the church is*the kingdom of God

now present in mystery” (Lumen Gentium

3), the church s not one religious orge-
nization in a supermarket of religious “op-

tions.” The church has a- umque impor-.

tance for the human family,” for the
church is where humanity learns the truth .
about its origin, dignity and destiny. The
church is where we experience a foretaste
of that destiny, which will be eternal life
within the light and love of the Tnmty
That is why-the church.is a “commiu-
nion” of believers with the living God,
with each other and with. thé “communion
of saints” who have preceded us. Thus the
church encompasses far ‘more than the .
community of Christians we see dround

see God as he is-arid those who have died

and are being purified.”

- If the church really is a. “mystery” of

- love and’ communion, the pope contin- |

ued, and if telling the world the truth
about the human story is what the church -
is for, then “her reality can never be fully
captured by sociological or pohlncal cate-
gories or analyses.”

Like “liberal” and conservative.”

Durmg the' February consnstory at

" which the archbishop of Chicago, Francis

George; was made a cardinal, I did an in- .
terview in St. Peter’s Square with a re-
porter who kept trying to draw me into a
“liberal/consetvative” comparison -be-
tween Cardinal George and his predeces-

1. sor, the late Cardinal Joseph Bernardin.

- Ifinallysaid, “Look at that obelisk be-
hind me. That's probably the last thing-
the apostle Peter, a witness to the Resur-

_rection, éver saw on this earth. He’s

buried 500 yards beyond there. Looking
at that and thinking about that, the ques-

.tion isn twhether any of this is ‘liberal’ or
us. The church “embraces those who now |,
- -whether it’s true.”

‘conservative.” The only question is

That, I think, is what'the pope was urg-
ing all of us to believe more deeply and -
preach more vigorously as the Great Ju-
bilee approaches — the truth of-the
Gospel, which.is. the truth about both
God and us.
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George Weigel is a senior fellow of the Ethics

and Public Poluy Center in Washington; D.C.
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