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Preface





These essays first appeared in the Australian Catholic newspaper, The Catholic Weekly, in a regular column, which I wrote at first fortnightly and later weekly during the 1990’s and early 2000’s. They are written by a philosopher as a philosopher but also by a committed Christian, writing in a Christian context. They therefore endeavour to bring light to the issues they address from twin sources – faith and reason.


The life of a philosopher is foremost the life of thinking but it is also the life of imagination that dreams of and investigates possibilities that might not otherwise have been raised. The life of a Christian is the life of faith, hope and charity, and so it both looks to things beyond this world and regards this world with compassion. The two can work together. Faith softens reason, and reason sharpens faith. Imagination finds new ways to articulate in concrete circumstances what has belonged to long traditions of thought.


These essays cover a wide range of topics either by way of simple reflection on life or in response to issues that arose around the time of writing. The period of writing was a varied one. Life looked so stable in the mid-nineties that we contemplated Australia becoming a republic and sought Aboriginal reconciliation. It remained uncomplicated at the time of the Sydney Olympic Games in 2000 but became troubled by political events and by the terrorist attacks of 2001. The essays respond to this time. Four essays not published in the Weekly have been added to take note of more recent changes that have taken place in the Church and in our world. Some essays have been updated.


I am grateful to the editor of The Catholic Weekly at the time, Donna Wedesweiler, firstly for the way in which she inducted me into writing for the Weekly. Tightly written essays do not fare well if cut in the ways that newspaper editors often do when faced with issues of space. Donna was very generous when dealing with such matters. She also offered helpful suggestions and corrections when they were needed. Secondly, I would like to thank her for her encouragement when I first thought of republishing the essays in this form.


I would like to thank two other people for consistent help and encouragement in writing. Gerard Kelly, a friend and colleague, was always ready to talk about issues and gave me the benefits of a prudent and subtle mind. Mary Roddy, a friend of many years, is always interested in what is happening in the world and in the Church and contributed to the project of writing with both enthusiasm for what is and care for how others might respond. Both were always available to talk over a difficult sentence or paragraph.


Special thanks are due to Neil Brown, who, in his time as President of Catholic Institute of Sydney, made the opportunity to write available after first persuading me that writing is a good thing.


Finally, I would like to thank Hilary Regan and the staff of AFT Press for their excellent work in bringing the essays to publication in this form and for the enthusiasm and ease with which they did it.


The essays have been grouped into sections of broad subject areas, which show up in the table of contents. Within those sections they appear in order of publication. An index is provided to give access to discussion of particular topics.


Andrew Murray SM
Catholic Institute of Sydney
15 August 2012









ETHICS AND SPIRITUALITY
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What Constitutes a Happy Life?





Moral debate rages around us all the time. It tends to focus on issues that are either difficult or controversial or both, such as euthanasia or abortion. Within the Church things such as the publication of a new encyclical or the disclosure of wrong-doing by someone in authority generate similar discussions.


Necessary though they are, these debates tend to obscure the most fundamental question of morals. It is a question that is unremarkable at first glance. Yet it is also one that precedes all these others and one that ought be asked every day.


The question is this. What constitutes a happy life? What makes up a happy life? How do I live a life that is happy? It is a general question in so far as it can be asked of human nature in general. But it is also a particular question and must be asked within the context and circumstances of a particular life. It is about life, and hence for the question to be asked there must be a life, and it must be lived. In this sense the question does not lose its vitality until life is over.


It is not an easy question to answer for two reasons. First, it has to be answered without first determining what happiness and the good are. Rather, what they are will emerge once our question begins to become clear. Second, the answer will be complex because it covers life and every aspect of the activities that go to make up life.


There are, of course, other very basic questions, for instance, how are we to live together? The believer must ask, how do I relate to God? The Christian must ask, how do I follow Christ? The dispensation of grace raises its own issues. However, I believe that the question, what constitutes a happy life?, remains fundamental. It is philosophical rather than religious, and the believer may well have a richer answer. But, if moral questions are separated from this fundamental question, they will become vacuous and nonsensical.


The question is particularly relevant today. I am sure that it troubles the young and even that it is probably only vaguely formulated by them. In former ages it was not a big issue. How one lived was determined to a large extent by the village in which one lived and by who one’s parents were. Today the young are faced not only with a bewildering array of possibilities for what they might do with their lives but also with a bewildering array of ways to think about it.


We can assist the young by helping them to focus on this question. When the latest advertisement moves their desires towards a new product, or when the suggestions of a music video catch their attention, or when they are negotiating the complexities of relationships in their lives, or when they just want to know what to do, we can bring them back to the question of how all these things fit into a whole life and a happy life. We can deal in similar fashion with the issues of our own lives.





What is Moral Reasoning?





At the beginning of his Ethics, Aristotle tells us that the investigation ‘will be adequate if it achieves such clarity as the subject-matter allows’. He goes on to indicate that ethics is not an exact science and advises that ‘it is a mark of the trained mind never to expect more precision in the treatment of any subject than the nature of the subject permits’.


All of this reads a bit strangely to us today. We are used to regarding the physical sciences as the prime instance of good reasoning. Even what we call the social sciences attempt to take on their methodologies. By means of idealisation, measurement and mathematics, these sciences provide us with very precise answers to the questions we put. These answers, moreover, are said to transcend the contexts of particular individuals, cultures and languages. If Aristotle was right, ethics does not belong here.


Australian, Sydney based, philosophers, Damian Grace and Stephen Cohen, provide a contemporary account of moral reasoning in the first chapter of their book, Business Ethics. They distinguish a top-down approach and a bottom-up approach. In the first, we take general principles and apply them to specific situations. In the second, we start with the judgments based on intuition and feeling that people actually make in particular situations and see these as statements of first principle. Grace and Cohen combine these two in a third approach, in which ‘neither particular judgments nor general principles are pre-eminent’. Rather, the two are kept in ‘reflective equilibrium’. ‘Moral reasoning is a matter of bringing into harmony, or consistency, various particular judgments with each other and with the principles which we hold.’


In more traditional language, we can say that moral reasoning combines both the ability to draw out the implications of moral principles, such as the commandments, and the sensibility or moral feeling to perceive good and evil in particular situations and contexts. Each presents its own problems. The difficulty of finding general moral principles is the basis of the many ethical systems around us. Sound moral feeling, on the other hand, is dependent on well-developed character. Further, we fail when our thinking becomes either too cerebral or purely a matter of sentiment.


Such a way of thinking and reasoning is quite different from the ways in which we think about other things. We cannot measure or calculate moral outcomes. Nor can we ever eliminate the need for judgement of particular cases. Since it is a special way of reasoning, we need to learn how to do it. One of the difficulties of the major ethical debates of our time is that often the proponents, while sophisticated in their own disciplines, lack similar training in moral reasoning.


Reference: Damian Grace and Stephen Cohen, Business Ethics: Australian Problems and Cases (Melbourne: Oxford University Press Australia, 1995).





Excellence Rather Than Prohibition





While talking about moral activity in his Ethics (II, 6, 1107a9), Aristotle makes the following statement.


Not every action nor every passion admits of a mean; for some have names that already imply badness, e.g. spite, shamelessness, envy, and in the case of actions adultery, theft, murder; for all of these and suchlike things imply by their names that they are themselves bad, and not the excesses or deficiencies of them.


For Aristotle, these kinds of things are simply bad and there is not much else to be said about them. Indeed, outside the paragraph in which this sentence appears, Aristotle says very little about them at all. Instead, he talks about happiness, about human excellence and about friendship. He clearly finds these things far more interesting and important.


For Aristotle, the human excellences that lead to happiness are a matter of balance. They involve finding the balance, or what he calls the mean, between the extremes of possibility in feeling, thought and action. When that balance is achieved a human being functions at its best and, says Aristotle, is most assuredly happy.


A good example is what he calls friendliness, which has to do with the kind of pleasantness that smooths the social interactions of people. To be truly friendly one has to find the balance between two pairs of opposites: between contentiousness, in which one opposes everybody, and obsequiousness, in which one praises all; and between churlishness, in which one is disagreeable simply out of meanness, and flattery, in which one is agreeable but only in hope of gain. Friendly people have the knack of finding the balance between agreement and disagreement and between praise and opposition in the situations and circumstances in which they find themselves.


The point of balance differs according to differences in individuals, in groups of people, in time and in circumstance. This is what Aristotle finds interesting in ethics—the ability to suit thought, feeling and action to the circumstances of the moment and therefore to live successfully individually and in relation to other people.


This gives us a clue to why Aristotle has so little interest in those other moral issues. As he says, ‘goodness or badness with regard to such things [does not] depend on committing adultery with the right woman, at the right time, and in the right way, but simply to do any of them is to do wrong’.


Catholic moral discussion has probably spent too much time focusing on the simply bad. This may give us the advantage of being mostly right, but it also makes us terribly boring and perhaps authoritarian and even lazy. Our tradition, on the other hand, contains wonderful things about love, about friendship, about reconciliation, about destiny, about the meaning of life, about the finest things in life. Were we to offer these to the world, we might find there a far more favourable reaction to our message.


References: Aristotle, Ethics II, 6; II, 7 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984).





Ethics in Journalism





A number of years ago, by a strange irony of fate, at the very time that Earl Spencer was castigating the press for the destructive roles it played in the life and death of his sister, Princess Diana, the Ethics Review Committee of the Australian Journalists’ Association Section of the Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance was preparing to publish its report, which proposes a new code of ethics for Australian journalists.


The proposed code itself takes up just over two pages. It consists of twenty standards that journalists will be expected to apply to their activities. The standards are preceded by statements that set out the ethical aspirations and values of journalists and followed by a guidance clause that assists in interpretation of difficult cases.


The report, however, is a full-length book of 186 pages. It includes an introduction that explains how the committee went about its work and the issues that were raised for it and provides an extensive discussion of what a code is and of how one might work. A detailed commentary discusses the meaning and relevance of each of the standards. There is a significant section on enforcement of the code and a number of useful appendices that fill out the context of the study.


It is interesting to compare standards in the code with Earl Spencer’s accusations against the press. He said, ‘It would appear that every proprietor of every publication that has paid for intrusive and exploitative photographs of her, encouraging greedy and ruthless individuals to risk everything in pursuit of Diana’s image, has blood on their hands today’. Standard 4, on use of ‘fair and honest means to obtain material’; and 8, on disclosure of payments cover this.


The Earl said, ‘I always believed the press would kill her in the end’. Standard 16 states, ‘Never knowingly endanger the life or safety of a person . . .’


The Earl called his sister, ‘the most hunted person of the modern age’. Standard 13 says, ‘Accept the right to privacy of every person . . .’, and the commentary discusses the issue of privacy for public figures. Standard 14 says, ‘At times of grief or trauma, always act with sensitivity and discretion. Never harass’.


Finally, the Earl asked why the media would treat his sister in this way and concluded, ‘My own and only explanation is that genuine goodness is threatening to those at the opposite end of the moral spectrum’. The whole code and the commentary is an answer to this accusation, because its purpose is to help engender an ethical culture among Australian journalists. Its intent is serious.


Ethical issues are often difficult, but within a short time it will be a fair challenge to any Australian journalist to ask, ‘Do you have a copy of Ethics in Journalism (Melbourne University Press, 1997) and have you read it?’ The report is meant to be educational and failure to consider it on the part of journalists or of the interested public will, indeed, be a moral failing.


References: Media, Entertainment and Arts Alliance. Ethics Review Committee. Ethics in Journalism. Melbourne University Press, 1997.





Pro-life Means Pro Life





In an address during his Pontificate the Holy Father, Pope John Paul II urged Catholic families ‘to show the world that it is possible to be faithful, responsible and generous in loving’.


It is important to keep this kind of instruction in mind when we think about what it is to be pro-life. It is easy to think of pro-life issues as relating only to the time between conception and birth with, perhaps, an extension to the final moment of death. Life, however, is most manifest in the time between birth and death, and it is something to be lived. It is what we can show about the possibilities of this time that will be the strongest argument for life at its beginning and end.


The world has for some time been shocked by the ugliness of the extreme wing of the anti-abortion movement in the United States. They have shown a readiness to engage in violence against persons to support their cause. While we can appreciate the distress that has lead them to act the way they do, their actions destroy the very case they are trying to make. As well, the bitterness of their public statements repels rather than attracts people, who might want to deal seriously with the issue.


Within the public discourse of the Catholic Church there has appeared to be a tendency to equate the gravity of contraception with the gravity of abortion. Anyone who thinks about it for a moment must realise that these are vastly different kinds of things. It would be tragically ironic if their identification were unwittingly to support the growing practice in which abortion is used simply as a form of contraception. That such practice has become common in Australia is immensely regrettable.


If we are to support life seriously, we have to address all the issues that impinge on life. At the social level these include those issues to do with the effects of population stress and with the causes and conditions of hunger and poverty in the world. We have to tackle injustice even in those places where this is uncomfortable for the Church, such as in South America where the Church appears to have been in collusion with unjust regimes for some time.


Above all we need to find a way of showing the world that life can be lived lovingly and well. To do this in the world in which we in the West find ourselves is not easy, but it is the significant challenge that the Holy Father has issued to us. The difficulty is seen in the chaos experienced by many families during the decades since the Second World War; the ideal is one of harmony, human achievement and meaningful life. The serious moral question is: how does one live well in the time and under the circumstances in which it is given to one to live?





Euthanasia: A Question?





One of the strangest things about the euthanasia debate is that it is debated at all. Although suicide has always been with us, it is recognised as an act of desperation in which a person’s mind is so disturbed that death appears as the only alternative. The notion, on the other hand, of persons fully in control of their faculties calmly and rationally deciding to end life neatly and clinically seems all-wrong. One of the fundamental inclinations of ordered life is to preserve life, that is, to live.


Why is it then that in our time society should be debating a question that ordinarily would not even be asked? One way of answering this question is to recognise that before euthanasia could become a problem many other things had to go wrong. As a moral issue, it is parasitic on a host of other issues that are being dealt with badly in our time. It is worth raising some of them.


How does one live old age? There have been times when few people survived long beyond the years of child bearing and raising and certainly beyond the time of economic necessity. Today the average life span of both men and women has crept into the seventies and many live into their eighties. Medicine and good food keep them alive and economic planning makes them independent. It should be a time of grace and choice, a time of richness of life, a time of healing, but is it?


How does one die? Much is being published about inadequacies in the practice of palliative care, and specialists are telling us that few need die in dreadful pain. But deeper issues are at stake. We live in a culture in which the processes of death are shunned. People seem to want either to hold death at bay or to hasten it. We need to learn how to die and how to face death.


What is wrong with physical pain? Our culture recoils from physical pain at the same time as we subject ourselves to all sorts of other distress—substance abuse, stress, destructive relationships, emotional violence. Why is it that we should find physical pain so objectionable? Are there not circumstances in which pain might be a tolerable consequence of some greater gain?


What is medicine for? Medicine has advanced enormously during this century. Its practice is often based on the premises that health is the primary good of life and that life ought to be extended as long as possible. Are these premises true? Or is something more subtle needed?


How does one live a happy life? A happy life demands thoughtfulness and discipline, yet how rarely do we ask how one goes about it. Do all the things that we seek to have, to be and to do make our lives better?


Whom is a life for? Is it for just the one living it, or do others have claims too?


The euthanasia debate is important. While the Church is firm in its opposition, it is not enough to keep repeating the argument ‘life is sacred’. We need to find new arguments that will persuade the people of our time. We also need to examine and address the conditions that allow the question to arise. Until we manage to do that, it will not go away.





Protecting Choice: Against the Legalisation of Euthanasia





Persons suffering a terminal disease do not come to what might be called the final moment instantaneously. Rather they go through stages of diagnosis and treatment, which are accompanied by moments of challenging readjustment to the situation and by complex renegotiation of familial and other relationships. This process is not normally completed even at the beginning of the final medical phase, when treatment becomes palliative rather than curative.


In all of this there are many choices to be made. Early on, decisions may be made largely in terms of medical benefits and side effects, but, as the situation worsens, other factors such as the person’s age and commitments, relationships, wishes for their final days, hopes, fears and spiritual goals become far more significant. These are matters calling for personal choice.


Choices have to be made about who to tell about what is believed to be a likely outcome of a disease and when to tell them. Neither an early fatalism nor adamant denial to the last minute on the part of either the sick person or members of a family are helpful, yet the middle ground is found only by careful negotiation of feelings and understandings as the overall situation develops. Doing this well demands careful and enlightened judgement, so that the sick need to feel that they have freedom to choose carefully.


In a liberal society, a fundament role of law is the protection of people’s freedom. This is often expressed in terms of rights—the right to free speech, the right of assembly, the right to representation in government. These freedoms can also be expressed in terms of choices—choices about career, children’s education, where to live and so on.


In the simplest case this protection is envisaged as protection from the activities of the state itself. However, it is generally extended to protection from other individuals as in the case of security of person and property, and to protection from society as such, as when we insist on allowing minorities to be different. In an egalitarian society the pressure to conform to common opinion can be enormous, so that the state has a role in protecting even those who want to be different as long as that difference is not disruptive of other people’s rights or of harmonious living.


The problem with legalising euthanasia is that euthanasia is such an apparently easy solution to a very difficult situation that it obliterates not only all other choices but the very structure of choice itself. In the face of such an easy option, a patient will not be able to find his or her way into those many issues that call for resolution at the end of a life. Yet this will have denied the person the possibility of a much richer process of choice and adjustment. Families, too, will have had to adjust not to a gradual process of coming to terms with death and separation but to the stark reality of a fait accompli. Although legalised euthanasia may seem at first sight to increase personal freedom, when examined more carefully it is seen, in fact, to diminish freedom.


The state does have a significant role in protecting people’s freedom and choice in the event of terminal illness and death. Part of that role is to legislate against euthanasia so that the complex structure of choice at this most difficult time remains intact.





A Spirituality for Ageing





In an article called ‘Ageing, Faith and Spirituality’, Father Laurence McNamara CM set out some fundamental principles for a vision about ageing and being old that would see the elderly both valued in themselves and appreciated for the significant roles they play in society.


In our culture, ageing is often experienced as something very negative both by those who are ageing and by those not yet ageing. It is something that a culture that pursues youthfulness and activity finds hard to even mention. Ageing itself is often experienced as something foreign, coming upon one from outside, a relentless and unwelcome visitor.


Father McNamara points to three aspects of the experience of ageing, which can be understood in ways different from how our culture usually understands them.


Ageing brings with it a sense of slowing down. Gone is the rapid metabolism of youth and the fast-paced life wherein one experience follows another in rapid succession. Does this leave life meaningless? Perhaps it is, instead, an opportunity to experience situations and persons with more attentiveness and care. Time then can be measured not in its duration but in its depth.


The bravado of youth denies destructibility until tragedy forces itself into consciousness only to be denied again. The experience, however, of frailty in old age is enduring and keeps before our minds the unalterable fact of human existence that we live with the possibility of injury and destruction. It reminds us to care for our bodies and for our souls as precious gifts and to care for others similarly.


In old age, death is foreseen. It ceases to be just a speculative concern and becomes part of the fabric of one’s own existence. This need not be greeted with horror. Rather, in grasping at last that life is truly finite, one can better realise the significance of the infinite. The very un-speakability of the being of God stands in awesome contrast to our own being.


In the Scriptures, many great figures, such as Abraham or Anna, led insignificant lives until they experienced God more profoundly later in life. Their very weakness enabled them to experience themselves, others and God in new ways, and so to become instruments of Divine mercy.


By viewing old age with renewed senses of time, dependence, need and leisure, we can see it as a period of life full of meaning in itself and as generative of great good for others. Though no longer youthful, it is not discontinuous with youth. The experiences of a lifetime can be reintegrated as not simply linear but as richly related.


Without the pressure of the desperate rush to get on to the next thing, the elderly have the opportunity to lay open the meaning of the present moment. There is not a greater gift that could be given to the young.


Reference: Laurence McNamara, ‘Ageing, Faith and Spirituality’, in The Australasian Catholic Record 76/1 (January, 1999): 40–53.





Ethics and Heroin Addiction





A major division of ethical theories through the ages distinguishes those that are law-based and those that are virtue-based. Most moral theories tend to be more one than the other. It was given to Thomas Aquinas to bring them together by distinguishing law as an extrinsic guide to moral behaviour and virtue as an intrinsic guide.


When assessing the moral condition of ourselves or others we tend to use the categories of good and bad. In virtue-based ethics, we speak about virtue and vice.


It was Aristotle who realised that this categorisation is too narrow. It does not even suit most people. He proposed four further categories. (Ethics VII) Above the virtuous he proposed those super-human in virtue. This is not of concern to most of us.


Between virtue and vice he proposed two categories. Those who are self-controlled act rightly, but, unlike the virtuous, they are pulled by desire towards wrong-doing. Those who are weak do the wrong thing but against their better judgement. Desire pulls them to action, but they do not engage in it with the willingness of the vicious.


Below viciousness, he proposed a condition of brutishness. This could be a result of a physiological defect in a human being or could come about through damage or morbidity. It takes a human being beyond the sphere of the truly moral.


It is my suggestion that heroin addicts are mostly in this last condition. The extreme addictiveness of the drug has taken them beyond a condition of choice, understanding or even of perception of law, whether moral or civil. This holds irrespective of what responsibility they might have for becoming addicts in the first place. Morally speaking they are in a condition of morbidity, generally without resources to get beyond that condition.


The question for the rest of us is, What do we do about this? We could leave them to die, and some arguments presented in the drug debate imply, though they do not state, this position. We can, and we do imprison them. While this may be necessary for the protection of the general population, it seems more usually to make their overall condition worse.


A fair attitude for those working with addicts is to recognise and value them as human beings while admitting the morbidity of their condition. It may be a Christian or a humanitarian thing to sit with them and comfort them, but a fair goal for those who work with addicts is the reconstitution of a moral person, that is bringing them back to a condition where choice and right, good and bad, are at work.


Strategies like the proposed injection room at Saint Vincent’s are of limited value, if all they do is keep people alive. They do need to do that, but one would expect that their goal be the reconstitution of the persons they serve, difficult though it might be.





A Consistent Ethic of Life





A little booklet written a few years ago by Dr Elizabeth Hepburn IBVM and published by the Queensland Bioethics Centre adopted as its title the phrase ‘A Consistent Ethic of Life’. This phrase was taken from a book by the late Cardinal Bernadin of Chicago and is an attempt to capture the sense of the Church’s teaching on life in all its aspects ‘in accessible language fit for use in a post-modern pluralist society’.


It is easy during conflict over some of the questions of life to get lost in the conflict and to forget the whole picture. We might, for instance, take positions on the distribution of wealth or on euthanasia and yet forget in our actions the respect that is due to all persons or even to the environment in which we live. This little booklet attempts to face the major questions about life and to do it in a way that is consistent and easily accessible. It does it well.


Sections deal with the beginnings of life, protecting and promoting human life, respecting the world around us, sharing the wealth of the earth, understanding human dignity, evaluating technology, and diminishment and death. The booklet does not only explain a position, but it also shows ways in which our lives on this earth can be improved by adopting practical measures to put these positions into effect.


In discussing the protection and promotion of life, the booklet raises the questions of capital punishment and of war. Can we, for instance, support the widespread use of land mines in conflicts around the globe, and what responsibility remains for those who laid them and, indeed, for the whole world to remove them? It is, after all, the poor who continue to be maimed by them. In like fashion, can we be morally justified in investing in the arms industry?


Technology marks all our lives and, in these days, seems to be racing past us. It could almost seem to have a life of its own, yet how often do we ask, what good will it do? Or, how will it affect those least likely to benefit from it? Or, how will it change our understanding of what it means to be human? Or, how will it affect the lives of those walking on this earth seven generations hence? Some of these questions are beginning to be asked as ethics committees and environmental impact studies begin to raise more than simply technological questions.


And, when we get old or sick and approach death, how will we go? Even Jesus was afraid of death and suffering and asked that the experience pass him by. Medical and pastoral development in palliative care can make the lot of the dying easier and make the parting less brutal for both the dying and the living.


Reference: Hepburn, Elizabeth, A Consistent Ethic of Life (Brisbane: Queensland Bioethics Centre, 2000).





Can Virtue be Taught?





The question, can virtue be taught?, rebounded around Athens in the later part of the fifth century BC. The Athenians were aware of how much their greatness and prosperity had depended on men of great quality. Pericles as leader of the democracy had held it together while the arts, trade and diplomacy flourished. Themistocles, a general of enormous stature, had masterminded the defeat of the invading Persian army in a daring sea battle in the Straight of Salamis.


Yet the sons of neither of these men turned out well. How could this be? Why did they not have a similar measure of sound character to their fathers? Was not something conveyed through blood? Could not such great men have taught their own sons well? Where did virtue or excellence come from? Was it natural or a gift of the gods or something taught?


The question was of great practical import because the Athenians were aware that Athens had become prosperous and great because it had had men with the right political and military skills available when they were most needed. Was this just luck? Was there a way in which the city could ensure that it would have leaders of the necessary quality in future?


The question quickly became involved with other questions. What is teaching? Is it just telling or is it some more complex kind of instruction? Does it involve some kind of practice such as is done in learning a musical instrument?


At another level, people like Socrates raised the question of whether virtue is one? This question has important philosophical and logical implications, but it also has practical implications. Is there some one thing we have in mind when we wish to teach virtue or, in other words, to form human character? Experience seems to say that the issue is far more complex than this.


To start with, when we investigate virtue, we find that there are many virtues—courage, temperance, justice, holiness, friendliness, and so on. Can one have any one of these without the others? If so, can such a person be said to have good character? On the other hand, if character is marked by such multiplicity, how could one ever specify it sufficiently so as to be able to engage in the development of character?


At another level, there are difficulties about the virtues themselves. What is the difference between rashness and courage? A man who readily approaches dangerous situations might be called brave in war but foolish in the daily political life of the city. Can human beings readily change how they feel and act in different situations or will it forever be that some do well in one situation and others in other situations?


Character is complex, and in order to do well, particularly in difficult times, we need a vast array of fine qualities and the right balance among them.





For Parents of Homosexual Children





At different times during the last few years, parents have asked me to talk with them and sometimes with their families after one of their children had announced his or her homosexuality and had begun to work out what it meant. I am not sure why I was asked, but the experiences taught me a great deal, not the least about my own intolerance.


Two parameters guide discussion on this matter. The first is that for the most part homosexual orientation is not a matter of choice but rather a matter of how someone is. There are mediating causes such as traumatic response to assault or the effects of sexual experimentation, but by and large awareness of this orientation is a matter of discovery rather than of choice or invention. The process of discovery is commonly painful and chaotic.


The second is that the life of a homosexual person as such is not a great life. The exasperated cry of a young woman was relayed to me. ‘Mum’, she cried, ‘do you think that I would choose this kind of life?’ It is here that I part company with many gay activists, who, in my view, have not matched their demands for acceptance with frankness about their condition of life.


Whatever else happens, parents faced with this situation can expect turmoil and usually a long period of adjustment. The reality of the situation will not be clear at first to parents or to the child or to siblings. It will become clearer in different ways and at different rates to different members of the family, and this will cause tensions. Fathers typically find it very hard to accept that the situation is real. Mothers are often torn by their love of the child they bore and the tensions evoked in the family.


If a way of accommodating one another is to be worked out, and this will take a lot of time, there is going to have to be love and tolerance on all sides. Love is natural to parents and children. It is also at the heart of the Gospel. Tolerance allows us to respect others despite important differences of attitude, belief and practice. It is valued in the modern world. Both are likely to be challenged by feelings and opinions.


Whatever the outcome of efforts to come to terms with a child’s homosexual orientation, life is never going to be what it had been thought to be or what it had been hoped to be. Child and parents have to learn new boundaries and to find ways of meeting that allow love to be exercised without distraction or tension.


The Church is not without compassionate voices. The bishops of the United States showed this in their ‘Pastoral Message to Parents of Homosexual Children and Pastoral Ministers’ (Origins 27/17 [October 9, 1997]: 286–291). It contains much that is helpful.





Blessed are the Gentle





‘Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth’. Thus we read in Saint Matthew’s rendering of the Beatitudes. Meekness is not something we prize today, and the word has a history that carries negative connotations of tameness and softness. ‘Gentleness’ is a perhaps a better term for today, but in an age when rage is seen as an expression of individuality or as a necessary impetus to action, argument still needs to be given for the claim that gentleness is an important virtue or quality of character.


Thomas Aquinas treats gentleness together with clemency, and distinguishes them in so far as clemency has to do with action and gentleness with feeling or emotion. He defines clemency as a virtue, which moderates the infliction of punishment according to what is reasonable with respect both to the fact of punishment and to the degree of punishment. Its opposite is cruelty, an excess, which flows from hardness of heart.


Gentleness, on the other hand, moderates the anger that consists in a desire for inflicting punishment or revenge. It does not get rid of anger altogether but tempers it both so as to direct it to a wrong rather than to a person and so as to moderate its intensity, so that any action flowing from the emotion will be of reasonable degree.


Thomas places clemency and gentleness under temperance because they have to do with restraint of feeling and action. In so far as they affect how we react to other people, they also relate to justice. It is here that we see how important it is to link the two together. Many kinds of external constraint such as law or custom can limit what we might inflict on other people. We can, therefore, seem to act fairly, while at the same time we seethe with anger underneath.


These feelings and actions affect our relationships with other people deeply. Most people deal well with actions that they judge to be just, even when these actions take the form of retribution or punishment. Cruelty, however, whether it is verbal or physical or whether it applies constraints on movement or on feeling, brings only resentment. Even where an action is just, contrary feelings are often communicated, and these cause breakdowns in relationships between people.


We live in a time when there is a lot of anger around. It is present in responses to recent world events, but it was there even before they occurred. To some degree, our politics is guided by anger as people experience frustration in dealing with changes in our society or with the difficulties of modern economic life.


To be gentle is not to turn our backs on our problems. It is rather to calm our passions so that we can use our minds to improve our conditions and so that our own passions do not excite those of others in a hopeless spiral.





Understanding our own Behaviour





In his Letter to the Romans (7: 15–16), Saint Paul complained in the following way. ‘I cannot understand my own behaviour. I fail to carry out the things I want to do, and I find myself doing the very things I hate.’ One can sense his disappointment. His complaint, however, is not unique. It is one with which the philosophers have also had to deal.


Socrates brought the question to a head by claiming that to know what is good is to do good or, in other words, to know virtue is to be virtuous. Socrates’ claim is extraordinary. Does anybody really think that simply knowing the right thing to do will ensure that we do it? Paul certainly did not, and the experience of most of us probably runs closer to what Paul describes than what Socrates claims.


Scholars find solutions to Socrates’ position, but these are not our interest here. What Socrates did was highlight the problem of a human world that is divided only into virtue and vice or excellence and wickedness or good and evil. It is a very harsh world, a very black and white world. While we might hear this kind of world preached even with the sting of a preacher’s own disappointment, it hardly fits with our experience.


Aristotle (Ethics VII) resolved this dilemma by recognising the complexity of the human make up. Firstly, he recognises the reality of virtue or of character that enables human beings to do the right thing easily and pleasantly in the different circumstances that they meet. Conversely, vicious persons engage in wrongdoing without compunction. Through habituation they readily and easily engage in what we might call evil lives or practices.


Secondly, he acknowledges that this is not the whole story. Experience tells us that sometimes we are torn. We may engage in wrong actions against our best instincts and contrary to our wishes but pulled by desire or slow to act. This might be called weakness. Alternatively, we sometimes find ourselves doing the right thing but at considerable cost. We have to strain against our inclinations. This can be called self-control.


By inserting self-control and weakness as conditions of character between virtue and vice, Aristotle recognises that many of us work out our lives being neither extremely good nor terribly bad yet for the most part wanting to do what is good. We take joy at our successes and strive to remedy our failures.


At a more systematic level, by taking account of this complexity in human character and action, Aristotle avoids some of the epistemological extremes that we find in the world around us. On the one hand, he asserts without compromise that there is objectivity to good and evil. Relativism is not an option. On the other hand, he rejects a dogmatism that views human action and life in terms that are merely black and white.









LITURGY AND SACRAMENTS
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Christmas and Meaning





Preaching at Christmas has always struck me as a somewhat difficult task. It is instructive to reflect on why this might be so.


Liturgical principles call for a homily that is connected to both the feast and the readings set down for the Mass. The readings are in fact designed to span four Masses. The first reading in each is from the Old Testament and speaks of the messianic hopes of Israel. The gospel readings cover the whole event from the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew, through Luke’s account of Jesus’ birth and the visit by the shepherds to John’s highly theological account of Jesus’ coming. The second readings are excerpts that express New Testament awareness of the significance of the Christ event.


Part of my perplexity is removed when we ask what we are expecting from a reflection on Christmas. Are we looking for knowledge, or for truth, or for meaning?


What we might want to know about Christmas is very simple. A child was born. His birth was accompanied by some unusual events seen by a few but unrecognised by most. He was to grow up in Nazareth in the care of his parents and later to do marvellous things. Most of us have known this for a long time, so that little is likely to be added to our knowledge.


Are we then looking for truth? This is not very likely either. Parts of the Christmas story have been challenged from time to time on historical or other grounds. These challenges have been answered in various ways and are unlikely to trouble any of us who are committed to the celebration of the feast.


What I believe we are seeking is meaning. What is the significance of the birth of this child so long ago? What is added when we realise he was to go on to make extraordinary claims, to teach us wonderful things and to die and to rise for us. What is our response when we realise that this birth had something to do with us and with hopes that we entertain?


It is not easy to find the meaning of things. Meanings somehow stand behind what we see and experience. Parents of a new-born child can rarely express what the birth means to them although they readily show their feelings of joy and gratitude, and they are able to tell the story and show the photographs again and again. We can spend our lives penetrating the meaning of the Christmas event, and it was so also with Mary, who “pondered all these things in her heart”.


What we do at Christmas time is tell the story again. We re-enact it in plays. We sing about it. We decorate our houses to make the time special. We give gifts as an expression of our joy. While all of these have an element of response to what we already believe, they also make the simple event present to us again so that we attempt to penetrate its meaning afresh.


What should I say? I would like to read the gospels from all four masses so as to get ‘the whole story’. Then I would like to sit quietly and to ponder it all in my heart.





A Feast for Strangers





It was some three hundred years before the Church began to celebrate the Feast of Christmas. Its first mention is in the Depositio Martyrum in the Roman chronograph of 354. It is noticeably absent from a list of feasts given by Origen in his work Contra Celsum in about 250. Once it was celebrated, it was celebrated simply as the memorial of Christ’s birth. It was not until about 450 that Leo the Great recognised it as a mystery feast—as a liturgical celebration of the mystery of the incarnation.


What this tells us is that it took the Church all this time to come to a general appreciation of the meaning of Christmas. It had given much time and energy to understanding the implications of the death and resurrection of Jesus, but it had been slow to penetrate the wonder of the human beginnings of God made man in the world.


The first celebration of Christmas happened around the time of Constantine, who was the first Roman Emperor to become a Christian. As Christianity spread throughout the empire, it was a feast with which the new Christians could identify and in which they contemplated the marvellous things that God had done and in which they could now share.


It takes time for each of us to penetrate the meanings of events that are important in our lives. In the same way, a culture takes time to come to terms with the most important things in its history. On the other hand, meanings for both individuals and cultures linger on long after the details of the original experiences have been forgotten.


We live in a time that is very different from that of the early Church. It is not a time of expansion but rather a time of contraction when meanings linger on without any real connection to the experiences that first brought them to light. This is so in our culture with Christmas. Many celebrate it, but few either believe in Jesus or know much about him.


We can have different attitudes to this. Perhaps the best is to see it as an opportunity to re-evangelise our culture. If people come into our churches or speak to us as Christians because they are attracted by a glimmer of light, surely we should welcome them and hope that they might find their way to knowledge and belief in Jesus.


Such an attitude makes sense not only at Christmas but also at Easter. Both are feasts that the public world in which we live still recognises. It also makes sense in the celebration of the ritual passages of life—birth, death and marriage—when people turn to a liturgy that may be very unfamiliar to them, so as to bring dignity and understanding to the things that are affecting them.


Among the first to visit Jesus were strangers, the wise men from the East. Today the strangers are among us, and they are our own flesh and blood. It will be a great thing if our celebrations of the important moments of life can draw them back to a recognition of Jesus, on whom depends the meaning of what we all celebrate.
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