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Infroduction

ur experience as priests and teachers of moral theology is that
O people often have a view of moral theology that is incomplete,
that does not capture the fullness of moral theology nor the moral life.
Many consider moral theology primarily as a field of theology which
tells people right from wrong and offers moral guidance on specific
moral issues. With all the developments in technology, particularly
biomedical advances, people are daily reminded of the importance
of reflection on the rightness or wrongness of action and, perhaps,
as a consequence, have a heightened awareness of the field of eth-
ics and moral theology. While it is true that the moral life is about
right and wrong action, it is about much more than that. The very

”ou

terms we use, that is, “theology,” “moral,” and “ethics,” can help us
to comprehend moral theology more completely.

Saint Anselm described theology as “faith seeking understand-
ing.” Although it is possible for an unbeliever to study the various
disciplines of theology, the whole purpose of theology is for people
to delve more deeply into their faith in an attempt to understand it
more fully and to write down in a systematic way what they have
learned. For example, we believe that Jesus is both divine and hu-
man. That statement of our belief has been mulled over through
the centuries by theologians who have spoken to us of Jesus’ divin-
ity and humanity. Using terms from philosophy, theologians have
tried to express a bit more clearly what we believe and write it down
so that it could be passed on to future generations. Our theological
tradition develops as theologians over the centuries draw from, and
build on, the thought of believers and thinkers who have preceded
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Introduction

them. Thus, the task of theology is never completed, because we will
never fully understand God nor, consequently, our faith. Still, the
study of theology is an effort to penetrate the mystery of God and
the mysteries of our faith more deeply and to pass those insights on
to the whole community of faith, present and future.

When we speak of moral theology, then, we are getting more
specific about what we are trying to understand—in this case, faith
seeking understanding about moral matters. Ordinarily, the word
“moral” refers to behavior, so, in its narrowest sense, moral theology
is faith seeking understanding about behavior that is consistent with
our beliefs. This definition represents a less expansive understanding
of moral theology. If we go further, a brief look at the word “ethics”
will help us to fill out our understanding of what moral theology is
all about.

The Greek word ethos is the root of our English word “ethics.” In
Greek, however, there are different spellings of this word and, con-
sequently, different meanings. One meaning of ethos is related to the
idea of “morals,” so the word ethos can refer to a particular custom or
way of doing things. Another meaning of the word ethos, however,
refers to the character of a person. We call a person “honest” if he
or she consistently tells the truth. In that example, ethos, or ethics,
includes both the right action of telling the truth and the character
of the person as truthful. Thus, an examination of the Greek term
ethos helps us to grasp more fully what moral theology is all about.

Before we complete this brief analysis of the words themselves, we
might look at one more obscure meaning of the word ethos as a way
to understand moral theology. Ethos also means “a residence,” or “a
home.” At first blush, this definition may seem to have nothing to
do with moral theology or the moral life. What does a residence or a
home have to do with moral character and action? Granting that we
all have had different experiences of home life, many people typically
see “home” as the place where we belong, where we are ourselves.
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Might we not think of the moral life as a journey on which we
are finding our way home to where we belong? Surely none of us has
arrived at this point, nor are we totally consistent in our moral lives.
The words of Saint Paul in his letter to the Romans could be ours, we
are sure, as well. “I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I
hate” (Rom 7:15). We envision where we should or would like to be,
aware that we are not yet there. A graphic image, then, of the moral
life is one of a journey home to where we belong. The story of the
Prodigal Son (Lk 15:10-32) fits this image well. The moral life and
moral theology are about finding the way home to our true selves.

All of this examination of words can help us understand better, we
hope, why we speak of moral theology as faith seeking understand-
ing about the type of people we become (moral character) and what
actions are consistent with that identity. Put another way, moral
theology is about finding the way home to our true selves as believ-
ers in the God revealed to us in Jesus Christ. As we will see, “being
home” is marked by right relationships with God, with others, with
ourselves, and with Creation. This book will spell out in greater detail
the Roman Catholic Tradition of moral theology that follows from
this vision of moral theology and the moral life.

Section One of this book focuses on the foundations of the moral
life. Our faith speaks to us of a God who created us in his own im-
age, a Triune God. The first chapter examines the significance of
the image of God at work in moral theology and its implications
for the way we understand who we are called to be and what the
moral life is all about. Our Triune God, who is community, invites
us into relationship with him and with one another. In the second
chapter, we examine our response to God in the moral life through
our responsible use of freedom, a life of virtue, and well-ordered
loves in our lives. Our response to our Triune God entails our own
attention to our relationships. When thinking of the human person
in moral theology, we must keep in mind our fourfold relationship:
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relationship with God, with others, with self, and with all Creation.
The responsible use of freedom fosters “right relationships” in all
of these areas. Chapter Three looks at the formation and exercise
of conscience, making moral judgments which foster these right
relationships. Failures in our responses break relationships. Chapter
Four presents a biblical vision of sin within the context of relation-
ship. Section One concludes with the theme of conversion, a focus
on the journey home.

In Section Two, we move to a more theoretical area of moral
theology, but an area with very practical implications for who we
are and what we do. Entitled “Avenues to Moral Truth,” this section
examines some of the resources that the Roman Catholic Tradition
uses to discover the truth about ourselves and right and wrong ac-
tion. We begin with an explanation of Tradition itself. Chapter Six
looks at Sacred Scripture, the “soul of all theology,” according to the
Second Vatican Council. With a particular focus on the beatitudes
and the commandments, we examine how Scripture influences both
our moral behavior and who we are called to be. Next, we look at the
natural law tradition which has served as a very important source
of moral wisdom within Roman Catholicism. In the eighth chapter,
we consider the role of the teaching of the Church as a source of
moral wisdom. The teaching office of the Church stands within the
Roman Catholic Tradition and uses resources we will study as roads
to moral truth to guide itself in offering sound teaching to the faith
community.

Section Three of this work offers a brief overview of the various
subdivisions of moral theology. In these chapters, you will find,
outlined in broad strokes, the teaching of the Church gleaned from
the resources studied in Section Two of this book and applied to
specific areas of morality. We will summarize contemporary Roman
Catholic teaching on social ethics, sexual ethics, bioethics, and en-
vironmental ethics.
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John's Gospel concludes by stating that all the books in the world
could not contain everything that could be said about Jesus and his
ministry. With no intention of comparing in significance the life
and ministry of Jesus with the Roman Catholic Tradition of moral
theology, the same could be said of the discipline of moral theology.
We believe, however, that this book will provide readers with the es-
sentials for grasping the Roman Catholic Tradition of moral theology
and applying them to their own lives. Saint Irenaeus said that the
glory of God is the human person fully alive. Our hope is that this
work will contribute to a greater understanding of the fullness of life
and bear fruit in the lives of readers so that God may be given glory.

We are grateful to many people for their support while we were
working on this book. Some provided us with warm hospitality and
a place to work. We are most thankful in this regard to the Redemp-
torists of Holy Redeemer College in Washington, D.C., Msgr. Don
Zimmerman, the Secchia Family, the Oblates of Oblate School of
Theology in San Antonio, and the Redemptorists and staff of San
Alfonso Retreat House, West End, New Jersey. We thank our guides
at Liguori Publications: Judy Bauer, managing editor, and Cecelia
Portlock, production editor.

We also received helpful feedback on drafts of chapters from
friends and colleagues. We are grateful to Rev. James Dowds, C.Ss.R.;
Dr. Richard Gaillardetz; Rev. Kenneth Himes, OFM; Msgr. Jeremiah
McCarthy; Rev. Francis Moloney, SDB; Michael and Susan O’Neil; Sr.
Katarina Schuth, OSF; and Dr. Angela Senander.

Our gratitude runs deeper to those who formed us in the faith and
blessed us with their lives. We acknowledge our parents and dedicate
this work to them: Margaret O’'Neil, the late Bernard O’Neil, Ernest
Black, and Iris Black.
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CHAPTER ONE

Created by Love for Love

hy begin a work on the essentials of Roman Catholic morality

with a chapter on God? Some might think it more appropriate
to start with humanity and human freedom since morality concerns
our choices for moral character and good and evil actions. Yet, Pope
John Paul II describes the moral life as a response “due to the many
gratuitous initiatives taken by God out of love” for us (The Splendor
of Truth, §10). This description of the moral life seems more accurate
for two reasons. First, God always acts first and thus the moral life
begins with God’s grace. Second, we respond in freedom in the moral
life to something that happens. It may be an unkind word, a violent
act, a smile, a compliment. All these occur, and we respond in some
way. As we will discuss later, the way we interpret what happens in
our lives, the way we judge good and evil, precedes our action in
freedom. This dynamic marks the moral life.

From our faith perspective, the moral life does not begin with
us, but rather with God. Pascal once wrote that “we would not
seek you, Lord, if you had not first found us.” God acts first in our
lives. Consequently, an authentic image of God is crucial for moral
theology for two principal reasons. First, we must know to whom
we are responding and what the nature of the response should be.
Second, focusing on truthful images of God moves us to a clearer
understanding of ourselves and our purpose in life. Our Creation
story and theology tell us that we have been made in the image and
likeness of God (Gen 1:26). No other creature can make this claim.
So, truthful images of God will yield a more authentic response in
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Created by Love for Love

the moral life that will, in turn, shape us truthfully in the image and
likeness of God.

We are immediately confronted with a difficulty when speaking
of God, however. Because God is mystery, it is impossible to fully
comprehend God (CCC §§39-43). Our only way to attempt to un-
derstand God is by analogy, through reflection on our own human
experience. That is what theologians have done for centuries. Our
approach will be no different.

Our faith confesses a God who is Trinity and who has been revealed
throughout salvation history. The mystery of the Holy Trinity is the
most fundamental and deepest mystery of our Christian faith (CCC
§234). We will reflect briefly on God as Trinity and on one particular
image of God presented by Jesus in the Gospel according to Saint
Luke. We also draw out the implications of the image of God for the
moral life.

1. Trinity: A Communion of Love

One of the most beloved icons in both the eastern and western world
is the renowned The Old Testament Trinity or simply Trinity by the
Russian painter Andrei Rublev (1360-1430). A reproduction of this
painting serves as the frontispiece of this book (p. ). This image is
based on the Genesis story of three visitors at Mamre, three angels
who surprised Abraham and Sarah with a visit (Gen 18:1-8). This
scene from Scripture has been the occasion for artistic reflection on
the Trinity for centuries.

Rublev’s Trinity presents three haloed angels seated around a small
table with a chalice in the center. True to the purpose of an icon,
Trinity draws the viewer into itself in at least two ways. First, we are
caught up in a subtle circular movement within the icon. The posture
of each angel draws our attention from one to the other. The angel
on the right appears to be leaning toward the angel in the middle,
who, in turn, looks toward the angel on the left. The angel on the
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left inclines its head toward the one on the right, thus bringing us
back to the beginning. So, viewers would find themselves caught up
in the movement of the glances of the angels from one to the other.
We are also drawn into the painting by an open space at its base,
where viewers would be standing. It is as if we are invited to a place
at the table with the three angels.

Rublev’s image provides a wonderful entry point into the mystery
of the Trinity, to the God who created us, redeems us, and sanctifies
us, while, at the same time, it invites a reflective response from each
one of us.

First, the icon suggests our understanding of the relationship
among the persons of the Trinity. They are coequal persons. In
Rublev’s image, it is unclear which angel represents which person of
the Trinity. This observation is made more to indicate the equality
of the persons in the Trinity than to suggest that the persons are one
and the same. Each angel, in fact, is distinct: Father (Creator), Son
(Revealer and Redeemer), and Spirit (Sanctifier). The life of the Trin-
ity, conveyed in the image, is a union of love: the Father loving the
Son, receiving the love of the Son, the Spirit as that love personified.

The first thing to say about the Trinity, then, is that it is a com-
munion of love, an eternal giving, receiving and exchanging of love
among the inseparable persons of the Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit (CCC §221). This is the inner life of our Triune God, the way
that the persons relate to one another. Some suggest that the position
of the lateral angels in Rublev’s icon forms something of a chalice,
symbolic of the internal life of the Trinity as a chalice of love.

We believe, however, that God does not contain his love within
the confines of the Trinity. It is God’s desire to share love not only
among the persons of the Trinity but to go out from their commu-
nion. This quality is caught in the icon at the point where the chalice
of love, representing the inner life of the Trinity, is offered through
the open space at the base of the icon; a real chalice is offered to the
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viewer who has taken the observer’s “place” at the table. Another
interpretation of the significance of the open space is that it is the
place where Trinitarian life flows over into a creative love.

The Creation of the world, and humanity in particular, is an expres-
sion, a manifestation, of God’s love and reaching out to humanity.
It is the original and universal testament to God’s all-encompassing
love (CCC §288). Thomas Aquinas says beautifully, “Creatures came
into existence when the key of love opened his hand” (see CCC
§293). Throughout salvation history, God continually reached out
to humanity. The stories of our salvation recount these events, par-
ticularly through the prophets (CCC §§54-64). The fullness of the
revelation of God, however, comes through the human face of Jesus
of Nazareth. “Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and vari-
ous ways by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us
by a Son” (Heb 1:1-2). Jesus is the concrete expression of God’s love
for us. John 3:16 says that “God so loved the world that he gave his
only Son.” The Spirit, also gift to us, moves us to know and to love
Jesus and to seek union with the Father through him.

2. Implications of a Triune God for Humanity

What are the implications of this Trinitarian God for humanity
made in his image and likeness? Created in God’s image, human-
ity is destined to a life of love with the Trinity. Just as the Trinity
is characterized by giving and receiving love, so too are we to be
people of love, offering and receiving love in our own lives. This
understanding of ourselves is fundamental and what we are about
as God’s creatures. In his encyclical, The Gospel of Life, Pope John
Paul I writes: “The meaning of life is found in giving and receiving
love” (The Gospel of Life, §81, Origins, 24/42 [April 6, 1995]). This
claim is rooted in our understanding of the Trinity as a communion
of love. Created by Love, we are destined to live in community, in
relationships of love.
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Foundations of a Moral Life

Our becoming the image and likeness of God entails likening
ourselves to the persons of the Trinity in their distinctiveness as
well. The Father is the source and fullness of love and truth; we have
been created in his image, made with a desire for God, a longing for
love, for truth, for goodness, and for beauty. So, God the Creator has
imprinted himself on us in this way. Our lifelong goal is to become
who we in fact are, this image and likeness of God. Our insight into
who the Father is has come to us chiefly through his Son, Jesus. The
love and truth of the Father is manifest in Jesus and inspired by the
Holy Spirit. Jesus reveals to humanity most clearly who we are called
to be, since he is the fullest revelation of God. “In reality it is only in
the mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery of humanity
truly becomes clear” (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern
World, §22; CCC §359).

Through reflection on, and conformity to, the person of Jesus, we
approach our true selves. We come to perfection and true stature in
Christ. At the same time, like Jesus, we become the human face of
God in the world, expressions of God’s love in the world.

The love between Father and Son is personified in the Spirit, the
third Person of the Trinity. The Spirit, given to us at baptism, is at
work first in our lives, prompting our desire for God and moving us
to believe in and accept Jesus (CCC §§683-684). We are conformed
to the Spirit through lives of love that bear witness to Jesus and move
others to belief in him and to union with God the Father. We also
image the Spirit who is the personified love of the Trinity in the lov-
ing relationships in which we participate.

Ultimately, Trinitarian life marks our moral lives by the com-
munion of love in all our relationships, that is, our relationship
with God, with ourselves, with others, and with all of Creation. The
meaning of life is found in giving and receiving love. Trinitarian
life is the model for this exchange of love, and it is the same Trinity
which graces us to live it.
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