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Catholic Morality. 

T
eenagers in a Catholic high 
school say, "It's up to the old 
man to decide if it was right or 
wrong to kill his wife suffering 

from Alzheimer's disease." Some older 
Catholics in a parish adult-ed class 
express the opposite: "Just do what God 
tells us; just follow the Church's laws. 
What's all this worry about mature moral 
decisionmaking?" 

Very different views, aren't they? 
You, too, have probably wrestled with 
moral dilemmas: "Why be faithful to my 
spouse?" Or "Why should I try to live a 
moral life in the first place? Other people 
don't seem to care and yet they are happy 
and make lots of money." Stop for a 
moment to reflect on just how you come 

Has It Changed? 
to moral decisions. Along the way, 
maybe you also have wondered why the 
pope and bishops seem to be getting 
involved in politics and economics. 

All this leads us to ask: What has 
happened to Catholic morality? In the 
years since Vatican II, there have been so 
many changes. Some people call it 
renewal; others claim the Church has got
ten soft or confused. Still others empha
size the profound impact that a consumer 
society can have on our personal lives. 

This Update will sort through the 
confusion, highlighting changes from the 
older morality to the new and considering 
the influence our culture has on our 
moral decisionmaking. 
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a summary of the official teaching on 
many of today's tough issues: genetic 
engineering, death penalty, violence of 
all kinds, world economy, women's 
issues, AIDS, euthanasia and others. 

Society's influence 

W 
hat has happened to 
Catholic morality? We have 
seen how Vatican II led to a 
profound renewal. Still, one 

other major influence on Catholic morali
ty deserves attention. To appreciate what 
has happened to Catholic morality we 
must understand not only the internal 
dynamics of renewal and debate but also 
the external pressure of life in a particu
lar culture. Here we will focus on our 
American life, with its technological 
advances and with its deeply rooted 
materialism and individualism. 

Jesus did not have to worry about 
test-tube babies, genetic engineering, or 
respirators and other life-prolonging 
equipment. We do. Scientific and techno
logical advances have clearly improved 
life, but also raised profound questions 
and challenges. Moral theology has had 
to respond to these amazing changes and 
to search for the right thing to do in such 
new circumstances. Clearly one signifi
cant insight from all this is the absolute 
necessity of accurate knowledge-and so 
the need to consult experts of all types 
when dealing with such complicated 
issues. 

Of much greater importance for our 
reflections on Catholic morality, howev
er, is the influence of the materialism and 
individualism of our culture. The signifi
cance of this point cannot be overstated. 
Even as we try to live according to the 
gospel, we are constantly bombarded by 
TV, movies, music and advertising
many of which communicate a very dif
ferent set of values. Think of your 
favorite radio or TV programs and ask 
what messages about the moral life are 
really communicated in them. 

We may not be aware of how pro-' 
foundly our morality is shaped by our 
culture. Most of us spend many more 
hours each week watching TV than going 
to church or reading and studying reli
gious books. Our life in a consumer soci
ety is judged by the clothes we wear, the 
cars we drive, the gadgets we possess. 

Question Box 
1. What motivates you 

most deeply to live 
morally? 

2. What are the tough 
moral issues in your 
life? 

3. What Scripture story is 
especially helpful for 
your moral life? 

The emphasis on the individual and 
individual rights pervades our contempo
rary society and naturally influences us. 
It shapes our morality, almost uncon
sciously. The messages sound like this: 
"No one can tell me what's right or 
wrong .... Each person must decide for him
self or herself.. .. If it feels good, do itr' 

The teenagers in our opening scene 
used these very words, even though they 
were in their 11th year of Catholic edu
cation. Instead of carefully considering 
the moral implications of the action itself, 
this type of thinking, which is called rel
ativism, holds that the individual's sincere 
intention is enough to make the action 
morally right. Pope John Paul II present
ed a thorough critique of relativism in his 
encyclical The Splendor of Truth. 

What has happened to Catholic 
morality? In our culture, it has often been 
overshadowed or even distorted by the 
dominant morality of the American way 
of life. We may not even be aware of how 
our social, economic and political sys
tems contradict the gospel. We value 
things over persons, too easily tum to 
violence in place of peacemaking, stress 
retaliation rather than compassion. 

Challenge and choice 

L 
et's return to our opening scenes 
and see what the why, what and 
how of a renewed Catholic 
morality would mean for the 

teenagers and the older Catholics. We 
realize that the teenagers are at an age of 
seeking independence and identity. Still, 
their responses reveal a value system 
formed by modem media, not the gospel. 
Perhaps they are open enough to hear the 
challenge of recognizing that religion 
does have something to contribute to 

decisions about life and death, of realiz
ing that good intentions alone do not 
determine morality. All_,this will take 
time and experience. puring this time, if 
they are lucky, friends, family, teachers 
will plant seeds of the gospel vision. 
They might not turn to a renewed 
Catholic morality until they are jarred by 
some tragic life experience or until they 
have children of their own. 

Some older Catholics, on the other 
hand, also need to be open. They have 
already experienced much change in their 
practice of the Catholic religion. But, 
yes, still more is asked. The safe pre
Vatican II morality finally is not suffi
cient for an adult in our world. They all 
must consider the moral ambiguities pre
sent in our everyday world, the demands 
of a justice inspired by faith. 

Catholic morality has experienced a 
profound and rich renewal, inviting all of 
us into deeper love, trust, discernment 
and dedicated action in our day-to-day 
lives. Catholic morality is also threatened 
by rigidity and the fear of change and 
especially by the materialism and rela
tivism of our culture. The challenge of 
the choice of value systems faces each of 
us. In his encyclical The Gospel of Life, 
Pope John Paul II has dramatically 
described this choice as a choice between 
a "culture of life" and a "culture of 
death." Choose life! • 

Kenneth R. Overberg, S.J •• is a professor of theo· 
logy at Xavier University, Cincinnati, and a fre
quent contributor to this publication. His book 
Conscience in Conflict (St. Anthony Messenger 
Press) develops in more detail the why, what and 
how of Catholic morality and provides a list of 
books for additional reading. 
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A look back 

C 
hristianity, of course, has 
always provided guidance for 
people's actions. Through the 
centuries, the Church has devel

oped not only laws but also ways to help 
people make moral decisions. Those of 
us who grew up in the pre-Vatican II 
Church experienced a particular style of 
morality. For those of you who do not 
remember this type of morality, here is a 
brief summary. 

Morality, at least as it was experi
enced by ordinary people, was usually 
closely connected with Confession. We 
reviewed the Ten Commandments and 
Church laws to see which ones we broke. 
That was sin. Of course we knew that sin 
offended God, but breaking the law was 
more often the real focus. The laws pro
vided crystal-clear guidance: When faced 
with a moral question, just find the right 
law and follow it. And, although it proba
bly was never said this explicitly, many 
of us believed that if we followed the 
law, we would earn our way into heaven. 

Although Catholic social teaching 
already had quite a history, the most 
important issue in the popular mind 
seemed to be sexuality. Conscience was 
always discussed and respected, but the 
impression was given that the properly 
formed conscience would always follow 

Church teaching and laws exactly. 
The clergy's training in morality also 

focused on Confession. Priests were 
taught how to help people distinguish 
between mortal and venial sins. 

The theory grounding this education 
was a philosophical understanding of 
human beings which is called the natural 
law. God's law, this theory held, was 
written in human nature. By understand
ing human nature properly, we could 
spell out the laws needed to direct our 
actions. 

This pre-Vatican II style of morality 
possessed a power and clarity that direct
ed people's lives. Law and obedience 
were key characteristics, even though 
these could, and did, slip into rigidity and 
authoritarianism. People had a sense of 
the why, what and how of Catholic 
morality. Why: to serve God and to avoid 
punishment (fear of hell!). What: the 
content of the laws spelled out by Church 
leaders about many areas of life, espe
cially sexuality. How: obedience and duty 
to law and authority. 

Let's return to our opening scenes of 
the teenagers and the older Catholics. 
The pre-Vatican II style of morality 
would be utterly foreign to today's 
teenagers in the Catholic high school. It 
would feel like an unfair limiting of their 
freedom. The teenagers' understanding 
and reactions, by the way, are almost cer-

Catho ic Morality Is: 

+ Rooted tn Christ and Scripture. Relationship with God is the very center 
of morality. Jesus' own love of God and faithfulness to his call offer us the 

perfect model and inspiration. Our relationship with God needs to be nourished not 
only by personal prayer but also by participating in a church community and its 
sacramental life and with a committed concern for others, especially the poor. 

+ Based on reality. Our Catholic tradition challenges the individualism and 
relativism of our culture and urges us to search for the truth about moral 

decisions. With humility we recognize our need to consult many and varied 
wisdom sources as we form our consciences. With trust in our goodness and 
God's graciousness, we accept the responsibility to discern and decide and act
and so contribute to the flourishing of all creation. 

+ Rooted in social solidarity. We are God's daughters and sons. Every 
person is created in God's image, and so we respect the human dignity of 

all and care for all. Such a conviction often leads to a countercultural stance, with 
the consistent ethic of life guiding our political, social and economic decisions. As 
faithful disciples and involved citizens, we must speak and act concerning welfare 
and immigration, sexism and racism, abortion and health care, euthanasia and the 
death penalty, genocide and trade agreements, and many other urgent issues. 

tainly rooted not in the renewal of 
Catholic morality but in the powerful 
messages of our materialistic society. 

On the other hancl. some older per
sons in the parish would feel completely 
comfortable with this pre-Vatican II 
morality. It is clear, simple, secure. Well, 
almost. Society has had its impact on 
them as well. On some topics they do not 
follow the pope's and bishops' guidance, 
mostly on issues related to politics and 
economics. They support the death penal
ty, for example, and are suspicious of the 
U.S. bishops' positions expressed in their 
pastoral letter Economic Justice for All. 

Vatican H's renewal 

T 
he negative elements embedded 
in the pre-Vatican II style of 
morality-its distance from 
Scripture, its static view of the 

world, its rigidity and emphasis on obedi
ence-gradually led people to recognize 
the need for renewal. First, scholars in 
moral theology, Scripture and other areas 
of theology began planting seeds of 
change by their study and writings. 

Then, the bishops of Vatican II made 
this renewal of Catholic morality an 
essential part of the overall renewal and 
reform of the Church. The Council 
stressed: "Special attention needs to be 
given to the development of moral theol
ogy" (On Priestly Formation, #16). In its 
own documents, especially in The 
Church in the Modem World, Vatican II 
gave direction for this development: the 
use of Scripture, the acceptance of a 
worldview open to change, the role of the 
laity, deep respect for conscience, con
cern for political and economic issues. 

Most important, the renewal turned 
from philosophy to Scripture for the 
foundation and center of morality. The 
life and teachings of Jesus, the meaning 
of being created in God's image and 
called into covenant, the rich imagination 
and challenge of the prophets, the cost of 
discipleship, the hope and vision of being 
an Easter people-all this provided the 
basis for understanding the why and what 
of Catholic morality. God's revelation 
guides us in understanding who we are 
and how we are to act. 

The reform of moral theology also 
turned from the earlier view of the natur
al law which emphasizes the unchange
able, the abstract, the universal to a more 



modern view which understands life as 

historical and developing. concrete and 

particular. Following the lead of Pope 

John XXIII and the Council. moral 

theologians read carefully .. the signs of 

the times" and paid attention to the joys 

and hopes, the grief and anguish of peo

ple around the world. 

Part of the renewal considered how 

we go about making moral decisions. 

Most of our choices contain positive and 

negative aspects. For example, saving a 

life may mean amputating a leg full of 

gangrene. Delicate discernment is central 

to moral deeisionmaking. We seek to dis

cover the right action, the one that hest 

expresses who we are and how we arc to 

act in light of God·s revelation. 

Returning again to our opening scene 

in the high school: The case discussed 

involved an elderly man who killed his 

ailing wife. The realism of Catholic 

morality demands that we discover and 

name what is actually happening. in this 

case the taking of life. Neither a sincere 

intention nor just calling this action ··an 

act of mercy" can make it so. Of course. 

intentions and circumstances and conse

quences must also he included in the 

evaluation. but we must begin with accu

rately describing the action. 

Please note: Catholic tradition has 

justified the taking of life in some situa

tions (for example, self-defense). hut in 

our case holds that sicknc~s and pain 

are not sufficient reasons to take life. 

"Mercy killing" (euthanasia) is not 

justified. 

Why, what, how 

R 
encwal and debate have given 

new insight into the why, 

what and how of Catholic 

morality. 

Why: To live in faithful. loving rela

tionship with God. as expressed by Jesus' 

own example and in other great stories of 

the Bible. is the heart of morality. To live 

the moral life is to respond in love to 

God's call and graciousness in our lives. 

Sin is the breaking of that relationship. In 

his encyclical Tire S;1/e11dor of' frllfh, 

Pope John Paul II powerfully describes 

how following Christ is the foundation of 

Christian morality. 

What: Scripture also helps Lis to 

appreciate the specific content of the 

moral life. Jesus' teachings. for example. 

the good Samaritan story (Lk 10:30-37) 
and the Last Judgment scene (Mt 25:31-
46). remind LIS of our responsibi lities for 

other people. His Sermon on the Mount 

(Mt 5: 1-7:29) gives us a challenging 

ideal to live by. The Ten Commandments. 

the wisdom of the prophets, and other 

parts of the Hebrew Scriptures provide 

important guidance. Insights from 

Church authority. philosophy and the sci

ences, of course. are also necessary. 

How: Mature moral decisionrnaking 

demands careful rcllection, honesty and 

courage. Searching for the truth in a par

ticular situation. listening to the wisdom 

of authority and praying for insight mean 

hard wort.;: a willingness to discern and 

decide. 

The Catechism 

T 
he publication of the Catechism 
(}j' the Catholic Church created 

q uite a stir in our Church. The 

book quickly became a best

seller. Many people immediately turned 

to the section on morality, perhaps look

ing for the secure answers of the pre

Vatican II morali ty, perhaps hoping for 

expressions of the recent renewal. They 

found both . 
The Cmechism , as a summary of 

Church teachings, in fact embodies both 

positive and negative aspects of Catholic 

moral theology. The Catechism follows 

the renewal of Vatican II by placing its 

whole discussion of the moral life under 

the title of .. Life in Christ" and by root

ing its view of humanity in Scripture. 

However, it follows the pattern of the 

earlier Roman Catechism (based on the 

Council of Trent, 1545-1563) by listing 

specific actions under the structure of the 

Ten Commandments rather than, for 

example, the Sermon on the Mount. The 

new catechism seems to ignore its own 

insight, that "The Beatitudes are at the 

heart of Jesus ' preaching" (#1716), and 

so did not follow through on the mystery 

of Christ as the center of this long sec

tion of the tex t (#2052-2557). Similar 

inconsistencies are found throughout the 

section, especially in those areas in 

which the older natural law approach is 

favored over Vatican ll 's emphasis on the 

whole person understood in historical 

context. 

Nevertheless, the Catechism provides 

The Formation of 
CONSCIENCE 

"Conscience must be informed 

and moral judgment enlight

ened. A well-formed conscience 

is upright and truthful. ... The 

education of the conscience is 

a lifelong task .... ln the formation 

of conscience the Word of God 
is the light for our path; we must 

assimilate it in faith and prayer 

and put it into practice." 

(Catechism, #1783-1785) 


