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  Preface


  When I began teaching Anglican moral theology to seminary students about fifteen years ago, I realized that we had few, if any, current textbooks to choose from. Anglican theologians have, of course, produced important and sometimes brilliant work on ethical topics in recent years, but the systematic approach to moral theology represented by Kenneth Kirk, R. C. Mortimer and Lindsay Dewar was swept away a couple of generations ago by the shifting and seductive winds of the 1960s. Though I see the publication of Joseph Fletcher’s Situation Ethics in 1966 as a kind of boundary marker for the end of that phase of Anglican ethical thought, the older style of moral theology certainly would have come to an end from the social, theological and philosophical pressures of the time without any direct influence from Fletcher.


  Renewing Moral Theology is my attempt to breathe new life into this Anglican tradition, with the immediate aim of providing a systematic presentation of Christian ethics that builds on the Thomistic foundation shared with Catholic moral theology. This foundation is not as clear as it used to be, however, since after the Second Vatican Council the deficiencies of the standard understanding of Aquinas were exposed, resulting in a widespread revisionism, conservative reactions and a spectrum of positions, a condition long familiar to Protestants. Thomas Aquinas still retains for Catholics a certain preeminence, which can often be more of a stumbling block than a help, because strange new ways of approaching ethics often are presented as interpretations of Aquinas, resulting in a sometimes bewildering array of moral theologies all claiming to be “Thomistic.”1


  The wider and more important purpose of this book is to provide for the general Christian public a blending of the strengths of the Catholic tradition with evangelical emphases and convictions. Catholics and Protestants have realized that they have much to profit from each other’s strengths, and this book has been written to further the possibility of mutual enrichment in the area of ethics. This blending has been a feature of the best Anglican tradition of moral theology, long before the rather recent rise of seminaries and the need of theological colleges for textbooks. We find in Richard Hooker and Jeremy Taylor, for example, the helpful combination and harmonizing of Catholic moral philosophy of the Thomistic tradition with Reformed theological principles and Christ-centered spirituality, a tradition in which this book aims to follow.


  One purpose of this project is to provide for contemporary Christians renewed confidence in the area of moral convictions. The trustworthiness of Scripture, especially for evangelicals, has been and still should provide a strong foundation; but the incorporation of the approach of Thomas Aquinas, which is a Christian modification of Aristotle, should provide further confidence in a philosophical and psychological soundness that academic ethicists are continuing to appreciate: when cleansed of Neo-Scholastic accretions, the theology of Aquinas provides integrity and consistency that, like the music of J. S. Bach or the architecture of Chartres Cathedral, can stand as a perennial monument in Christian culture.


  Some readers may wonder at the lack of emphasis on natural law in a work meant to represent Thomistic ethics. I understand that in a postmodern relativistic society in which moral standards are considered to be opinions and matters of taste, the notion of objective moral norms has strong appeal to traditionalists and conservatives as the needed corrective to subjective individualism. However, there are dangers associated with a natural law approach that I would avoid, among which are, for example, the ease with which cultural norms are assumed to be equivalent to eternally valid moral principles, and the appeal to “common sense” or natural law in justifying social policies that sometimes conflict with ethics of the gospel, such as the focus on retributive views of punishment.


  Another reason for resisting natural law comes from my study of its position and role in the ethical section of the Summa Theologiae (hereafter abbreviated ST in citations). Natural law is dealt with in one question only (ST I-II, q. 94). It is brilliant and important, but it is far removed from the section on ethical reasoning where Aquinas demonstrates how intellect, will and emotion combine to choose our actions, a description that has little or nothing to do with natural law, or law in general, for that matter. This leads to a more general theme in this book, which is the relation of law to moral reasoning. Until recently, the only alternative to an ethic based on consequences (such as utilitarianism) was an ethic based on obedience to the commands of God or obedience to the dictates of the reasoned conscience. Many interpretations of the ethics of Aquinas were forced into this template so that the dominant themes became the roles of conscience and obedient will. The very different model of practical reasoning actually developed by Aquinas (and followed by Richard Hooker, for example) needs to be highlighted, as this book does, while explaining the proper role of law in the Christian life (see especially chapter eight).


  Since this book was written as a seminary text, I want to acknowledge the help of students at Nashotah House, who in successive years of gradual production and trial of the text in the classroom have given helpful suggestions for improvements, among whom are Jake Dell and Kreigh Knerr. John Trenum has my thanks for some of the more tedious tasks such as checking references and producing a portion of the index. The book has also been used recently in the ethics course of the distance-learning program at Nashotah House under the teaching of Kent Anderson, who has given me helpful advice and encouragement.


  Some of my present and former colleagues at Nashotah House have seen various sections and given useful feedback, including Tom Holtzen, Garwood Anderson, Steve Schlossberg and Jack Gabig. Professors at other seminaries and institutions also have read some of the chapters, such as William Witt at Trinity School for Ministry, Jeff Greenman of Regent College and Kent Dunnington of Greenville college. I’m also grateful to Paul Reasoner and a group of students at Bethel University who engaged with some of this material, as well as to Victor Austin and other members of the Anglican interest group at the Society of Christian Ethics who have made helpful suggestions.


  I want to thank my editor at InterVarsity Press, Daniel Reid, for taking an interest in this project. If I look at the work as a kind of challenging voyage by sailboat, Dan has encouraged me to grip the boat’s tiller firmly, to ignore the tantalizing vagaries of fresh breezes and unexplored coves, and guide the craft, tacking and even reversing course as needed, to reach the safe haven of satisfactory completion.


  Finally, my wife, Lisa, is my closest partner in the larger navigation through the uncertainties of life. Through calm passages and threatening squalls she has patiently provided encouragement and practical support. I am happy that together we can share life’s challenges, mysteries and opportunities to grow in grace—and also the promised blessings to come.


  PART ONE
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  Moral Theology


  Tradition and Prospects


  Moral theology is the term often used in Catholic and Anglican circles for what other traditions call Christian ethics or theological ethics. Sometimes these terms are distinguished by defining Christian ethics as the more general approach to the elements of Christian character and behavior, while moral theology deals with the application to economics, medicine, sexuality and other areas of life where difficult decisions must be made. Thus Christian ethics could be said to deal largely with foundational questions: the human person, moral psychology, general principles, and norms, while moral theology focuses on applying those principles to specific cases.1


  In this book Christian ethics and moral theology are used more or less interchangeably, as is common elsewhere. This is not so much because of contemporary slackness, but because the methods of approaching the field have changed so considerably in the last fifty years that the starting points, assumptions and methodology no longer fit the traditional terminology.


  Anglican moral theology developed as a method of handling the inherited Catholic model but from a perspective influenced by key insights of the Protestant Reformation. There were benefits in the continued use of Roman Catholic sources in ethics: the scholastic method offered clear definitions; a philosophical psychology for understanding the nature of persons, actions and agency; a theoretical basis for analyzing the moral character of actions; and a methodology for handling and resolving difficult cases (known as casuistry). But with this inheritance came also the danger of the flaws of the Roman approach: a philosophical rather than biblical character, scholastic technical vocabulary, a somewhat rigid framework and a spirit of legalism.


  In the 1950s, shortly before major changes in the following decade in both Protestant and Roman Catholic ethics, Lindsay Dewar gave a short series of lectures on moral theology to clergy in the Church of England, with three topics: the place of law, the doctrine of conscience and Christian casuistry. Dewar’s approach reflected the Catholic tradition in which the moral difficulties of the Christian life were to be analyzed in terms of cases of conscience and the correct application of rules and laws. There is a certain quaint un­reality in Dewar’s concern to avoid rigorism and an overly scrupulous conscience, which shows the different atmosphere in which Christian people now think and live as well as the extent to which the older moral theology (even outside of Roman Catholic circles) conveyed a legalistic mentality. This is one of Dewar’s chief examples of a moral difficulty to be resolved:


  Here is a young man who is invited to play a game of tennis on a Sunday after­noon with some friends with whom he is spending what is commonly . . . called “the week-end.” We may suppose that he has been brought up in such a way that he has never done this, and has been taught to think that this is wrong. But now he becomes genuinely doubtful. If he refuses to make a fourth, the game will be spoiled for his friends. What is he to do?2


  There is no doubt that the church in the modern world would do well to abandon its increasingly secular indifference to the Sabbath principle and recover a renewed emphasis on properly honoring the Lord’s Day, but that is not really what concerns Dewar. He sees the problem only in terms of the young man having proper authority (which he might get from his vicar) for his conscience to allow him to play tennis on Sunday afternoon. The young man has been brought up to consider that sports and certain activities are to be avoided on Sundays (the story of Eric Liddell in the film Chariots of Fire reminds us how strong these convictions used to be), and yet he would be disappointing his friends and host for the weekend if he declined to play. For many of us it is hard, however, not to be reminded of the tithing of mint, dill and cumin (Mt 23:23).


  Lindsay Dewar’s style of ethical reasoning was not atypical of the Catholic-­based moral theology used by American and British theological colleges and parish priests in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Contem­­porary with Dewar was R. C. Mortimer, bishop of Exeter and Regius ­Professor of Moral and Pastoral Theology at Oxford, who contributed an introduction still used for training priests in moral theology in some parts of the Anglican communion.3 Although he provided an extensive coverage of the virtues that has some connection to the Thomistic tradition, he gave prudence very slight treatment; he also changed its position from the first to the last of the moral virtues, giving it an entirely different coloring from Aquinas’s treatment. It is clear from the first half of the book that Mortimer understood human action within the context of law and conscience, and he even admitted in his preface that he had relied heavily on Roman Catholic sources of moral theology.4


  Also common in Anglican seminaries in the first half of the twentieth century for use in ethics were the works of Kenneth Kirk (Regius Professor of Moral and Pastoral Theology at Oxford and later bishop of that diocese). One of his chief contributions was to stress the link between moral, ascetical and mystical theology, especially in The Vision of God, but also in Some Principles of Moral Theology. Kirk’s stress on beatitude as the goal of the moral life and on the importance of the Holy Spirit contrasts favorably with much of the traditional Roman Catholic treatment in the moral handbooks. But Kirk was not able to make a break with the prevailing theoretical structure of action constituted by conscience and obedience to law (see Conscience and Its Problems: An Introduction to Casuistry).


  Some readers may want to defend and preserve this classical type of moral theology and welcome the older emphasis on conscience and obedience to law, because they take the view that Christian people in modern Western societies have compromised too much with the spirit of the age, have become too undisciplined, abandoned important Christian principles and weakened the application of scriptural norms to Christian discipleship. That position may be an important part of the moral framework of those Anglicans who have left the standard jurisdictions in North America, and of those in other parts of the world who feel alienated from the liberalism of the modern Western church.


  That reactionary view may be correct in its judgment that the church in modern Western countries is in need of moral revitalization, and that we should pray for the correction and leading of the Holy Spirit. The point for us here, however, is not so much that moral standards have slipped, but that Christians are now realizing that a whole new moral framework is needed: a new way of explaining Christian discipleship, of understanding the motivation of our actions and of incorporating the concerns that laws and commandments point to without developing a checklist mentality and legalistic attitudes.


  The example of playing tennis on Sunday given by Lindsay Dewar shows that fresh thinking and approaches in Christian ethics were indeed required. What we got in the 1960s, however, was “situation ethics,” an impossibly reductionist attempt to clear away all the clutter of moral theology except for the single principle of doing the most loving thing.5 The severe defects in the method of Joseph Fletcher (who was an Episcopal moral theology professor at the time) certainly were noted. A professor of philosophical ethics in a secular university called it “a very bad book, poorly written, weakly argued, astonishingly ignorant, and incredibly inaccurate,”6 and many theologians and ethicists pointed out numerous flaws and weak points.7 But Fletcher’s simplistic approach, implying that moral norms are not absolute and should be regarded as merely vague rules of thumb, and that we would do best by obeying only the “rule of love,” was immensely persuasive. Many Christian people at that time, and many more since who have never heard of Joseph Fletcher, probably think about ethical problems in the antiauthoritarian, individualistic and impatient way that Fletcher recommended, and they resolve morally difficult situations with their own bottom-line confidence that their intentions are loving. Nevertheless, we may say that Fletcher grasped two points that the traditional moral theology had obscured: (1) the primacy of Christian love (setting aside the problem of his reductionism); (2) the impoverishment of an ethic that conceives moral decisions primarily in terms of fulfilling an obligation to obey the law, or otherwise securing proper authority to set the rule aside, characteristic of the approach known as casuistry.


  The rigidity and legalism of the moral theology taught in Roman Catholic seminaries had been under attack for some time. Even before the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965) moral theologians had expressed dissatisfaction with the classical model. Some of these critics were attacked for promoting their own kind of situation ethics,8 but some also produced positive studies that looked back to Thomas Aquinas for an ethics based on virtue and grace—with charity central—rather than on law and casuistry.9


  Vatican II tackled a wide range of issues and reforms, of course, but in the area of moral theology the challenge was to draw more richly on Scripture and recover a Christ-centered emphasis: “Special care should be given to the perfecting of moral theology. Its scientific presentation should draw more fully on the teaching of Holy Scripture and should throw light upon the exalted vocation of the faithful in Christ and their obligation to bring forth fruit in charity for the life of the world.”10 In many programs in Catholic universities and seminaries there was an inevitable period of confusion and experimentation; but very few have argued for a return to the former era of the scholastic handbooks of moral theology. Even the most conservative ethicists loyal to the magisterium see the need to articulate a moral theology that is more biblical, christocentric and conducive to Christian discipleship.


  Recent Favorable Developments


  The recovery of Aristotle and the rise of virtue ethics. The rejection of classic moral theology in the 1960s was due not just to impatience with legalism, but also to the fact that the Thomistic and Scholastic traditions were so different from the ethical systems of the day: utilitarianism, Kantianism, emotivism and linguistic analysis prevailed and were unsympathetic to the world of premodern moral philosophy. But the impoverishment and restrictions of the Enlightenment-inspired ethical methods became obvious. Aristotle’s teleological ethics, with its account of intellect, choice, friendship and the virtues became relevant again. Especially after the publication in the early 1980s of Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue,11 a large volume of work on virtue has been produced in both philosophical and theological ethics.


  The contribution of Aristotelian ethics to a biblically based Christian morality is not obvious at first, and there has been a strong tradition of suspicion of the applicability of Aristotle’s moral philosophy to the understanding of Christian morality not only in Protestantism but also in Roman Catholic thought from the time of the reintroduction of Aristotle’s works in the thirteenth century. Some think that there is a fundamental problem with a humanistic ethical system that developed without reference to original sin and God’s revelation. In the following chapters we will consider some of these points more closely, but here we can assert that there has been a strong interest in moving away from the act-centered moral systems of Immanuel Kant’s deontological ethics and from utilitarianism to the broader view of character and virtue.12


  A richer view of biblical ethics. When Christian ethics was conceived principally as obedience to the will of God expressed through law, it followed that the reading of the Bible would concentrate on the Decalogue, the relevance of other Jewish law and the passages in the Gospels and Epistles in the form of commands and norms. In the work of biblical scholars such as Richard Hays we are led to pay attention to the moral implications of Scripture in a much more comprehensive way: one can discern principles that should govern our decisions; the many stories and accounts of people’s actions provide paradigms for conduct (both positive and negative); and the “symbolic world” created by different authors presents us with attitudes and frameworks for understanding our relationship to God, to the created order and to each other.13 Interest in virtue ethics has led to more fruitful explorations of biblical perspectives on character formation and moral development.14


  We should also note Stanley Hauerwas, who has been an advocate for the narrative mode of reading Scripture. He made an early contribution to a sympathetic reading of Thomas Aquinas’s ethics,15 but he has moved on to a more determinedly anti–natural law type of narrative ethics that centers on the importance of forming Christian communal identity, shaped by a common understanding and practical expression of the gospel, following especially the pattern of the life of Christ. Some have noted a measure of reductionism and selective use of Scripture in his approach,16 but Hauerwas clearly has been helpful in expressing fundamental features of the outlook and motivation of a contemporary Christian virtue ethics.


  Reassessment of the history of moral theology. For centuries it was assumed that the moral theology of the Neo-Scholastic manuals was basically the same system developed by Thomas Aquinas, with further developments and applications to new cases. It was natural for Anglican and other non–Roman Catholic theologians to assume that they could be aided in their study of Aquinas by consulting contemporary Roman Catholic handbooks of moral theology. The true character of Thomistic ethics was not represented well—in some respects greatly distorted—in spite of the many citations from the Summa Theologiae. This is similar to the many distortions of the message of sections of the Bible itself by some fundamentalist Protestants (and other types, too, of course) who in spite of the quotation of numerous biblical proof texts end up falsifying biblical teaching with false assumptions and alien patterns of thought.


  The discordance of the manuals of moral theology from the ethics of Thomas Aquinas certainly was apparent to a number of theologians before Vatican II, which is why there was broad acceptance by that council of the need to change course. Gérard Gilleman, arguing in the 1950s that love should be seen as the fundamental category in Thomistic ethics, wrote of the standard ethical handbooks, “Law rather than love is their dominant theme. Where there should be a spiritual impulse, we find a fixed body of doctrine. Even inspiration and liberty are precisely codified.”17


  More recently Servais Pinckaers has pointed out the points where moral theology departed from authentic Thomism: the shift from practical reason to conscience, the eclipse of virtues, a false view of freedom, the atomization of human action into individual cases needing resolution, the tendency to define the minimal fulfilling of the law and, above all, the development of an ethics of obligation.18


  Although many of the factors behind the departures from Thomas Aquinas are complex and (because they reflect changes and shifts in Western philosophy) call for further reflection, this conclusion for our purposes is eminently valid: most of the faults associated with classic Roman Catholic moral theology (and that we also find in Anglicans such as Dewar, Mortimer and Kirk) are not the faults of Thomas Aquinas but rather lie in the later distortions of the Roman Catholic manuals.19 The way is now clearer for us to reappropriate the ethics of Aquinas in a more authentic and ecumenical way.


  Roman Catholic moral theology since Vatican II. The Roman Catholic Church experienced a major reassessment, not to say dismantling, of its traditional approach to moral theology after Vatican II. The approach of the old handbooks had been criticized for some time as legalistic, scholastic and excessively dependent upon a natural-law view asserting that the basic norms of morality were accessible to people by use of reason.


  Many Catholic moral theologians responded to the call for a more Scripture-based and Christ-centered ethics. The influential Irish theologian Enda McDonagh, in his essay “The Quest for Moral Theology,” wrote, “Where the manuals of almost four centuries treated Jesus as at best an authority for the occasional moral pronouncement such as that on divorce, recent works of renewal sought to establish him at the source and centre of moral life and thought for Christians.”20


  A generation after Vatican II, when John Paul II issued the encyclical Veritatis Splendor, in an attempt to point out some of the errors of contemporary Roman Catholic moral theology, it was evident that no single approach to ethics had secured acceptance as the proper alternative to the old handbook approach. In spite of disagreement about what should replace the moral theology manual, there was wide agreement about the need to move away from the legalistic nature of Catholic ethics from Trent to Vatican II, well expressed by Joseph DiNoia:


  The reasons for the powerful hold of legalism in moral theology since the Council of Trent are complex and could be the subject of a lengthy discussion . . . legalistic moral theology tended to put matters not in terms of good and evil but in terms of the permitted and the forbidden. In this style of moral theology, moral norms were viewed more as laws to be enforced and obeyed than as principles for a good life, lived in view of God’s invitation to ultimate communion. In a legalistic perspective, happiness is a kind of extrinsic reward for a life lived in conformity to an arduous code of conduct. The framework is contractual rather than virtue-centered and personalist.21


  Not surprisingly, there is now within Catholic moral thought a spectrum or even a potpourri of various schools of liberal, revisionist and conservative approaches resulting from the abandonment of the old moral handbooks.22 But it should be noted that there is a certain lingering momentum to the traditional subject matter, and that treatments of newer, more liberal approaches to Catholic moral theology still deal with human action, mortal and venial sin, conscience, natural law, and so on, even if their starting points and conclusions are at variance from the tradition.23


  Two interesting approaches are worthy of note for our purposes because they represent more thorough and respectful attempts to reappropriate Thomistic ethics for contemporary Christian ethics. There is the “new natural law” approach, represented by John Finnis and Germain Grisez, substituting a phenomenological view of human nature for the old Scholastic metaphysics and terminology, usually arriving at positions supporting the magisterium, but with a completely reorganized methodology.24 How faithful this approach is to Aquinas has been a topic for lively debate.25


  The second approach, represented by Servais Pinckaers, Romanus Cessario, Livio Melina and others, is centered on recapturing the “realist” moral theology of Aquinas, locating it within sacred doctrine as a whole, stressing the virtues and the role of the Spirit in the Christian moral life. Human action and natural law certainly are part of this description, but put in a theological context of the human being as the image of God.26 This way of reading Aquinas preserves the necessary elements of moral reasoning and gives them the proper theological and spiritual context.


  The Elements of a Renewed Moral Theology


  It is clear that a new systematic moral theology not only for Anglicans but also for the wider church will need to be very different from the classical versions. Yet what is required cannot be so radical that it dispenses entirely with the matters of the theory of action, law, the nature of sin, virtues and vices, and casuistry. In other words, the ethics developed by Thomas Aquinas in the Summa Theologiae, properly understood, still can furnish us with the foundation for a moral theology based on truth, reality and the grace of God—one that is psychologically and philosophically rich, and both instructive and suggestive for contemporary Christian people.


  At the same time, the Thomistic basis needs to be treated as merely that, the best starting point in our moral theological tradition for describing certain key aspects of moral theory, but not sufficient. The historical pattern was to focus on the “ethical midsection” of the Summa Theologiae (i.e., I-II and II-II, the entire secunda pars), which in its extensive treatment is extremely hard to digest. It is understandable that certain sections were left unread, and other sections excerpted and focused on, with the tendency to distort and misunderstand.27 Thus the theology and anthropology of part I (prima pars) and the Christology and soteriology of part III (tertia pars) were commonly not integrated with the ethical treatment.28


  Even with that said, however, we can note certain unfortunate impressions arising from the decisions that Aquinas made in constructing the Summa Theologiae. With the doctrine of Christ postponed to the final section (on the grounds that salvation in Christ is the basis for our final return to God), there is little sense of Christian identity directly connected to the discussion of ethics. It may be the case that Aquinas assumed this as foundational at the outset, just as he assumed a basic acceptance of the truth of revelation at the very beginning of the work. But a vital and evangelical moral theology cannot be content with Christ’s importance implied as a “hidden center” and made explicit later on.


  We can now articulate what should be the main distinctive elements of a new moral theology:


  
    	
A renewed biblical basis. The many contributions to our reading of the biblical texts and the different modes in which Scripture communicates topics for ethical reflection provide an opportunity to enrich moral theology. New understandings of the role of law in Judaism and in Pauline theology and new appreciation for the themes of virtue and character in the Scriptures will enable us to make clear that a proper moral theology for the church is only an explication of what is implied by reflection on the biblical witness.


    	
A sound moral psychology. The vocabulary of Scripture includes terms such as mind, heart, will and conscience, but not in a systematic way. Moral theology requires definitions and theories of how thoughts and desires become actions and behavior. Because of the renewed and widespread conviction today of the value of Aristotle’s treatment of ethics and moral reasoning, we can be more confident of the soundness of its Christian appropriation by Aquinas in his account of action and practical reason. Further, the role that emotions play in relation to intellect and will was highly developed by Aquinas, and it not only supplies a more complete moral psychology but also illuminates the nature of virtue and character and the connection to spirituality.


    	
The proper place for law in ethics. Law is a central aspect of Scripture and must figure in any account of our relationships to God, to society and to each other. The concept of law is often affected by prevailing social, political and philosophical views, which partly explains the distortions of law, freedom and conscience that arose in the classic Catholic moral theology described above. Among the challenges for any new moral theology are these: how to do justice to the biblical revelation of law; how to incorporate law into an Aristotelian account of moral reasoning that had little need for it; and how to understand the traditional Lutheran separation of law and gospel with its resistance to a positive role for law in Christian discipleship.


    	
Spirituality. Like some other aspects of the ethics of Aquinas, this is a feature that was either developed completely separate from moral theology or simply neglected in the centuries following Aquinas, especially as moral theology centered on law, obedience or disobedience, and scholastic casuistry. The retrieval and incorporation of human emotion within moral psychology and the discussion of virtues will demonstrate the importance of the handling of emotion and of the role of the Holy Spirit in the formation of Christian character.

  


  Catholic and Evangelical


  Part of the contribution of Anglicanism within the wider church has been its ability to inhabit two worlds (not to say parallel universes): to bring together and sometimes successfully harmonize Catholic and Protestant traditions and convictions in a helpful way—for example, in matters of liturgy and sacramental theology. Moral theology too has had a tradition of combining key doctrines and approaches associated with the Protestant Reformation with a philosophical and doctrinal base inherited from the Roman Catholic tradition. We see this in Richard Hooker and Jeremy Taylor, for instance, where the former preserved major ethical sections of Thomas Aquinas along with a confidence in justification by faith, and the latter combined casuistic discussions from the Catholic tradition with a more Christ-centered spirituality.


  In the twentieth century there is a wider ecumenical range of examples of cross-pollination and mutual influence between the Catholic and Protestant ethical traditions. Although much of Helmut Thielicke’s consideration of the Catholic tradition took the form of disagreement and challenge, it is fair to say that Karl Barth, while somewhat idiosyncratic in his account of moral reasoning, represents a wise blending in many of his discussions of concrete ethical problems in the Church Dogmatics.29 Paul Ramsey’s work on the morality of war and medical ethics shows how Protestant moral thought was greatly enriched by making use of the analytical tools developed by Catholic moral theology.30 Stanley Hauerwas, already mentioned in connection with the rise of virtue ethics, represents a valuable interaction between Catholic and Protestant tradition in the understanding of moral agency and Christian character, in emphasizing the communal aspect of Christian morality, and in approaches to specific issues. Oliver O’Donovan, as an Anglican, provides a clear model (and challenge) in keeping before us the call to be evangelical and christocentric, but at the same time to have the patience to work through the details of practical reasoning and analysis of action associated with Roman Catholic ethics.


  I am aiming in this introductory work to construct a moral theology in this vein, by using the moral philosophy and psychology provided by Thomas Aquinas (much of it derived from Aristotle), combined with an evangelical concern for the centrality of the gospel of Christ and confidence in Scripture. Following the example of the Summa Theologiae itself, I will attempt to draw deeply from the wells of both Scripture and the best moral philosophy.


  My hope is that the reader will see the combined Catholic and evangelical emphasis in respect for the richness of tradition, some suspicion of modern assumptions in ethics derived from the Enlightenment, as well as care for the challenge of contemporary Christian discipleship. The evangelical view (to speak in a general way) of discipleship involves personal commitment to following the will of God with its strengths in emphasizing conversion and devotional life; and this can only be strengthened by the corresponding concern from Catholic ethics for accurate knowledge, philosophical system and the analytical tools for understanding the nature of moral problems and appropriate responses.


  Readers from both Catholic and evangelical backgrounds should feel that they are on familiar territory much of the time, and also find themselves challenged at times by material that may well seem new and somewhat alien. Protestant readers will need to pay attention to the explanations of practical reason and action in chapters two through five, and to the later emphasis on moral virtues; and some Catholic readers might be surprised by the focus on sin, conversion and the will of God in chapters six through eight.


  Part of the purpose of Renewing Moral Theology is to help evangelical and Catholic readers feel more at home in each other’s territory and to respect the strengths offered by each tradition. To that end, the content is presented as being mutually enriching, and this is illustrated by citing examples and quotations, historical and contemporary, that may be unfamiliar to readers from a different tradition. Francis de Sales and Josef Pieper, for example, are not well known to Protestant evangelicals, while Catholics (and even Anglicans who are not evangelical) may not be very familiar with John Stott or J. I. Packer. Happily, there are figures such as C. S. Lewis who command respect across the Christian spectrum and represent that wise blending of Catholic and evangelical that this book aspires to.31


  Readers should note that at the end of each chapter are a few suggestions for further reading, which in some cases represent further detail and in other cases alternate or complementary views. In nearly every chapter there is a section from the Summa Theologiae (abbreviated ST) with the roman numerals indicating the major part, and the arabic numerals the question and article. The recommended translation is known as the “Blackfriars edition,” published with the Latin text facing a more modern and dynamic English translation.


  For Further Reading


  Joseph Kotva, The Christian Case for Virtue Ethics (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 1996), chaps. 1, 2, 6.


  Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Morality, trans. Mary Thomas Noble (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1995), especially chaps. 11-12, on the Roman Catholic “manuals” or handbooks of moral theology and a Catholic view of Protestant ethics.


  Stephen Pope, ed., The Ethics of Aquinas (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2002), part III, pp. 355-425, on the interpretation of Aquinas’s ethics in the twentieth century.
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  Purpose, Reason and Action


  We tend to separate the ordinary “everyday” actions of our lives from the difficult choices and from what we consider to be the more genuinely “moral” decisions that occasionally need to be made. Thus brushing one’s teeth, writing an email, going for a walk, washing the dishes and so on are not seen as ethical decisions or part of moral theology, whereas the decision to report to your superior someone at work whom you suspect of misusing funds would be an ethical or moral decision, as, of course, would thinking about whether or not to get a divorce.


  There are several reasons for this. First, the everyday, mundane decisions are usually quick and easy. These decisions often are made with little reflection, and with no moral agonizing or pondering. There is no need to “figure out” what to do. Occasionally, one may not “feel like” doing the dishes or getting exercise, but that seems to be a matter of mood rather than of morality. Second, in many mundane decisions there are no major moral rules or principles at stake, such as telling the truth or the duty to protect life. If there is no moral problem to be solved, no conflict between duty and inclination, it does not seem to belong to ethics.


  This sense of what moral actions are has been reinforced by the traditions of both moral theology and philosophical ethics that focused on “cases of conscience” (the dubitantium or matters of doubt) or on crisis situations. Should I let myself starve, or should I save my life by becoming a cannibal? Would it be possible and ethical to find a way for one or two on this overcrowded lifeboat to volunteer (or be selected at random) as sacrificial victims so that the rest of the group could have a chance to make it back to land?


  Human Action Is Moral Action


  In reality, all of our genuine actions (setting aside unconscious actions such as doodling while on the telephone or drumming your fingers while thinking of something else) have moral import and are moral actions.1 That is, they are expressions of purpose, desires and attitudes revealed in a decision to do something. Brushing your teeth is not just a mechanical habit or piece of learned behavior; it reflects a well-founded concern for hygiene and good health, which has a social dimension as well as individual benefit. Having a meal with friends or family can serve a number of different purposes besides simple nourishment. It might be the occasion for trying new cuisine, honoring someone’s birthday or retirement, or sharing joys and disappointments.


  Motivation. Many students of ethics in the twentieth century were taught to distinguish between schools of ethics based on a sense of duty (deontological ethics) and those based on producing good results (teleological or consequentialist ethics). There are purely philosophical (or secular) versions of these systems of ethics, with long-standing discussions about the assumptions, claims and procedures. For many Christians, an ethical system based on duty seems more obviously compatible with the Christian life that is taught to us from an early age as involving commands given to us by God and obedience to the Lord’s will. An ethical system that is looking primarily for good results seems inevitably misguided and unspiritual, betraying an inherent element of selfishness and presumption. Better to do what is right and leave the results to God.


  The ethical system presented in this book is unabashedly teleological (from the Greek word telos, “end” or “result”), but it has little in common with utilitarianism or consequentialist ethics that attempt to generate the best outcome. That is because the ultimate end or purpose in Thomistic ethics is based on acting for a purpose that can be described as the supreme good, sheer joy and complete fulfillment. The term that Thomas Aquinas used is beatitudo, and this is really the guiding principle of human action. As Fergus Kerr puts it, “We need to notice that the a priori condition of moral agency is Thomas’ characterization of God as ‘object’ of the bliss of all the blessed—objectum in the mediaeval sense, not of something inertly over against us, waiting for our subjectivity to impose a significance; but as something which provokes and evokes response from us.”2 We find agreement in the Westminster Catechism: “What is the chief end of man? The chief end of man is to love God and enjoy him forever.” With some conceptual dexterity one can possibly turn loving God into a duty; but it is more than a little contradictory to conceive of a God-given duty to enjoy him.


  The French philosopher Henri Bergson (1859–1941) divided morality and religion into two basic groups: those that operate from “pressure” and those that are based on “attraction.”3 Moralities and religions that specialize in pressure describe morality in terms of duty and obligation, while a morality or a religion of attraction or aspiration points to a fundamental motivation of growth, fulfillment and happiness.


  The Christian life presented in the Scriptures, in the life of Christ and described in sermons and saints’ lives is obviously a combination of duty and joy, of obligation and fulfillment. But which is more fundamental? Jesus in the garden of Gethsemane prayed that the cup of suffering might be avoided, but he accepted that God’s will and not his own was to be done. On the other hand, the Epistle to the Hebrews says that our Lord, “who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame” (Heb 12:2), speaking of an ultimate joyful purpose.


  The assumption that an ethics based on duty is more “ethical” or more Christian is understandable when we think of morality in the restricted sense of special decisions where we sense difficulty, confusion and especially conflict. It is especially in times of temptation when inclination and desire lead to a course of action more attractive to us, but if we are honest, we know that the right thing to do is what we ought to do—that is our “duty.” But if we expand morality from these special situations of doubt, conflict and temptation, and we accept that all of our conscious actions reflect our morality, then it is easier to see that the more fundamental picture of being attracted to good things (such as marriage, friends and career) and through them to the good itself is sounder philosophically, psychologically and biblically. The sense of duty is secondary to overall purpose. Laws and lists of duties, job descriptions, and responsibilities are important and essential, but they do not furnish fundamental motivation, except at certain stages of immaturity or training.


  In an Aristotelian-Thomist view of human action the motivation prompting action is a desire for fulfillment—to achieve a more complete level of being. The ultimate goal, that final purpose that exists as the remote purpose behind all other actions, is perfect well-being and happiness.4


  The classical and medieval model of action in nature included a metaphysics in which natural objects were described as “desiring” or “seeking” a form corresponding to their natures. Fire would “seek” to rise to its proper sphere; acorns would “seek” the form of an oak tree, the completion of their nature.


  Modern physics and biology no longer allow us to describe the operations of nature in this fashion, except metaphorically. And there are alternatives to metaphysics of the desire for the good, based more on empirical study of the behavior of human beings. Abraham Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs is an outline of the varying types and levels of human needs that provide the basis for human motivation. At the bottom level are physiological needs for food, warmth, activity, sex and so on. The next level is safety and security needs, which a person can focus on when the basic survival is no longer problematic. Once security needs are met, one may turn to the need for belonging in groups or relationships, then for esteem (both from others and from one’s self), and finally for self-actualization.


  Another alternative to an Aristotelian scheme, developed within conservative Roman Catholic circles, is to take a phenomenological approach and simply identify, from observation, certain “basic human goods” that describe what all people make fundamental to their behavior. According to this school, these basic goods are life (including health), knowledge, play, aesthetic experience, friendship, practical reasonableness (living with freedom and reason and integrity) and religion.5 The advantage of a system of goods like this is that while universal claims about human nature are made, the starting point is observable reality with no dependence on an underlying metaphysical explanation. As fixed characteristics of human beings, without a hierarchy of value, these basic goods become the foundation for a new “natural law” furnishing binding moral axioms, based on not violating any of the basic human goods.


  We need not give up the Aristotelian-Thomist picture completely, however. If one takes a theological starting point with a doctrine of creation as expressive of God’s will, then there is a certain truth in speaking of the “desire” of the acorn to become an oak tree, of stars to shine and of cats to hunt. This language is not explanatory in a strictly scientific sense, but it is descriptive of creatures’ actions in that they are living in accordance with purposes immanent in the created world.


  Actions and purpose. Animals and plants fulfill their natures by responding to the world around them in a fairly predictable stimulus-response pattern. Squirrels build nests, bees construct hives and cats chase mice because they are preprogrammed to respond to certain objects. The ability of higher animals to be trained indicates a certain flexibility and openness, so that “instinct” should not be made too rigid; but there remains a basic stimulus-­­response pattern behind natural movement or the actions of animals.


  Human action follows patterns partly shared with other animals, but also on a completely different level. Instinct and biological urges still operate, of course, but a much larger range of possibilities is opened up by the use of the mind. This is not to deny that a few animals have some capacity for using elements of language and tools. But the difference between animal actions and human action is analogous to the difference between the song of a nightingale (which is programmed to perform a sequence of sounds) or a parrot (which is able to mimic a variety of sound patterns), and the human voice capable of describing a vast range of experiences, observations and emotions through language and music.


  Human beings are able to put their actions into a means-end structure that expresses purpose. Actions are pointless without some kind of purpose, and we may ask someone why they are doing something such as digging a hole in the backyard when we cannot discern the reason. Why are you decorating your house with bunting? Why have you joined this political organization? The question “What are you doing, and why?” can even be asked of someone who is just lying down: that person might reply that she is meditating, or nursing a sore back or simply resting.6


  Human beings give shape and structure to their lives by purposeful action. It makes no sense to ask an animal (even if communication were possible), “What are you hoping to achieve this year?” or “What is the purpose of your life?” Human beings can have plans and projects, and then figure out the best way to achieve their goals. That is basically what is meant by practical reasoning: directing one’s mind to concrete action in the service of the goals of one’s life, both immediate and long-term.


  Actions make sense, have meaning, and can be freely chosen in the context of a means-end pattern of reasoning. If the purpose is clear and desirable, the actions required to achieve that purpose are intelligible. We understand why someone might get up before dawn in order to run and train for a marathon race, even if we disagreed (privately) about the desirability of the goal.


  Actions are the result of desire guided by reason. Some desires are felt strongly and urgently, but many are not. The task of practical reasoning is to identify the particular action to be undertaken in order to accomplish the desired goal.


  Practical reasoning: means-end deliberation and choice of action. Practical reason is thought leading to action, or the reasoning process that leads to doing something. Practical reasoning ends up not with an item of knowledge, but with an action. As Aristotle described the process of deliberation and choice, deliberation ends with a choice (prohairesis), and the decision is an action. As we will consider below, this is a bit too succinct; however, the conclusion of the process of reasoning is an action, and that is what makes the process “practical” reasoning.


  We distinguish this process leading to genuine action from hypothetical reasoning, which remains an item of reasoning. What would you do in such a situation? Would it be correct to tell a lie in this situation? This requires a consideration of principles, circumstances and so on, and good ethical analysis may yield a conclusion one concludes is the “right one”—but this is not practical reasoning. It is the kind of moral reasoning that the authors of moral handbooks were trained to do. It involves deliberation (about options available) and judgments about what is the best line of reasoning, but it was not practical reasoning either at the beginning or at the end.


  Practical reasoning starts with the desire to achieve something, an intention to do something. We then set the process of practical reasoning in motion, and the perception that the time and the occasion are right produces a choice and an action. This has been diagramed for us as Aristotle’s outline of practical reasoning:7
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    Figure 2.1

  


  This is too simple for complex actions that require deliberation and direction, but it does characterize a certain basic kind of everyday action such as getting up in the morning, eating lunch, answering the telephone and so on.


  We may suppose a pretty basic kind of “reasoning” pattern that includes these elements:
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    Figure 2.2

  


  We can see that the hinge element is the perception that one brings to the situation that then generates the action. In the example of eating, we may be biologically driven and share with Pavlov’s dogs an automatic arousal of interest in food when encountering the smell of freshly baked bread, or sizzling steaks or hearing the lunch bell ring. But the perception of the situation includes not only our own feelings of hunger and interest in food, but also the time and circumstances (for example: too short an interval since the last meal; we are on a diet and trying to cut back; food will be waiting at home later on). Thus the awareness of the various relevant factors to apply to the situation leads to the judgment “Go ahead and buy that doughnut or hotdog” or “Don’t eat now; wait for a proper meal later on.” It is a mixture of understanding the reality of the situation (perhaps the awareness that our calorie intake does not really need a big boost right now) and the reasons for taking one course over another, plus control over one’s emotional disposition.


  The perception also includes the recognition of the means-end structure of the action, the purpose for which it serves. Thus both the circumstances of the agent and occasion, but also the purpose for which one is doing the action are involved. (In the case of eating, this hardly applies, because the reason for eating is so self-evident.) Further, the action chosen is in accordance with our desires.


  Let us consider an action that is chosen purely because we can understand the reason for it and not because we are inclined to it.
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    Figure 2.3

  


  The decision to go to the dentist is contrary to the inclinations of most people because it costs money and might be painful (or at least represents that possibility), not to mention that many people may have irrational fears about dentists. Nevertheless, there is a kind of desire to go the dentist, which we might call a “rational desire.” It is that aspect of our minds that can desire to do certain actions in accordance with the reasons for them and takes long-term results into account. It is the desire for the end, in this case a set of attractive, healthy teeth, which carries over to choose willingly the means to achieve the end, a visit to the dentist.


  We can note here that what Thomas Aquinas calls the “will” (voluntas) is exactly this notion of a rational desire for reaching or accomplishing an end. There are other kinds of desire based on our sense appetites (such as the desire to eat and sleep), but the will is the desire that is formed by having a structure of reasoning based on means to an end (ST I, q. 80, a. 2, ad 2).


  Aristotle identified (but not very clearly) both types of practical reason in his brief discussion in the work De Motu Animalium (On the Movement of Animals). In the first case, of taking a walk, Aristotle is describing the decision to act. In the second instance, about a cloak, there are two parts: the conclusion of the first line of reasoning is a speculative proposition, specifying the need for a cloak; while in the second part, “the conclusion which results from the two premises is the action.”8 Here is the somewhat cryptic fashion in which Aristotle described it:


  For example, whenever someone thinks that every man should take walks, and that he is a man, at once he takes a walk. Or if he thinks that no man should take a walk now, and that he is a man, at once he remains at rest. And he does both these things, if nothing prevents or compels him. I should make something good; a house is something good. At once he makes a house. I need covering; a cloak is a covering. I need a cloak. What I need I have to make; I need a cloak. I have to make a cloak. And the conclusion, the “I have to make a cloak,” is an action.9


  This passage is indeed confusing, but Aristotle was able to distinguish two different types of reasoning, which he named (1) “through the good” and (2) “through the possible.”10 What he meant was that the first type of reasoning is a decision to act in accordance with a general principle reflecting a vision of what is good (e.g., it is good for people to walk or to live in houses), while the second type of reasoning deals with possibility—that is, to figure out how to achieve a desired goal. Though he was certainly not completely clear, Aristotle identified the difference between the first type of reasoning, which involves combining a principle with perception of the circumstances and which then results in an action, and the second type, which looks at an end to achieve (e.g., bodily warmth) and then reasons back to a specific means to achieve it, concluding with the decision to start making a cloak.


  Both types of reasoning are features of practical reasoning, and how to distinguish them has been a challenge to scholars of Aristotle;11 it is one of the contributions of Thomas Aquinas (in his reading of Aristotle) that this difference between the reasoning about actions in accordance with a principle is more clearly distinguished from deliberating about the best means to achieve a given end, and this insight enabled Aquinas greater refinement in the description of human action.


  The Thomistic Practical Syllogism


  The “practical syllogism” or “operative syllogism” are the terms used by Thomas Aquinas to describe the kind of decision that Aristotle meant by reasoning “through the good,” such as going for a walk or building a house. It represents that confluence of desire, perception of the circumstances and judgment that results in an action or in a decision not to act. (Again, the practical syllogism should not be confused with the reasoning from end to means, the process of figuring out what steps to take to accomplish a certain goal.)


  For Aquinas, the practical syllogism includes a major premise of the form “do this” or “avoid this,” along with the judgment about a particular action here and now as an instance covered by the major premise, with the conclusion to do or to avoid following deductively. We can see in the following example that the same physical action—let us say, taking a tool from your employer—could be the subject of very different lines in a practical syllogism; in the first example the action of taking the tool is seen as something wrong:
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    Figure 2.4

  


  Alternatively, one could sketch it in the following way, where the person selects a different feature of the action to combine with a different operative principle and the opposite conclusion:
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    Figure 2.5

  


  This does not really seem to be a reasoning “process” because it is often virtually instantaneous, and we are mostly unaware that it occurs. The key is in the minor premise, the perception and judgment that the action considered is of a certain type. That perception is what guides the recognition of the major operative premise governing the action. Or one might say that the act of judgment involves the simultaneous selection of principle and judgment about the action.12


  Further, an operative principle is simply a principle for action that one holds. By “holding” a principle such as “Honor your father and mother,” we indicate that a person agrees with the principle, has some understanding of its basis and range of application, and has determined to make it operative in life—the person wants to fulfill it.


  In the example above about revenge, someone might know the biblical teaching “Do not repay anyone evil for evil,” and yet the emotional reaction to an injustice still produces a principle of revenge. There may well be in a person’s mind a dissonance between principles that one has been taught (or thinks that one ought to have, and would claim to agree with when asked) and those that actually are operative for that person.


  Note also the pivotal nature of the minor premise. It makes a big difference whether the taking of the tool (in the example above) is recognized as an instance of stealing rather than one of getting back at somebody; in other cases it may be a contrast between legitimate pleasure and self-­indulgence. One does not really think about the operative principle until the mind perceives that the particular action that seems good in this situation falls under a relevant operative principle.


  Aquinas also thought that one could subsume all actions under one basic principle, “Do good and avoid evil,” also known as the first principle of practical reason (ST I-II, q. 94, a. 2). We can thus express the basic generation of all human actions in syllogistic form:
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Desire: “| feel hungry; | want some food.”

Perception: Awareness that a suitable gap of time has occurred since the last meal; that
lunch is being served downstairs; that you have an appointment for lunch
and the clock indicates it is time to go; etc.

Conclusion: The action follows the conjoining of desire and perception.
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Principle:  People need to go to the dentist when their teeth need repairing.

Perception: |am a person with a bad tooth (and have the means and opportunity to
visit the dentist, etc.)

Conclusion: | need to go to the dentist.
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Operative principle: Get revenge on my previous employer.
Minor premise: This action [taking the tool] would be a good way to get revenge.
Conclusion: Perform this action.
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Operative principle: Avoid stealing.

Minor premise: This action [taking the tool] would be an act of stealing
[Judgment about the action and circumstances]

Conclusion: Avoid this action.





