CHAPTER FOUR
A SHORT HISTORICAL DEVELOPMENT OF MORAL THEOLOGY

1. The Old Testament

Christianity is indebted to the long development of the Hebrew religion especially for its ethics. Some continuity with the past and social approval is imperative if any new moral ideal or moral reform is to be accepted. Our Lord did not live and teach in a vacuum, neither did he come to do away completely with the old order of things. Because a new morality may appear always to be immorality, moral change must be slow; new ideals must be seen to fulfill, not to deny, the best that has gone before. Hence Jesus freely acknowledged his debt to the faith of his fathers, and declared that he came not to abolish the law and the prophets but to fulfill them (cf. Mt 5:17).
Jesus himself cited, interpreted, enforced and enlarged some of the ancient laws of his people, and nourished his mind upon the insights of prophecy and the devotion of the psalmists. Christian ethic clearly derives from the Old Testament something of its form and ideals. Much of its language in terms like law, kingdom, the will of God, sacrifice, true wisdom, holiness, and something also of its form, are extensions of older principles. Its great commandments are quoted from the Old Testament code. Many of its basic assumptions as the religious concept of sin, the reality of divine judgment, the social nature of religion are from the Old Testament.
2. The New Testament

Jesus Christ did not elaborate a system of Christian life. His teaching was occasional, spontaneous, expressed in conversations, parables and invitations, in challenging exaggerations that startled attention, in provocative paradoxes, in comments upon current topics and events, in answers to criticisms, in replies to questions, in discursive observations and in one or two longer discourses.
It however disclosed the fundamental principles involved in each special case put to him. For example the following questions Jesus asks, contain important teachings: “Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord,’ and not do what I tell you?” (Lk 6:46). “Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it?” (Lk 15:4). “Or what woman, having ten silver coins, if she loses one of them, does not light a lamp, sweep the house, and search carefully until she finds it?” (Lk 15:8). “You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how shall its saltness be restored?” (Mt 5:13). “Is there anyone among you who, if your child asks for bread, will give a stone?” (Mt 7:9). “Or if the child asks for a fish will give a snake?” (Mt 7:10). “Why are you afraid, you of little faith?” (Mt 8:26).
Jesus is very demanding in his moral standards. “For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:20). “Truly, I tell you, unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 18:3). “Very, truly, I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God without being born from above” (Jn 3:3). “Unless you repent, you will all perish” (Lk 13:5.) “Unless I wash you, you have no share with me” (Jn 13:8). “Be merciful, just as your Father is merciful” (Lk 6:36). “Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be children of your Father in heaven; for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous”(Mt 5:44-45). The poor in spirit, the persecuted, the peaceable, the pure in heart, the meek and those who mourn are truly blessed because they know “theirs is the kingdom of heaven” (Mt 5:10).
We also do not find in the epistles of St. Paul and in the other parts of the New Testament a systematic treatment of the Christian way of life. But the principles of Christian life are our justification and our salvation. Paul also treats of topics such as marriage and virginity (1 Cor 7:1 ff.), submission to authority (Rom 13:1 ff.), the family life (Col 3:18 ff.), the resurrection of the dead (1 Cor 15:1 ff.), the celebration of the Holy Eucharist ( 1 Cor 11:17 ff.), faith (Rom 3:27-31; 4:1-5. 18-25; 5:1-2; 10:4-21), hope (Rom 8:20-39; 12:12; 1 Thes 1:3; 2:19; 4:13; Tit 2:13), charity (Rom 8:31-39; 12:9-12; 13:8-10; 1 Cor 13:1-12).
St. James speaks of our need to endure temptation (1:13 ff.), hearing and obeying the Word of God (1:19 ff.), respect of the poor (2:1 ff.), faith and good works (2:14 ff.), uncontrolled language (3:1 ff.), the dangers of wealth (4:13 ff.), the need of patience (5:7 ff.), etc. St. Peter asks us to follow the example of Christ who suffered for us (1 Pet 4:1 ff.). He speaks of the eschatological end of human destiny (2 Pet 3:1 ff.), submission to lawful authority (1 Pet 2:13 ff.), etc. The themes of St. John in his letters are love (cf. 2 John 4-9), faith, light, sin, detachment from the world, etc. John sees life as love and love as life.

3. The Patristic Period
The Fathers of the Church – Clement of Rome, Ignatius of Antioch, Tertullian, Cyprian, Clement of Alexandria, Origen, Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, Gregory the Great, etc., accepted a code of moral precepts as imposed by divine command. They preached the moral doctrines of Christ regarding non-Christian worship, the making of idols by Christians, military service in the army, the reconciliation of public sinners, obedience to authority, virginity as the supreme testimony of faith and love, prayer, the use of wealth, poverty, the perils of riches, lies, etc. However they do not at all attempt to present a complete system of moral doctrines.
Christians distinguished themselves from the non-Christians by their good moral conduct, especially by their love for one another. Among the Fathers of the Church we may single out St. Augustine (354-430) as one of the greatest masters of Christian life of all time. Not only did he write many important monographs on moral and pastoral questions, e.g., the good of marriage, holy virginity, continence, against lying, patience, a summary on faith, hope and charity, but also he placed those doctrinal problems in the foreground of his works which are fundamental to the Christian life, viz. grace and freedom, faith and good works, the natural law and the revealed law, divine love and concupiscence, the decisive worth of interior disposition, union with God in eternal beatitude as the end and Christian morality as the way and the means.

4. The Dark Ages

For theology in general and moral theology in particular, the period from the end of the sixth to the end of the twelfth century was barren. Only one thing can be said of this period. In the fifth, sixth and seventh centuries, there appeared first in Ireland, England and Scotland and later in Germany and France the famous penitential books (books of penance) which contained mostly lists of sins with an appropriate penance assigned for each. In these books there is no investigation into the fundamentals and argumentation of Christian life. These books were later incorporated into various canonical collections.
5. The Middle Ages

In the time of the early scholastics, the theoretical part of moral theology together with the philosophical development of the system of virtues was joined to the exposition of dogma. But we do find especially in the “Summa Theologiae” of St Thomas a magnificent synthesis of all that the theological tradition of the previous ages handed down as well as notable beginnings in moral theology. In his “Summa,” St. Thomas assigns a special part to moral theology and treats it scientifically. The subjects treated are the doctrine of the last things, of freedom of will, of the passions and the habits, of the virtues in general, of sins, of natural, human and revealed law, of grace, the theological virtues and the cardinal virtues. Christian life for St. Thomas consists in realizing the image of God in man by following Christ through the sacramental life of grace.
St. Thomas with his “Summa Theologiae” began a new era in moral theology because he succeeded in incorporating classical ethical thought into a new Christian anthropology and in acculturating moral science within a theological vision. This great service to moral science had not yet received sufficient attention. Aquinas rendered this service to Christian theology by thoroughly investigating the nature of the human act, the product of free will. The human person becomes a moral subject to the extent that he acts voluntarily for an end. The essential dignity of man, the “imago Dei”, is reflected in the human moral order by the fact that man is the principle of his own actions.
St. Thomas taught that the moral order takes precedence over the other orders of human activity. In the latter, the human person tends towards particular ends; whereas the moral order is the order of man as such. In moral actions man is ordered to the common end of the whole of human life. This understanding of the moral dimension must be the point of departure and foundation of every contemporary discussion.
In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, there appeared the “Summae confessorum” which contained the ready information necessary for confessors and priests engaged in the care of souls: moral obligations, rulings of canon law, liturgical prescriptions and pastoral instructions on the sacraments. They were of course casuistic in nature.
It was only in the fifteenth century that moral theology was dissociated from dogma and Canon Law and began to exist as a separate science. The treatment of the subject was very juridical, philosophical and casuistic. This was to be expected when we consider that moral theology text books were written mostly for the benefit of confessors and that it was being reduced to a scientific system of knowledge.

6. The Classical Period

The sixteenth century saw a blossoming of moral theology. The important moralists of the period were Francis of Victoria (+ 1546), Melchior Cano (+ 1604), Francis Suarez (+ 1617). These mostly commented on the “Summa” of St. Thomas. There were also writers who devoted their efforts to the study of selected questions, particularly in the field of the morality of law. Louis Molina (+ 1600) investigated the development of trade and finance especially in Spain and Portugal. Leonard Lessius (+ 1623) made a study of industrial and social politics with emphasis on the trade area of his home country, the Netherlands. Thomas Sanchez (+ 1610) wrote a massive work on marriage which comprises the whole traditional theology of marriage and also the matrimonial legislation.
The end of the sixteenth century saw the appearance of text books on moral theology. It was a practical necessity. The Council of Trent had enunciated the norm requiring the confession of all mortal sins, according to their number, species and circumstances. It equally emphasized the need of a more thorough-going care of souls as a whole on the part of the clergy. Therefore it became imperative that the priest and director of souls acquire a more precise knowledge of Christian morality, particularly in its practical and positive phases. The pioneer work and forerunner of this type of moral theology is the handbook by John Azor (+ 1603) whose “Institutiones Morales” appeared first in the years 1600-1611. Such text books paid special attention to the formation of a certain conscience in cases of doubt. This was the origin of controversies regarding probabilism, laxism and rigorism which occupied the attention of many authors of moral theology in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In the confusion of “probable, more probable, safe, more safe, lax and dangerous” opinions, the doctrinal opinions of St. Alphonsus Liguori (1696-1787) are always practically reliably. On this level of practical conduct rests the true genius of the saint, the great director and pastor of souls, whose extensive literary effort is directed entirely to this same noble end. In fact his role on the determination of action in doubtful situations earned him the title of Patron Saint of Moral Theology.

7. Early Efforts at Renewal
We have many works on moral theology written in the nineteenth century. Some authors tried new approaches to the subject. John Michael Sailer (1751 –1832) for example in his “Handbook of Christian Morality” (1817) tried to make moral theology a science of virtue and a way of perfection. John Baptist Hirscher’s (1788-1865) “Christian Moral teaching as the realization of the kingdom of God” (1835-1836) is based entirely on the central biblical concept of the kingdom of God, as the title of the book indicates. Other authors of note are Ferdinand Probst, Magnus Hocham, Bernard Fuchs, Martin Deutinger, Karl Werner, Francis Xavier Linsenmann, Anthony Kock, Conrad Martin, Francis Friedhoff, Theophilus Hubert Simar and Joseph Schwane.
In the twentieth century, we have first of all Vermeersch who in his book “Theologiae Moralis principia, responsa, consilia” (1822) tried to join to the treatment of the precepts and obligations the part of the counsels and of Christian perfection, since moral theology is not only the study of obligations but also the study of Christian perfection. In 1929 O. Schilling published his first edition of Moral Theology in which he set forth briefly the fundamental proposition that charity is the leading principle of moral theology. In 1934 Fritz Tillmann published his book of moral theology which is based on the fundamental proposition that the moral perfection of a Christian is the progressive realization of Christ in his life. Moral theology thus becomes Christocentric. Emile Mersch in his book. “Morality and the Mystical Body” (1937), stressed the social dimensions of the following of Christ, viz. one’s responsibilities towards the other members of the Mystical Body of Christ. In 1951 Gustav Ermecke outlined briefly a plan for the structure of a moral theology course. He said that moral theology should help Christians develop their likeness to Christ by living their new life in Christ under the influence of grace. Gerard Gilleman in 1952 published his famous book called, “Primacy of Charity in Moral Theology”. He tried to bring out the central theme of the Christian dispensation, viz., love of God and of neighbour, in moral theology.
Fr. Bernard Häring by his biblical, Christocentric and personalistic approach in the treatment of moral theology has contributed much to its renewal. He, more than anyone else, has helped to change the altitude and orientation of moral theology, especially through his three volumes of Free and faithful in Christ.
8. Critical Appraisal

First of all we must say that not everything that is written up to now in moral text books is wrong. Several centuries of moral thought and inquiry are unlikely to have been wholly bad or bereft of insight such that, in correcting what was wrong, the contributions of value need to be preserved and incorporated into the insights of present day. Today moral theology is accused of mediocrity and minimalism. But whatever be it the method one would adopt in teaching moral theology, whether it be fear of sin or love of virtue or perfect love of God, millions and millions of Christians will not be spiritual heroes. They will be content to follow Christ as it were from afar, only from time to time trying to touch the fringe of his cloak. Can one then condemn them to hell? To demand of them that they strive for perfection just as the saints have done, insisting on the gravity of this obligation and even denying the state of grace to those who fail so to strive, is rigorism pure and simple. So in moral theology we have to speak of the minimum requirements for obtaining eternal life. That is to say, we have to speak of what is obligatory and what is not obligatory even if the doing is lacking in many respects.
We must never forget that Catholicism operates in a world where mediocrity is the rule, genius the rarity, and saints the exception or as St. Augustine puts it, “the temple of God is still in building” or in the words of Cardinal Newman, “the Church is ever ailing, and lingers on in weakness”. There cannot be a morality without precepts or without obligations. Legal obligations are moral obligations and moral obligations are legal obligations, that is, they have their source in divine or human law. No man is fully free. The only being who is fully free is God. The law of the Gospel contains commandments which are obligations, and counsels which are not. To abolish the counsels in one extreme, to belittle duty, of law and of obligation, is a dangerous thing because in the last analysis there is no other.
We might even ask whether it is true that the morality of the commandments is the morality of minimalism, the morality of mediocrity. If only the commandments were observed, if only the one true God would be worshiped everywhere according to his will, if only his holy name would be taken in reverence, if only all authority as it comes from him would be pledged to him and exercised only according to his wise laws, if only parents would be devoted to their children and children to their parents, if only human life, property and honour would be held sacred, if only purity and marital fidelity would be esteemed everywhere, we would have a paradise on earth. There would be no idolatry, no persecutions, no blasphemies, no murder, no thefts, no unjust wages, no obscenity, no backbiting or slander, no wars, no class conflicts. We could close all jails, shut divorce courts, and do away with guards, walls of separation, armaments, deadly weapons, etc. Of course when we view the moral turmoil that actually exists, we must label such a picture as fantasy. Yet it is well for us to contemplate it, unreal though it happens to be, when we are tempted to associate the obligations of the commandments with mediocrity. For it shows up what beauty, what harmony and what perfection, both interior and exterior, the commandments are supposed to produce. It would keep us from slipping into the fallacy that sanctity begins where obligation leaves off.
It is simply not true to say that an action done because it is commanded is less meritorious than an action done which is not commanded. One can do an action commanded just as freely as an action not commanded by the Law. The obligations imposed by God’s law are certainly not a setback to the perfection of his love. An act done under the obligation of a vow is certainly more meritorious than an act done “spontaneously” and “freely”. It is nevertheless true that we should not only insist on precepts and prohibitions but also on liberty and love, in order that the positive values of the faith may be unfolded to Christians and that they may investigate them ever more deeply and live by them. However one must remember that one cannot acquire and preserve these riches except at the price of definite moral obligations. The broad way of liberty and love might not take us to our destiny. For our Lord says: “Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the road is easy that leads to destruction, and there are many who take it. For the gate is narrow and the road is hard that leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Mt 7:13-14).
Love and obligation are not enemies but friends. “If you love me, you will keep my commandments” (Jn. 14:15). “Whoever does the will of God is my brother, and sister and mother” (Mk 3:35). Spiritual writers have taught unanimously that obedience is the final and highest criterion of sanctity. The greatest gifts being the sacrifice of one’s own will; the denial of one’s self and the taking up of the cross of Christ to follow him. Moral theology has to distinguish precepts from counsels, the licit from the illicit, and the venially sinful from the mortally sinful. Moral theology has to call sins by their proper names. If one has the obligation to confess one’s sins according to their kind and number, moral theology has to distinguish the kind and number of sins. From here it hands over the baton of command to the acting subject.
Cardinal Hermann Volk, bishop of Mainz, puts it convincingly: “No one can seriously doubt that God makes exacting demands to the Christian. The Old Testament knew the Ten Commandments in the imperative form: “thou shalt…” In the New Testament these commandments have not been abolished, they have rather been reinforced, not through addition to their number, but through the teaching that the commandments are properly observed only when their fulfillment is the expression of love, as is laid down in the chief commandment of love. “On these two commandments hang all the law and the prophets” (Mt 22:40). This does not mean that love has supplanted the other commandments, but that love must inform and characterize their observances.
In Christian morality, the prohibition, “thou shalt not,” is always a consequence of the rejection of the positive, command, “thou shalt love.” Man’s moral duty arises from the fact that he is bound to God not only in his single acts but also in a deep personal relationship, all the more so since God turned to him unconditionally sending him his Son. The Christian, however, is called upon to do more than what is obligatory. The question we must ask is not “what must I not do?” but “what can I do?” in the imitation of Christ, in accordance with a change of heart in the Holy Spirit.

Moral theology, then, is not strictly confined to the licit and the illicit. It also deals with the counsels and the means of perfection.

9. Real Renewal

The Second Vatican Council in its Decree on Priestly Formation says: “Special attention needs to be given to the development of moral theology. Its scientific exposition should be more thoroughly nourished by scriptural teaching. It should show the nobility of the Christian vocation of the faithful and their obligation to bring forth fruit in charity for the life of the world” (Optatam Totius n. 16).
The Council says that first of all moral theology should show the nobility of the Christian vocation. Christian life is a vocation. It is a call to sanctity. All Christians are called to be saints. “Be perfect … as your heavenly Father is perfect” (Mt 5:48). “He (God) chose us in Christ before the foundation of the world to be holy and blameless before him in love” (Eph 1:4). Christian life is a call to the apostolate. The Christian should be the light of the world (cf. Mt 5:14). “Let your light shine before others, so that they may see your good works and give glory to your Father in heaven” (Mt 5:16). The Christian is called to be the salt of the earth (cf. Mt 5:13) and the leaven (cf. Mt 13:33) which leavens the whole world with goodness and love.  Moral theology should draw its nourishment from Scripture. Christ is our way; the truth and the life (cf. Jn 14:6). We must especially study the Gospels in order to know Christ and imitate him.
In addition, moral theology should be scientific in its treatment of the various topics. The scientific exposition of moral theology demands a commensurate examination of the data of theological, philosophical and psychological anthropology and a corresponding confrontation with other moral theories, Christian and non-Christian alike. It must endeavour to overcome the difficulties that arise from the relation between moral theology, ethics and dogmatics. Pope Paul VI in his discourse at the conclusion of the Synod of Bishops held in 1977 said: “The complete presentation of the Christian message obviously comprises also the explanation of its moral principles both with regards to individuals and with regard to the whole of society”. We must keep an equilibrium between renewal and fidelity. Confusion would occur when cases would multiply of those who would reject the necessity of renewal in the name of fidelity, and of those who, on the other hand, would fall short of the inviolable principle of fidelity in the name of aggiornamento.
10. Post-Vatican II Developments
Under the impact of the Council, Catholic moral theology has continued to develop along new paths since 1965. Post-Conciliar developments that have helped to shape the content and orientation of Catholic moral theology include the following:

10.1 The assimilation of modern biblical scholarship
This has moved moral theology away from being a legalistic discipline principally oriented to the training of confessors to a life-centered discipline concerned with the challenge of Christian discipleship. The newer biblical approach is especially apparent in the work of Bernard Häring, Free and Faithful in Christ.

10.2 The integration of moral theology into the whole of theology
For example, the theological anthropology of Karl Rahner has helped Catholic moral theology to overcome the dualism between the realm of the natural order and that of the supernatural; the development of Christologies “from below” and of liberation theology has helped to underscore the social and political dimensions of Christian discipleship; and advances in liturgical and sacramental theology have helped to integrate moral theology with liturgical and sacramental celebration and spirituality.

10.3 The move away from classicism to historical consciousness
Classicism stressed the universal, the essential, and the unchanging. It applied moral commandments and official teaching to specific cases by a process of deduction. Historical consciousness conceives the Christian moral life as one of personal responsibility within changing historical circumstances. Moral norms are important and binding, but subsequently interpreted. Its method is more inductive than deductive, as it emphasizes the particular, the evolutionary, and the changeable. (Two official documents of the Catholic Church that reflect this historical emphasis are the Pontifical Biblical Commission’s “Instruction on the Historical Truth of the Gospels” (1946) and the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith’s Mysterium Ecclesiae (1973). 

10.4 The new emphasis on the person not only as a moral agent but also as a subject
This is especially, though not exclusively, reflected in the development in the moral life. Accordingly, the works of Jean Piaget (d.1980), Erik Erikson, Lawrence Kohlberg (d. 1987), Carol Gilligan, James Fowler and others, on the stages of human development have been of great interest to contemporary moral theologians. As a moral agent, the acting subject makes an impact on the receiving objects who themselves are also moral agents. In both cases the agents are not static but get affected by the acts they perform, either as sender or recipient.

10.5 Changes in the Church and in Catholic ecclesiology
As the Catholic Church has moved away from an institutional or hierarchical model of the Church as the dominant ecclesial model (assembly) and closer to a communal and collegial understanding of the Church, moral theologians have begun to interpret and apply official teachings more critically though no less faithfully, and have developed a more nuanced understanding of the complementary relationship between their own scholarly work and the teaching responsibilities of the pastoral leadership. Now the Church is no more the Church of the clergy but all the members have their own part to play.
10.6 The movement of moral theology from seminaries to colleges and universities
Prior to the council, almost all of the Church’s moral theologians taught in seminaries. Today many are members of college and university faculties, most in Catholic institutions but a significant number are found as well in private non-Catholic and state institutions. As moral theology moved from the more pastorally oriented seminary environment to the more academically oriented university environment, it also became more academically rigorous and more directly engaged in dialogue with other disciplines and with theologians and ethicists of other ecclesiastical and religious traditions.
10.7 The impact of ecumenism
Catholic and Protestant theologians not only read one another’s work, they also often teach together in the same institutions and belong to the same professional associations (in the United States, for example, the Society of Christian Ethics). Major Protestant ethicists like James Gustafson have devoted considerable attention to Catholic moral theology and to methodological differences that continue to divide the two groups (see his Protestant and Roman Catholic Ethics: Prospects for Rapprochement). Gustafson is critical of much Catholic moral theology because it is too anthropocentric and too much based on the human. For the Catholic tradition, which is inclined to stress continuity over discontinuity and similarity over dissimilarity, there is no need to choose between God and the human. The glory of God is the human person come alive. The glory of God is manifested in and through human fulfillment and happiness.
