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sons lose their religious bellef as soon as the authority of the father breaks down 
(Leonardo da Vinci, 1910, 1947, 98). 

This statement makes no assumptions about unconscious sexual 
desires for the mother, or even about presumed universal competitive hatred 
focused on the father. Instead he makes the simple easily understandable 
claim that once a child or youth is disappointed in and loses his or her res
pect for their earthly father, then belief in a heavenly Father becomes im
possible. There are, of course, many ways that a father can lose bis authori
ty and seriously disappoint a child. Some of these ways - for which clini
cal evidence is given below - are: 

1. He can be present but obviously weak, cowardly, and unworthy of 
respect - even if otherwise pleasant or «nice». 

2. He can be present but physical!y, sexual!y, or psychological!y abusive. 
3. He can be absent through death or by abandoning or leaving the fa

mily. 
Taken together these proposed determinants of atheism will be cal!ed 

the <<defective father» hypothesis. To support the valldity of this approach, 
I wili conclude by providing case history material from the lives of promi
nent atheists, for it was in reading the biographies of atheists that tbis hy
pothesis first struck me. 

We begin with Sigmund Freud's relationship to his father. That Freud's 
father, J acob, was a deep disappointment - or worse - is general!y agreed 
to by his biographers. (For the supporting biographical material on Freud 
see, for example, Kriill, 1979, and Vitz, 1983, 1988). Specifical!y, his father 
was a weak man unable to financially provide for bis family. Instead money 
for support seems to have been provided by his wife's family and others. 
Furthermore, Freud's father was passive in response to anti-Semitism. Freud 
recounts an episode told him by his father in which Jacob al!owed an anti
Semite to cal! him a dirty J ew and to knock his hat off. young Sigmund, 
on hearing the story, was mortified at his father's failure to respond, at his 
weakness. Sigmund Freud was a complex and in many respects ambiguous 
man, but al! agree that he was a courageous fighter and that he greatly ad
mired courage in others. Sigmund, as a young man, severa! times physical!y 
stood up against anti-Semitism - and, of course, he was one of the greatest 
of intel!ectual fighters. 

Jacob's actions as a defective father, however, probably go stili deep
er. Specifical!y, in !Wo of his letters as an adult, Freud writes that his fa
ther was a sexual pervert and that Jacob's own children suffered from this. 
There are also other possible mora! disasters that I have not bothered to 
note. 

The connection of Jacob to God and religion was also present for his 
sono Jacob was involved in a kind of reform Judaism when Freud was a 
child, the !Wo of them spent hours reading the Bible together, and later Ja
cob became increasingly involved in reading the Tahnud and in discussing 
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Jewish scripture. In short, this weak, rather passive «nice guy», this sch1e
mieI, was elearly connected to J udaism and God, and also to a serious lack 
of courage and quite possible to sexual perversion and other weaknesses ve
ry painful to young Sigmund. 

Very briefly, other famous atheists seem to have had a similar reIation
schip to their fathers. Karl Marx made it elear that he. didn't respect his fa
ther. An important part in this was that his father converted to Christianity 
- not out of any religious conviction - but out of a desire to make life 
easier. Re assimilated for convenience. In doing this Marx's father broke an 
old family tradition. Re was the first in his family who did not become a 
rabbi; indeed, Karl Marx came from a long line of rabbis on both sides of 
his family. 

Ludwig Feuerbach' s father did something that very easily could have 
deeply hurt hls sono When Feuerbach was about 13, hls father left his fami
Iy and openly took up living with another woman in a different town. This 
was in Germany in the early 1800s and such a public rejection would have 
been a scandal and deeply rejecting to young Ludwig - and, of course, to 
his mother and the other children. 

Let us jump 100 years or so and look at the life of one of America's 
best known atheists - Madalyn Murray O'Rair. Rere I will quote from 
her son's recent book on what life was like in his family when he was a 
child (Murray, 1982). The book opens when he is 8-years-old: «We rareIy 
did anything together as a family. The hatred between my grandfaher and 
mother barred such wholesome scenes» (p. 7) Re writes that he really didn't 
know why his mother hatred her father so much - but hate him she did, 
for the opening chapter records a very ugly fight in which she attempts to 
kill her father witth a lO-inch butcher knife. Madalyn failed but screamed, 
«l'Il see you dead. l'Il get you yet. l'Il walk on your grave!» (p. 8). 

Whatever the cause of O'Rare's intense hatred of her father, it is elear 
from this book that is was deep and that it went back into her childhood -
and at least psychological (e.g., p. 11) and possibly physical abuse is a plau
sible cause. 

Besides abuse, rejection, or cowardice, one way in which a father can 
be seriously defective is simply by not being there. Many children, of cour
se, interpret the death of their father as a kind of betrayal or an act of de
sertion. In this respect it is remarkable that the pattern of a dead father is 
so common in the lives of many prominent atheists. 

Baron d'Rolbach (born Paul Renri Thiry), the French rationalist and 
probably the first public atheist, is apparently an orphan by the age of 13 
and living with his unele. (From whom he took the new name Rolbach). 
Bertrand Russell's father died when young Bertrand was 4-years-old; Nietzs
che was the same age as Russell when he lost his father; Sartre's father died 
before Sartre was born and Camus was a year old when he lost his father. 
(The above biographlcal information was taken from standard reference 
sources). Obviously, much more evidence needs to be obtained on the «de-
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fective fathen> hypothesis. But the information already available is substan
tial; it is unlikely to be an accident. 

The psychology of how a dead or nonexistent father could lay an emo
tional base for atheism might not seem clear at first glance. But, after all, if 
one's own father is absent or so weak as to die, or so untrustworthy as to 
desert, then it is not hard to pIace the same attribute on your heavenly Fa
ther. 

Finally, there is aiso the early personal experience of suffering, of death, 
of evil, sometimes combined with anger at God for allowing il to hap
peno Any early anger at God for the loss of a father and the subsequent 
suffering is still another and different psychology of unbelief, but one close
ly related to that of the defective father. 

Some of this psychology is captured in Russell Baker's recent autobio
graphy (Baker, 1982). Russell Baker is the well-known journalist andhumo
rous writer for the New York Times. Bis father was taken to the hospital 
and died there suddenly when young Russell was five. Baker wept and sor
rowed and spoke to the family housekeeper, Bessie: 

... For the first time I thought seriously about God. Between sohs I told Bessie 
that if God could do things liI,e this to people, then God was hateful and I 
had no more use far Him. 

Bessie told me about the peace of Heaven and the joy of being among the an
gels and the happiness of my father who was already there. The argument fai
led to quiet my rage. 

«God loves us alI just Iike His own children», Bessie said. 

«lf God loves me, why did He make my father die?». 

Bessie said that I would understand someday, but she was only partly right. 
That afternoon, though I couldn't have phrased it this way then, I decided 
that God was a lot less interested in people than anybody in Morrisonville was 
willing to admit. That day I decided that God was not entirely to be trusted. 

Mter that I never cried again with any real conviction, nor expected much of 
anyone's God except indifference, nor loved deeply without fear that it would 
cost me dearly in pain. At the age of five I had become a skeptic ... (Growing 
Up, 61). 

Let me conclude by noting that however prevalent the superficial 
motives for being an atheist, there still remain in many instances the deep 
and disturbing psychological sources as well. Bowever easy it may be to 
state the hypothesis of the «defective fathen>, we must not forget the diffi
culty, the pain, and the complexity that lie behind each individuai case. And 
for those whose atheism has been conditioned by a father who rejected, 
who denied, who hated, who manipulated, or who physically or sexually 
abused them, there must be understanding and compassion. Certainly, for a 
child to be forced to hate his own father - or even to despair because of 
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his father' s weaknesses is a great tragedy. After all, the child only wants to 
love his father and to have a father who loves him. For any unbeliever 
whose atheism is grounded in such experience, the believer, blessed by 
God's love, should pray most especialIy that ultimately they will both meet 
in heaven. Meet and embrace and experience great joy. If so, perhaps the 
former atheist will experience even more joy than the believer. For tbe 
atbeist will have that extra increment that comes from his surprise at fin
ding himself surrounded by joy in, of alI places, his Father's house. 

Part 2: 

ATHEISM AND CATHOLIC SPIRITUAL LIFE 

I suspect from the preceding case histories and discussion, various links 
between atheism and the spirituallife have already suggested themselves. 

The first and most obvious observation is. that atheism, like so many 
of our pathologies is closely connected with the inadequacies, failures of 
our father. The second and closely related observation is that basic Christian 
theology is expressed in the language of the family. Most obvious are the 
distinctive Christian coneepts: God the Father, Jesus as God's son, and as 
our brother. Further, the Roman Catholic (and Eastern Orthodox) emphasis 
on The Blessed Virgin Mary, the Mother of God, and on her as our spiri
tual mother; on St. Joseph and the Holy Family; and on the Saints, means 
that Catholie spirituality is permeated with the language and imagery of fa
mily life. Therefore, it seems inevitable that the psyehological aspects of 
our own family experienee will beeome part of our Christian and Catholie 
spirituallife. I am far from any deep understanding of this conneetion, but 
some brief case histories will provide, I hope, some illumination. 

The first example, was told to me by Father R. As a young man he 
had a relatively distant and emotionally weak relationship with his father. 
This inadequate affirmation by his father left a significant psychological void; 
his own masculinity was weakly defined. In the seminary and in his early 
years as a priest, Father R. was great1y sustained by his devotion to Saint 
Joseph. In retrospeet he saw that an important part of this devotion carne 
from the way in which St. Joseph served as a psyehological and spiritual 
substitute for the father he had never experienced. Later Fr. R's special de
votion to St .. Joseph receded and was replaeed by the Blessed Virgin Mary 
and, throughout both Mary and Joseph, especialIy Mary, led Fr. R. to Jesus. 
For this priest then, the Holy Family had important psychological as welI as 
spiritual significance. 

A related example is the case of Steven N. a 40 year old client of mine. 
A protestant from tbe mid-West living in New York City, Steven also 
had a distant and unsatisfactory relationship with his father. That is, his fa-
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ther had never dearly expressed his love for Steven, or dearly affirmed him 
as a boy or later as a yonng mano His father was a good man but inhibited 
and not especially successful from the perspective of others in the commu
nity. As a result of all this, Steven felt very inseeure about his masculinity; 
he was often troubled by homosexual thoughts. When I first saw Steven he 
was living with a woman but he was quite consciously toying with the idea 
that he might explore homosexual relationships. One of the maior topies of 
discussion in counseling was the idea of God the Father. The very words 
«God the Father» deeply moved him and serious discussion of God as the 
Father and as the Father who loved Steven and supported him often brought 
bim to tears. I asked him to pray to and meditate on God the Father 
during the period between counseling sessions. We discussed the basie faet 
that God had created Steven a man and wanted his natural masculinity to 
be strong, reliable and good. These discussions and his personal periods of 
prayer were responded to very positively. We also discussed that Steven's 
own father who had been deseribed as a very good but inhibited man, no 
doubt, deeply regratted his failure as a father. Steven's focus on God the Fa
ther, his acceptance of Divine support for his God given masculinity had a 
dear strengthening effect on him. Some months after initiating therapy he 
married the woman with whom was living; he also understood and accepted 
the need for his wife's young son, from a previous marriage, to have an e
ffective father. 

A third case was reported to me by a colleague; let us call the dient 
J udy S. For some years J udy had a lesbian relationship with an older wo
mano Her involvement with her partner was deeply emotional but not espe
cially sexual. (A fairly common lesbian pattern). Judy's own mother had ne
ver affirmed or supported Judy as a girl or young woman. Beeause of this 
failure to develop her femininity, she was deeply unsure of herself as a wo
mano Her father made maters worse by ignoring J udy and especially by ne
ver supporting her as a girl or later as a young woman. Even during her 
lesbian re!ationships she was often aware of her partner as a mother figure 
- but one that was deeply unfulfilling and disturbing - in spite of her in
tense emotional honding. J udy had a modest Catholic upbringing. After a 
number of years her leshian relationship began to dissolve and at this time 
she started to frequent ehureh. Slowly her religious and spirituallife develop
ed and she broke with her lesbian friend. One of the important ingredients 
in these changes was Judy's spiritual relationship to the Virgin Mary. Her 
devotion to the Virgin Mary and a secondary involvement in the lives of 
some of the great female Saints he!ped to heal her insecurity about being a 
woman. Mary became her spiritual mother and one important consequence 
was that J udy began to understand and to fee! the power and heauty of 
being able to care, and of the wonder of motherhood. Through the Blessed 
Virgin, Christ was, so to speak, born or brought to life within her. In short, 
as has often been the case, Mary led Judy to her Sono This discovery was 
experienced psyehologieally as something alcin to the birth of Christ in her. 
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As Judy's spirituallife deepened and progressed, she carne to grasp that all 
of this happened, as it did for Mary, through the power of the Holy Spirito 
In understanding her receptivity to he Holy Spirit she has been further 
strengthened as a woman; she is now getting her first understanding of the 
love and power of God the Father. All of this has brought a peace and 
certainty to Judy that she hadn't thought possible. This has occurred, in 
part, because her psychological anxiety and pain over her unfulfilled wo
manhood has been resolved. One consequence is that Judy's lesbian needs 
have now almost entirely disappeared and she understands her previous life 
as the sad consequence of a developmental failure, a failure due primarily to 
her mothers serious inadequacy, plus her fathers indifference. 

One final example, is the story of Carolyn F. As a child Carolyn had 
been frequently abused sexually and physically by her father. As a young 
woman her condition was diagnosed as a multiple personality disorder. Each 
of her pel'sonalitles being ai! atteinpt to deal with the increàibly terrible eXM 

periences of her childhood. When approached by a Christian with the mes
sage of the gospels, she showed considerable interest. However, the very no
tion of god the Father sent shudders of fear through her. It was Jesus, and 
especially Jesus as her brother to whom she was attraeted. Whether the 
Virgin Mary would have been helpful, I don't know - sinee I lost traek 
of her case shortly after hearing about it. The situation didn't seem espe
cially promising - for the sins of Carolyn's father were horrendous. 

These case histories, however brief, give some understanding of the 
kind of relationships between psyehology and spirituality that seem to me 
both important and little understood. I know I have only just begun to get 

l' (' l' 1 l 1 T 1 • .' • a gi1mpse or tms proOlem ana l welcome any relevant materlal that you 
might know of. 

The most important and painful loses of love are those that happen to 
us in our family - and the answer to these psychological loses of love is 
the receiving of love from our spiritual family. IiI had to abstract a general 
principle from such cases it would be something like this: the only answer 
to the loss of love in the natural world is the gain of love in the superna
turai realm. 

Thus, ultimately, I am proposing that the answer to our deepest psycho
logical suffering is not a psyehological answer, but a spiritual one. That is, 
the problem may be psychological, but the ultimate answer is spiritual. The 
christian psychologist then has the goal of clarif'ying psychological problems 
so as to make their ultimate spiritual solution relatively dear to the client. 
In this important sense the patron saint of a christian psychology should be 
John the Baptist: «make straight the way for the Lord». 

Let us, return, now to the psychology of atheism for one final issue. 
Recall, the major critique of belief in God by Ludwig Feuerbach - a criti
que amplified later by Freud. The criticai point is that God is not real but 
a projeetion of our needs and desires. In a contemporary psychological fra-
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mework this critique states that God is a creation of a person's narcissism -
a creation of disguised self-Iove. 

Perfectly consistent with atheism is psychology's centrai assumption 
about human motivation. This assumption made by al! modern theories of 
psychology is that there is no other love but self-love, there is only narciss
ism. AlI our protests to the contrary, psychology universally assumes that 
narcissism, disguised self-Iove, is the only kind of love that exists. A well 
known joke sums it up: 

Patient: Oh John and Mary are so much in love. 
Psychologist: Yes, John with himself and Mary with herself. 

Trus universal bleak assumption is just beginning to be appreciated. 
(For a book-Iength treatment of this conclusion, see Wallach and Wallach, 
1983). I cali this problem the «dilemma of narcissism». Now the atheist 
and psychologist' s position is surprisingly like the understanding of the cen
trai struggle in the spiritual life, a struggle with human pride. It is not that 
the great spiritual writers are atheists, but they are extremely aware of the 
tenacious human tendency to create God in one's own image, to aliow our 
pride (or narcissism) to make God as we wish God to be. This tendency 
results in the person worshipping an idol, that is, a projection of the need's 
and desires of their ego. To the extent that we do this, and ali of us do, 
often to a great extent, to that some extent there is no true God in our li
fe, and to this same extent the atheist critique is valido 

The spiritual life is weli known as a difficult and subtle struggle with 
self-Iove, with vanity, with spiritual pride and self-righteousness - it is the 
struggle between two loves: the love of God and of self. Thus, it is not 
that the believer is unaware of what the atheist is saying. It is not that the 
believer fails to appreciate the chalienge or the considerable truth in the 
atheist' s position. It is just that the believer is aware of something else. Part 
of this something else is the struggle itself, the struggle between the two 10-
ves. But even more telling, is the believer' s direct experience that in this 
struggle ali is not lost. Indeed we come to understand at the deepest level 
of experience and knowledge that self-Iove, that narcissism is not ali that 
thete is. After ali self love is struggling with something else, and that some
thing else is real, it exists. There is also the direct experience and know
ledge of that love which negates narcissism, of that love which strips the 
ego, and of that love which removes pride. As a consequence there comes 
the certainty that God is, and that God gives us His love. 
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NOTA CRITICA 

PER UNA MORALE DELLA VIRTÙ 
A proposito di un recente volume di R. Garda De Haro 

LIVIO MELINA' 

È molto diffusa la convinzione che ci troviamo in una situazine di 
«crisi della morale». Essa è stata accuratamente analizzata con una inchiesta 
a livello mondiale e descritta come fenomeno conseguente a una «secolariz
zazione dell'etica» (P. POUPARD, La morale chrétienne demain, Paris 1985). 
Pili recentemente sono stati indicati i due fattori, che acutizzano le difficoltà 
della predicazione ecclesiastica in materia morale: la crisi morale della socie
tà e il moralismo della sua denuncia (G. ANGELINI, La crisi della morale, in 
«Rivista del Clero Italiano», 10 [1989], 662-675). Tutto ciò proprio mentre 
nel dibattito pubblico e <<laico» la questione etica riacquista una sorpren
dente attualità in campi prima severamente preclusi, quali quelli della politi
ca, degli affari, dello sport e delle moderne tecnologie scientifiche. Questi 
elementi non possono non costituire una sfida per il teologo moralista at
tento ai segni dei tempi e preoccupato di comunicare in modo adeguato la 
perenne novità del Vangelo. 

il volume del moralista spagnolo (ma da anni docente a Roma presso 
l'Istituto Giovanni Paolo II per studi su Matrimonio e Famiglia) Ramon 
Garda De Haro, L'agire morale & le virtu (ed. Ares, Milano, nov. 1988) ci 
sembra raccogliere egregiamente questa sfida all'interno della piena e cor
diale fedeltà alla tradizione morale cattolica e al Magistero della Chiesa. 
D'altra parte la consapevolezza dell'angustia della prospettiva legalistica, ca
ratteristica di buona parte della manualistica «moderna», porta l'Autore a 
intraprendere la strada della necessaria riscoperta dei fondamenti stessi della 
teologia morale cattolica. Ta i limiti della «manualistica» e gli errori della 
«nuova morale», De Haro intende percorrere in questo volume la via stret
ta del rinnovamento indicata dal Concilio Vaticano II (Optatam totius, n. 
16). In effetti due sono le caratteristiche salienti dell'opera che presentiamo: 
una profonda ispirazione biblica, che ridà alIa morale il respiro del Vange
lo; una rivisitazione del san Tommaso autentico, oltre l'interpretazione neo
scolastica, anche sulla scorta delle ricerche di un altro illustre tomista quale 
il padre Servais Pinckaers, OP di Fribourg. La riflessione di De Haro si 
snoda abbondantemente nutrita anche dalla meditazione sui Padri della 

* Professore incaricato di Teologia morale, Istituto Giovanni Paolo II, Roma, 



108 Livio Mefina 

Chiesa e provocata dal dibattito serrato con le nuove correnti della morale 
contemporanea. 

A livello tematico, come indica il titolo stesso, due sono i punti sui 
quali il volume concentra l'attenzione, offrendo un prezioso contributo per 
gli studiosi della teologia morale: 1. l'essenza della moralità, colta dall'inter
no di uno studio della struttura dell'atto morale; 2. la tematica della virtli 
morale. 

L'essenza della moralità è il bene proprio degli atti liberi, in quanto es
si esprimono la loro proporzione verso il fine ultimo dell'uomo, che è Dio 
stesso (p. 21), e cosi promuovono la perfezione sempre maggiore della per
sona umana come tale, cioè nella sua vocazione ad essere ad immagine e 
somiglianza di Dio. Superando angustie casistiche, si riguadagna in tal modo 
il respiro religioso dell'impegno etico, che dice rapporto a Dio, tensione 
all'infinito, amore al bene assoluto. Solo questo è il respiro adeguato alla li
bertà umana, che può èonciliare l'inesauribile anelito del cuore con le pre
scrizioni normatlve della morale. Solo questa impostazione può ultimamente 
garantire la dignità di un discorso morale. 

Alla base della Teologia morale, secondo i frequenti richiami di Gio
vanni Paolo II, deve collocarsi un' antropologia adeguata, intesa come verità 
integrale sull'uomo alla luce della ragione e della Rivelazione. Se De Haro è 
attento a segnalare la distinzione tra il livello naturale e quello soprannatu
rale, ancor pili gli sta a cuore rimarcare l'originaria unità del piano divino, 
che consente una profonda impronta cristologica dell'etica cristiana. Seguen
do una decisiva suggestione di H. U. von Balthasar (Nove tesi per un'etica 
cristiana: «La motale cristiana e le sue norme», COMMISSlO THEOLOGICA 
INTERNATIONALIS, Documenta 1969-1985, Libr. Ed. Vaticana 1988, 71-105), 
che peraltro il nostro Autore non cita esplicitamente, si può dire che Cristo 
è la norma morale concreta e il fondamento di tutta l'etica (cf. pp. 42.81). 

L'analisi dell' agire umano parte, con san Tommaso, dalla libertà e co
glie conseguentemente il primato del fine intento. Ciò permette di superare 
l'oggettivismo cosificante (pp. 48-51) e di ritrovare una prospettiva che, in 
piena e documentata sintonia con le pagine piti significative del Vangelo, 
esprime quel primato dell'interiorità morale, che è pure una delle esigenze 
maggiormente avvertite dall'uomo moderno (pp. 52-55). Tuttavia particolare 
attenzione è portata anche a ciò che nasce dal cuore, ai «frutti» dell'inte
riorità: le opere esteriori colte nella loro relazione intima con l'intenzione. 
Cosi, pur valorizzando il soggetto e il punto di vista della libertà, si evita 
qualsiasi rischio di soggettivismo nella individuazione del costitutivo formale 
della moralità delle azioni. Se è il fine intento dal soggetto, che determina la 
qualità morale dell'azione, esso è oggettivamente determinato e legato al va
lore delle opere esteriori. Infatti, la volontà di chi agisce è sempre nello 
stesso tempo intendens ed eligens: tensione al fine ultimo voluto e anticipato 
nella scelta concreta dei fini prossimi (p. 68). La bontà dell'intenzione ha 
perciò la sua misura nell'atto effettivamente scelto. D'altra parte l'oggetto 
della scelta non è il mero oggetto fisico esteriore dell' azione (sub specie natu-
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rae), ma l'oggetto morale (sub specie moris): la volontà sceglie un'azione nel
la prospettiva della sua ordinabilità o meno rispetto al fine ultimo dell'uo
mo. E tale fine è oggettivamente dato e comune a tutti per natura. Esso 
corrisponde alla dignità propria della persona fatta a immagine di Dio, chia
mata in Cristo a partecipare alla vita trinitaria. Questa ordinabilità dell' azio
ne al fine, che specifica la scelta, è ciò che qualifica moraltnente l'oggetto ed 
è colto dalla retta ragione. Si comprende allora come sia possibile dare un 
giudizio sulla bontà o malizia morale intrinseca delle azioni, anche indipen
dentemente dalla considerazione dell'intenzione e delle circostanze. «Bonum 
contingit ex una et integra causa, malum autem ex quocumque defectli» 
(TOMMASO D'AQUINO, Sententia Libri Ethicorum, II, 7, 9-12). De Haro in
somma, senza cadere nell'oggettivismo a-personale, rende qui pienamente 
ragione del costante insegnamento della Chiesa, oggi diffusamente contesta
to, circa l'esistenza di atti «intrinsecamente cattivi» e circa l'assolutezza e 
l'immutabilità di norme morali operative (pp. 88-89; circa questo dibattito si 
vedranno con utilità il volume: Universalité et permanence des lois morales, 
ed. S. PINCKAERS - Cl PINTO DE OLIVEIRA, Fribourg CH 1986, COSI co
me il piti specifico contributo di S. PINCKAERS, Ce qu'on ne peut jamais fai
re, Fribourg CH 1987 e il recentissimo e pertinente intervento di W. MAY, 
Moral Absolutes: Catholic Tradition, Current Trends and the Truth, Marquet
te University Press, 1989). 

Diventa in tal modo possibile all' Autore criticare come inadeguate le 
concezioni del proporzionalismo (pp. 91-93) e del soggettivismo dell'inten
zione (pp. 74-75.97), spesso variamente combinate tra loro in alcuni rappre
sentanti della cosiddetta «nuova morale». Il proporzionalismo perde di vista 
l'essenza stessa della moralità, collocandola non in una qualità intrinseca del
l'azione scelta dalla volontà, ma nel calcolo sempre incerto (e ultimamente 
imprevedibile) delle sue conseguenze, nella proporzione tra i vari beni in 
gioco, che vengono detti avere rilevanza solo «pre-morale». Il soggettivismo 
sgancia la connessione intrinseca dell'intenzione con la scelta, dell'interiorità 
con l'esteriorità dell'azione. 

Proprio la valorizzazione dell'interiorità (tipica della morale evangelica
mente ispirata) permette di riconoscere la giusta importanza al tema della 
virtu, anzi di pensare l'etica cristiana come etica della virtti e non principal
mente della legge. Questo tema della centralità e fecondità dell' «etica della 
virtti» rispetto all' «etica della legge» è stato recentemente riscoperto nel
l'ambito della filosofia morale anglosassone; intorno ad esso da alcuni anni 
si è aperto un grande dibattito, a partire dall' opera ormai famosa di Alas
dair MacIntyre, Dopo la virtu. Saggio di teoria morale (trad. it., Milano 
1988; originale: 2 ed. rivista 1984). De Haro ha il merito di proporlo con 
convinzione nel campo della teologia morale. Risuonano qui gli echi della 
splendida trattazione tomista circa la <dex nova», come legge interiore dello 
Spirito Santo, che anzi è lo stesso Spirito Santo in noi. Ad essa De Haro at
tinge non solo negli articoli della Summa Theologiae (I-II, qq. 106-108), ma 
anche nei preziosi Commentari biblici dell' Angelico. Alle secche cui ha por-
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tato l'impostazione della morale centrata sulla legge, il nostro Autore ri
sponde proponendo un' etica della virtli, intesa come energia dello spirito 
(p. 103), perfezione propria dello spirito umano (p. 138), valorizzazione mas
sima della libertà (p. 116). Insomma la virtli non come una impaurita medio
crità o depotenzionamento della personalità in un meccanicismo, ma piutto
sto come «culmine» delle facoltà operative, che facendo ordine nel mondo 
inferiore delle passioni e integrando armonicamente l'istintività nello psichi
smo umano, diventano capaci di risposta adeguata ai valori spirituali dell'agi
re morale. Il complesso organismo dell'uomo nuovo, arricchito di virtli teo
logali e morali infuse e perfezionato dei doni dello Spirito Santo, non cancel
la la necessità di una crescita nella storia personale delle virtli umane. 

In convergenza con recenti studi sull'etica tomista di G. Abbà (Lex et 
virtus, Roma 1983; Felicità, vita buona e virta, Roma 1989), la virtli non è 
concepita semplicemente come esito di scelte moralmente rette, ma anche 
come fonte indispensabile, senza cui non è possibile una vita veramente 
buona. li Mcro della morale non è pili cosi semplicemente ]' atto singolo, 
ma la perfezione personale del soggetto, che attraverso l'agire esprime ed 
incrementa il suo essere ad immagine di Dio, che «solo è Buono». Se si 
può fare un appunto a questa trattazione sulla virtli è che si sarebbe deside
rato veder maggiormente valorizzato il tema cosi decisivo, della originalità 
propria della conoscenza pratica, del ruolo della virtli in quanto costitutivo 
interno della prudenza, della connessione tra razionalità pratica della pru
denza e perfezione dell' appetito garantita dalla virtli morale. Altri recenti 
studi (oltre a quelli di Abbà, anche quello importantissimo di M. RHONHEI
MER, Natur als Grundlage der Moral, Innsbruck-Wien 1987 e, «si licet parva 
componere magnis», pure un volume di chi scrive: La conoscenza morale, 
ROlna 1987) hanno mostrato che nella concezione tomista vi è un'originalità 
propria alla conoscenza della verità morale, che si evidenzia nell'intreccio di 
ragione e volontà non solo a livello del giudizio e della scelta concreta, ma 
che apre anche prospettive feconde per una visione pili adeguata della legge 
morale naturale. 

In ogni caso, fatto questo appunto in ordine ad uno sviluppo piena
mente coerente dell'impostazione adottata dal volume qui recensito, non 
possiamo che concludere raccomandando con grande favore la presenza di 
questa ricerca nella letteratura di teologia morale, per l'allargamento di oriz
zonte che comporta e per la linea di rinnovamento fedele alla grande tradi
zione che indica. 



IN RILIEVO 

LEGALISM, MORAL TRUTH, AND PASTORAL PRACTICE * 

GERMAIN GRISEZ ** 

1. WHAT Is LEGALISM AND WHY Is IT WIDESPREAD? 

Legalism is the view that moral norms are like positive laws: rules that 
depend on someone's free choice. Given a legalistic view of moral norms, 
both their obligatoriness and that of positive laws, which presupposes mo
rality, seem to flow from the lawgiver's will rather than from intelligible 
requirements of a wise pian for realizing the good. 

Christian legalists reduce mora! obligation to God' s law, understood 
as a set of precepts which the Almighty adopts and imposes. Some have 
thought that God could even have obliged us to hate him. Most legalist 
have held more plausibly that actions can be more or less suitable to human 
nature, and that God creates moral obligations by requiring certain suitable 
actions and forbidding certain unsuitable ones. On tbis view, God's legisla
tive will transforms into virtuous deeds and sins what otherwise would ouly 
be manifestations of good and bad judgment. 

Legai systems typically include a presumption in favor of liberty: what 
is not forbidden is permitted, and doubtful laws do not bind. So, legalism 
suggests that we are generally free tO do as we please, that moral obliga
tions limit this freedom, and that we need not accept this limitation unless 
an obligation is clear. From this follows the legalistic view that one can do 
no wrong if one follows one's conscience. 

Human lawmakers attach penalties to laws to motivate obedience. Since 
the penalties for disobedience are not inherent consequences of wrongful 
acts, the authorities can impose, mitigate, or forgo the penalties for policy 
reasons or as their wrath or clemency moves them. Legalists think a higher 
power similarly backs up morality with attached sanctions. Christian legalists 
think of heaven and hell as the reward and punishment which God atta
ches to his law for obedience and disobedience. 

Only manifest transgressions of positive laws are punishable. Minimum 
fulfillment of a law does not break it. So, on a legaHstic view of morality, it 

* A contributiol1 to the symposium, The Catholic Priest as Moral T eacher and Guide, 
St. Charles Borromeo Seminary; Philade1prua, Pennsylvania; 19 January 1990, 

** Flynn Professor of Christian Ethics, Mount St. Mary's College; Emmitsburg, Maryland. 
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seems unnecessary to commit oneself to pursuing the goods and avoiding 
the evils to which moral norms point. One need only avoid disobedience. 
Therefore, legalists are minimalists. Also, those who are invincibly ignorant 
of a Iaw cannot disobey it with criminal intento Therefore, legalists think 
that, other things being equal, wrongdoing through ignorance is preferable 
to disobedience, and that it often is best to leave people in good faith. 

The preceding sketch indicates what legalism is. But to understand it 
fuIly, one must see why it is so widespread. 

Children initiaIly cannot grasp the reasons behind any of the norms with 
which adults confront them. So, at first all norms seem alike. Inevitably, 
children think that the important thing about any norm is that adults want 
it obeyed. Thus, as children become aware of moral obligations, they regard 
them legalisticaIly. This mentality is confirmed when parents reinforce mo
ral norms by rewarding good behavior and punishing naughtiness. In conse
quence;; even adults tend to think that morai norms receive their directive 
force from some authority's wiIl. 

For believers, additional factors are at work. The Old Testament lends 
itself to a legalistic reading. Genesis makes it c1ear that like everything 
else apart from God, morality would not exist had he not freeJy created. 
And Israel hands on moral precepts as the nucleus of her God given law. 
But Israel is a theocratic polity, and so her code necessari!y not onIy em
braces morality, but commingles with it aIl her positive law. So, it is easy 
for readers of the Old Testament to confuse morality with positive law, and 
to suppose that both depend on God in the same way. 

Then too, because Israel's hopes are this-worldly and nationalistic, ri
ghteousness and sinfulness are not intrinsically re!ated to those hopes' reali
zation and frustration. So, the carrying out of the blessings and curses atta
ched to Israel' s Iaw, including its moral precepts, seems to depend on God 
much as the carrying out of rewards and punishments attached to human 
Iaw depends on public authorities. 

Moreover, since God is the one Lord of all creation, evi! in the world 
cannot be reduced to conflict among many gods or to an evil first principle 
opposed to God. Rather, God's pian seems to include the destruction of 
IsraeJ' s enemies as a means to her flourishing. So, evil and good, death and 
Iife, seem. to flow from God's will in the same way. Consequent1y, it easily 
seems that even the moral discriminations in God' s law depend on his wiIl 
rather than on his wisdom. 

Christian moral instruction conveys the sound moral content of the Old 
Law but often retains its legalistic tendencies. So, the first explanation of 
morality that Christian children are Iikely to hear is that some of the rules 
which adnIts impose are God' s commands, and that God eventuaIly will re
ward obedience and punish disobedience. While that explanation has a ttue 
sense, it also tends to confirm children' s natural legalism. Hence, they are 
Iil<e1y to grow up thinking that God could have prevented aIl sins: he need 
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only have "refrained from commanding people to do hard things and not to 
do enjoyable things. 

An additional factor inclines Catholics to legalism. Traditional moral 
theology clarified many sharp but subtle distinctions - for example, bet
ween accepting death as Jesus did and committing suicide in a good cause, 
between the upright practice of natural family planning and contraception. 
T o those who do not understand the reasons for such distinctions, they seem 
like the bright but somewhat arbitrary lines that human lawmakers often 
draw - for example, fornication with a consenting fifteen-year old giri is 
rape but with a sixteen-year old is no crime, driving with one-tenths of 
one percent of aleohol in one' s blood is a serious offense while driving with 
slightly less is not, and so ono The result is that Catholic moral teaching, by 
its use of the sharp distinctions moral theology has clarified, inevitably ap
pears, even to the faithful who are less well-instructed, like a human legai 
system. And secular commentators, whose world view affords no insight into 
the grounds of those moral norms which the Church teaches but the con
temporary world rejects, naturally think that the popes and bishops are not 
teachers but lawmakers: «Vatican bans in vitro fertilization!» and «Bishops 
bar use of condoms to prevent AIDS!». Hearing what the Church teaches 
from the mass media, the faithful absorb legalism along with the morning 
and evening news. 

Last, not least, legalism appeals to sinful human beings. Even if one 
breaks the rules, one stili can hope to escape punishment, because the of
fense may be forgiven and the deserved punishment remitted. Anyway, if 
sinning is mere rule breaking, it is not inherently foolish and deadly. And if 
moral norms are laws, most of one' s life is not touched by them, and one 
generaliy is free to do as one pleases. Of course, one' s freedom in a few 
matters is limited, but one often can find a way to do as one pleases wi
thout grossly transgressing moral limits. And if none obeys the rules, one 
can be sure that one is good. Even an occasionai lapse cannot spoil a gene
rally good record. 

Such legalism corrupted the pharisaism which J esus denounced. His 
criticism of certain pharisees was not only that they were rigorists: he also 
condemned their moral evasiveness and laxism. Rather, Jesus rejected their 
whole legalistic view and the pastoral practice that went with it. 

II. How ARE MORAL NORMS CORRECTLY UNDERSTOOD AS TRUTHS? 

The Old Testament offers some starting points for a nonlegalistic view 
of morality. God's will is creative; it brings creatures to be and moves them 
toward their fulfillment. God does not make death, for he makes ouly· what 
is good. Death is a punishment for sin, but sinners cali it upon themse!ves. 
God's pian of salvation extends beyond Israe! to the nations; his love for 
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some people does not entail hatred toward others. So, God wills good to 
alI. He orders ali things wisely and lovingly. Thus, his law is not a burden
some imposition, but a blessing, a light to one's path. To ignore God's di
rection is foolish and self-destructive, while to follow it is fulfilling. Moral 
goodness begins with reverence toward God and love of neighbor. Morality 
is not primarily a matter of outward conformity to law, but a matter of the 
heart. Therefore, when sinners repent, God heals the self-mutilalion which 
their sins caused by creating new hearts in them. 

God's revelation in Jesus unfolds these beginnings. Jesus reveals that 
God is a communion of three persons, dislinct from one another but perfec
dy one in love, and that God calls us to share in divine communion and to 
live in familial companionship with one another. God's love is a gift, but 
those who accept this gift can abide in il and work toward the ideal of 10-
ving God with their whole mind, heart, soul, and strength. The command 
to do tbis directs God's litde children to be like their heavenlv Father. The 
command to love one' s neighbor as oneself, in communion with God, directs 
God's children to treat one another and themselves in accord with the 
reality of the divine-human communion - the kingdom - into which they 
are called. 

Due to sin, wayward emodons are a law in one's members which 
tempt one not to follow moral truth, the law in one's mind. Thus, sinners 
experience moral norms as impositions, because these norms express de
mands which unfettered reason makes on wayward feelings. Although doing 
what is morally good is reasonable and humanly fulfilling, it often seems 
foolish and inhumanly difficult. But those motivated by love, who live by 
the Spirit, do not experience moral truth as an imposed law. The law of the 
Spirit of life in Jesus frees them from such slavery (cfr Rm 8, 2). 

These revealed data provided Christian reflection with material for a 
nonlegalistic view of morality and of the foundations of law. St. Thomas 
brought this reflection to a splendid synthesis in his treadse on law in his 
Summa theologiae. Law is a directive of praticaI reason. God is sovereignly 
free in choosing to create, but eternaI law, his pIan for creating and gover
ning creation, flows from his wisdom and goodness. Eternallaw is the foun
dadon of ali other law, and its binding force and that of ali other law, 
inc1uding positive law, depend on the law' s intelligible reIadonship to the 
good toward which it directs action, not on the lawgiver's will. 

Since God made humankind in his own image, he equips us from the 
start with some knowledge of his pIan - «natural law» - so that we 
spontaneously understand praticaI principles which point us toward the 
goods which fulfill us as individuals and in communities. Ali moral norms 
flow from naturallaw, and so the whole moral content of the Old Law also 
is written in our hearts. Since natural law directs us to what will truly ful
fill us, God, given that he has made us what we are, has no choice about 
the content of morality. God is free and all-powerful, but even he cannot 
make black to be white, what is humanly destructive to be humanly fulfil-
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ling. Therefore, God commands us to aet only in morally good ways, not 
beeause he wants to impose anything, but beeause, loving us, he wants us 
to do what is for our own good. 

On this basis, one ean provide a nonlegalistic account of all the moral 
requirements of Christian life. God's love embraces all peoples; his merey 
extends to the wicked as well as the righteous. Even toward the wicked, 
God wills only good. He does not will. but only permits evi!, sin and its 
consequences. Thus, evll is eentered in alienation from God and the inevita-

. ble consequenees of that alienation, and must be understood as the priva
tion rather than as the positive contrary of good. So, God's redemptive 
work in Jesus neither segregates and exdudes nor attacks and destroys what 
sin damaged, but calls it back and restores it by means of healing love. 

Sinee Christians share in this redemptive work, speeific mora! require
ments logically follow. They are to be perfect as their heavenly Father is 
perfeet, and so they are to will only good, even to enemies, as God himself 
does. They must spread the Gospel and bear witness to it even to death, 
imitate God's mercy and bui!d up bis kingdom by forgiveness and benefi
cence toward those in need, and live chastely as members of Jesus' body in 
which the Spirit dwells. The New Testament also makes it dear that the 
morality already eontained in the Old Law is not arbitrary, but is a necessa
ry consequence of love, for love fulfills the law. For instanee, if one loves 
one' s neighbors as God loves them, one cannot ehoose to kill even an ene
my or to replaee even an unfaithful spouse. 

God initially creates us with unfulfilled potentialities so that we can 
help to create ourselves, and in that way be more like him than if he crea
ted us from the start with greater perfection. T o enable us to be like him
self and to cooperate in his work, God gives us freedom of choice. Thus, in 
this world, God continues to create us through our own choices and aets. 

Seriously evi! choices and acts are self-determining. Mortai sins last 
unless one repents. In and of themselves, unrepented mortai sins exelude one 
from the kingdom because such sins eonstitute a self incompatible with love. 
For example, J esus warns that those who refuse to meet others' urgent needs 
«will go away into eternai punishment» (Mt 25, 46). This is not a threat 
that Jesus will impose punishment on the uncharitable; it is simply a elarifi
cation of the fact that refusal to act as a member of Christ toward his other 
members is incompatible with sharing in the communion of divine fami!y li
fe. The Firs Letter of John makes tbis elear: <df any one has the world's 
goods and sees his brother in need, yet doses his heart against him, how 
does God's love abide in him?» (1 Jn 3, 17). 

Not only sins, but upright choices and aets are self-determining. Still, 
the relationship of sins to hell and of good deeds to heaven is not symme
trica!. God warns of hell, since sinners can consign themselves to it despite 
everything he does to save them. But God gratuitously promises heaven, and 
Christians must hope in him for it. For only God can overcome sin and 
death, and create the new heavens and new earth. Still, what one does in 
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this life lasts. Charity and its fruits will endure in the kingdom. Indeed, as 
Vatican II teaches, in heaven all the good fruits of human nature and effort 
will find a piace, deansed of sin and perfected (Gaudium et spes, n. 39). 
Thus, the greatest significance of morally good choices and acts is that they 
bui/d up persons, interpersonal relationships, and a humanized world which 
God will transform into his kingdom. 

It follows that morality extends to one's whole life. It should be a life 
of faith in Jesus, and whatever one does should be done in his name. Love, 
the law of the Spirit, embraces every good and resists every evi/o Since 
one's entire life should respond to God's calling, one never is free to do as 
one pleases, except insofar as one becomes like J esus, for whom acting ac
cording to love, doing the Father's will, was his bread and wine. 

III. IIow IIAs LEGALISM AFFECTED PASTORAL PRACflCE? 

Even before the current moral crisis in the Church, legalism affected 
pastoral practice in many ways. 

Very often, God's sovereignty and the Church's teaching authority ten
ded to overshadow the inberent reasonableness of moral requirements and 
their intrinsic relationship to the kingdom. Obedience rather than charity 
seemed to be the basic Christian virtue. Hell was a punishment which God 
would impose rather than the inevitable outcome of unrepented mortaI sin. 

Many pastors stressed the minimum required to avoid mortaI sin. Inso
far as most of the life of a lay person is taken up with secular concerns, the 
positive content of the lives of the laity seemed to have little religious signi
ficance. Thus, many Catholics thought that holiness is reserved for the cler
gy and religious. Pastors and teachers usually assumed that a few young 
people have vocations, but that most do noto Marriage, work, and so on 
were not regarded as possible elements of a Christian vocation and often 
were treated as no more than so many fields mined with temptations. 

Since invincible ignorance frees one from gui/t, pastors were more con
cerned about penitents' sincerity than about the correctness of their cons
cience. Thinking of morality as a matter of laws rather than of truths, pa
stors assumed that people ean easi/y be in good faith whi/e doing what is 
objeetively wrong. And ignoring the phenomena of rationalization and self
deeeption, pastors eonfidently thought that they eould diseern when peni
tents were and were not in good faith. 

During the twentieth eentury, pastoral treatment of repetitious sins 
through weakness - especially masturbation, homosexual behavior, prema
rital sex play, and eontraeeption within marriage - grew inereasingly mi/d. 
Pastors eorreetly reeognized that weakness and immaturity ean lessen sueh 
sins' maliee. Thinking legalistically, they did not pay enough attention to the 
sins' inherent badness and harmfulness, and they developed the idea that 
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people can freely choose to do something which they regard as grave matter 
without committing a mortai sin. This idea presupposes that in making 
choices people are not responsible precisely far choosing what they choose. 
That presupposition makes sense within a legalistic framework, because law
givers can take into account mitigating factors and limit legai culpability. 
But it makes no sense far morality correctly understood, because moral re
sponsibility in itself is not something attached to moral aets but simply is 
moral agents' self-determination in making free choices. 

Repetitious sinners through weakness also were handicapped by their 
own legalism. N ot seeing the inherent badness of their sins, they felt that 
they were only violating inscrutable rules. When temptation grew strong, 
they had little motive to resist, especially because they could easily go to 
confession and have the violation fixed. Beginning on Saturday they were 
holy; by Friday they were again sinners. This cyclic sanctity robbed many 
people's lives of Christian dynamism, and contributed to the dry rot in the 
Church which became manifest in the 1960s, when the waves of sexual per
missiveness battered her. 

Theologians and pastors who dissent from received Catholic teaching 
think they are rejecting legalism, because they set. aside what they think are 
mere rules in favor of what they feel are more reasonable standards. Howe
ver, their views are thoroughly imbued with legalism. 

Far dissenters think of valid moral norms as rules formulated to protect 
relevant values. Some even make their legalism explicit hy denying that there 
is any necessary connection between moral goodness (which they restriet to 
the transcendental leve! of a lave with no specific content) and right action 
(which they isolate at the categorical level of innerworldly behavior). But 
whether their legalism is explicit or not, all the dissenters hold that specific 
moral norms admit exceptions whenever, al! things considered, making an 
exception seems the best - or least bad - thing to do. Most dissenters al
so think that specific moral norms valid in times past can be inappropriate 
today, and so they regard the Church's contested moral teachings as outda
ted rules which the Church should change. 

Dissenters also assume that doubtful laws do not bind, and so they 
think the Church's moral teaching is not binding unless the case far it puts 
it beyond doubt. The contested norms plainly are doubted; many people say 
they experience no ili effects when they disobey them, and many theolo
gians reject them. Now, what is doubted can be doubted, and what can be 
doubted is doubtful. So, dissenters conclude, experience proves that the con
tested norms are doubtuful and no longer binding. Of course, these norms 
remain the Church's «official» teaching. But dissenters regard them as they 
do other laws which remain on the books, although experience has shown 
them to be unworkable, so that the authorities no longer try to enforce them 
and the public ignores them. 

Dissenters also feel pastorally justified because dissent lessens the bur
den on the faithful by encouraging them to follow their own consciences 
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against the Church's teaching. Conceiving conscience legalistically and disre
garding the possibility that the norms tbey contest might be truths, dissen
ters do not consider whether they might be encouraging self-deception, ob
duracy in sin, and presumption. Rather, they think that those who insist on 
received moral teachings impose unnecessary guilt on people, and that pa
storal prudence demands that this guilt be relieved. 

Legalism also remains prevalent in the thinking and practice of many 
theologians and pastors who loyally affirm the Church's moraI teachings. 
Legalistic loyalists not only prolong pre-conciliar legalism, butt respond to 
the moral crisis in tbe Church in a characteristically legalistic way. They 
consider it most important that the faithful not rebe! against the Church's 
authority. So, rather than working to understand the teaching and make it 
understandable to the faithful, rather than figuring out how to put the tea
ching into practice and helping the faithful to do that, they look for ways 
- some of which overlap with the approaches of dissenting theologians -
to reconcile contrary practice with docility to the Church. 

Some legaIistic loyalists explain that if one tries to understand the 
Church's teaching but cannot, one may follow one's own conscience, provi
ded that one remains prepared to obey should the Church ever make it 
dear tbat one must. Some apply theories of fundamental option which, 
whatever their nuances, in practice assure the faithful that if their moral re
cord is generally good, sexual sins through weakness wili not count against 
them. Some characterize the contested teachings as ideaIs, thus legalistically 
suggesting tbat one need not regard them as strict rules. And many adopt a 
pastoral policy of gradualism, according to which those who accept a norm 
in theory and take even the smallest step toward putting it into practice have 
done the minimum necessary to avoid mortaI sin. 

IV. How SHOULD PASTORAL PRACTICE BE RENEWED? 

Jones, a good small-town police officer knows the loeal people and 
overlooks some of tbeir law-breaking: an e!derly couple making home brew 
for themse!ves and a few friends, an unemployed man hunting out of season 
to feed his family, and so ono When a fight occurs in the pub and the pIace 
is smashed up, Officer Jones charges nobody witb assault, but makes sure 
that those responsible repair the damage. Catching boys stealing from the 
hardware, Jones delivers them to their fathers for a thrashing. Similarly, for 
legalists, a good pastor is a moderate and gentle administrator of the moral 
law. He knows when to dose his eyes and when to give dispensations from 
the moral rules. He realizes that many people simply cannot live up to the 
strict requirements of morality. 

Pastors should strive to overcome every vestige of legalism in their 
minds and hearts. If they do, they will not try to be moderate and gentle 
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administrators of moral law. Will they become neurotic enforcers, imitating 
Captain Queeg rather than Officer Jones? No. Martinets also are legalists. 
If pastors escape post-conciliar legalism, they need not revert to preconciliar 
legaHsm. Instead, free of legaHsm, they can imitate Jesus. He proceeded Iike 
a good physician who teaches people to distinguish being healthy from fee
ling well, stresses preventive medicine, helps the sick and injured to regain 
health, and never prescribes pain killers to those who would use them to 
avoid Iife-saving surgery. 

Setting aside analogies, one can articulate the principle of pastoral pra
etice without legalism: Pastors free of legalism will work to understand in 
the Iight of faith the deepest reasons why it is good to be good and the 
specific reasons why eaeh moral norm is true. They will teaeh thls body of 
moral truth to the faithful and help them in every way possible to put it in
to praetice. 

Having stated the generaI principle for pastoral renewal, one ean sketeh 
out some of its specific features. 

Nonlegalistic moral preaching and teaching will fittingly begin with the 
Holy Trinity, with the divine-human communion to which they cali us, with 
Jesus who mediates that communion. The heavenly kingdom is God's fami
Iy; one is blessed to be a member of it. Por in it Iife has meaning and hope 
is secure. This starting point makes it clear why one should abide in God's 
love and why one should love neighbors, even enemies, as oneself. 

Pastors free of legalism will explain how good aetions are grounded in 
love and inherently related to human well being. They will emphasize that 
every good aedon in this Iife provides material for the kingdom, so that 
every aetion has everlasting significanee. They will teach that every Christian 
should Iive an apostolic Iife, and so make daily Iife into rational worship, 
offered with Jesus' sacrifice in the Mass. They willhelp eaeh member of 
their flock to find his or her personal voeation, to commit himself or her
self to it, and to fulfill it every day of his or her life. 

Such pastors also will explain how bad aedons are eontrary to love or, 
at least, ineompatible with its perfeetion, and how they are inherently related 
to human misery and diminishment. They will make it clear that since mo
ral norms are the truth about the good that human persons ean choose and 
do, ehoices at odds with them, even if made through invincible ignorance, 
are really bado They will explain how sueh objectively wrong acts detract 
from the well being of persons both as individuals and as a eommunity, 
and provide poorer material for the kingdom than good ehoices and aetions 
would provide. They will emphasize that love therefore requires that one 
energetically seek moral truth. 

When such pastors preach or teaeh abour any specific norm, they will 
avoid even true statements which are Iikely to be misunderstood and taken 
in a legalistic sense. Por example, they will say neither that the norm should 
be obeyed because it is the law of God nor that Catholies must accept it 
beeause the Church authoritatively teaehes it. Instead, they will point out 
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that because God is a wise and loving Father, one can be sure that his 
commands direct his children to what is gond for them, and that because 
Jesus teaches in his Church, Catholics can be confident that her teaching 
is true. 

Pastors free of legalism will help their f10ck to see why Christians must 
be different. People without faith understandably try to segregate evil or 
overcome it with force, and when ali else fails compromise with it to make 
the best of this sinful world. When Christians confront evi!, they should 
make the sharp but subtle distinctions which moral truth requires, and they 
must, of course, avoid sin and resist injustice as love demands. But they 
may never betray love by choosing evil that good may come about. Instead, 
following Jesus, they must draw dose to sinners and the misery which re
sults from sin, accept the suffering which evi! inflicts, work to overcome it 
with healing love, but never forget that only God can transform this fallen 
world into the new J erusalem. 

Such pastors will assure the faithful that God loves them unconditio
nally; that, Iike the prodiga!'s father, he loves them even when they sin; in
deed, that God loves even the damned - they would cease to exist if he 
did not love them. But pastors wi! explain that being loved by God is not 
enough to be in friendship with him, because friendship is mutuai love. 
They will exhort the faithful, as J esus did, to accept God' s mercy, repent 
their sins, and abide in love. But they also will warn, as J esus did, that hell 
awaits those who do not abide in love. And they will correct the mistake of 
legalists - induding Rahner and von Balthasar - who confuse this war
ning with a threat. When one calls chi!dren' s attention to a dead anitnal 
in the road - «That young deer didn't look before running out» - one 
is not threatening to run over them if they cross the highway careiessìy. 
The penalty for their carelessness will not be something one would impose 
or could prevent. So, God and hell. 

Pastors free of legalism will teach the faithful how sin makes moral re
quirements seem to be alien impositions, help them to see through this illu
sion, and encourage them to look forward to and experience the freedom 
of God' s chi!dren, who rejoice in the fruit of the Spirit ad no longer expe
rience the constraint of 1aw. 

They will explain that whi!e one sometitnes must choose contrary to 
positive laws and cannot always meet their requirements, one always can 
choose in truth and abide in love. They will acknowledge the paradox of 
freedom - that we seem unable to resist freely choosing to sin - the pa
radox which St. Paul neady formulates: «l do not understand my own 
actions. For I do not do what I want, but I do the very thing I hate» (Rm 
7, 15). But they also will prodaitn the Iiberating power of grace, and help 
the faithful to learn by experience that when one comes to understand the 
inherent evi! of sin and intrinsic beauty of goodness, enjoys the support of a 
community of faith whose members bear one another' s burdens, begs God 
for his help, and confidently expects it, then the Spirit of him who raised 
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Jesus from the dead raises one from one's sins, and one discovers that with 
the Spiri!'s grace one can consistent!y resist sin and choose life. 

Such a pastor also will work hard in praticaI ways to help his people 
overcome obstacles to living holy lives. If he finds that some are ternpted to 
sin because they do not know virtuous ways to solve their problems, he 
will encourage those capable of it to develop and disseminate the relevant 
knowledge - as did the pastors who fostered the work of Knaus, Billings, 
and others in natural family planning. lf he finds that people are tempted to 
sin because of poverty, he will do what he can to help them and will en
courage others to do the works of justice and mercy which will alleviate 
their pressing needs - as many pastors have done. And he will never let 
his flock forget that Christians love one another effectively by bearing one 
another's burdens, helping one another to avoid sin and its occasions, and 
encouraging one another to fulfill their personal vocations. 

Finally, pastors free of legalism will teach people that conscience is no
thing but one' s final judgment as to what one should do and not do, that 
one's first responsibility is to do one's best to make sure that this judgment 
is true, tbat the Church's teaching hands on the moral truth which Jesus 
exemplified and taught, that self-deception can make one feel sure that a sin 
is permissible without freeing one from guilt for committing it, that doing 
what is wrong due to a blamelessly mistaken conscience always causes harm 
and often leads to tragedy, and that in every situation one should pray for 
the Holy Spiri!'s help to see what is good and holy rather than try to di
scern the minimurn necessary to avoid mortal sin. Only then will pastors 
add: One must follow one' s conscience - of course, one must follow it -
against one' s own contrary inclinations, social pressures, human laws which 
demand that one act against the moral truth which faith teaches, and so 
forth. 
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B. SITUAZIONE DEI TITOli DI STUDIO 
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GILFREDO MARENGO, Il principio trini/ario della creazione nella teologia di 
Tommaso d'Aquino. 

MICHEL-PIERRE MORIN, «Avec saggesse et par amour». Étude sur la loi 
naturelle, principe de vie morale. (A propos du débat Irancophone sur 
«Humanae vitae»). 

LICENZA IN SACRA TEOLOGIA 

BENJAMIN REESE, Conjugal Chastity and Responsible Parenthood in Pope 
fohn Paul II's Tbeology 01 the Body. 

STEPHEN CUMMINS, A Pastoral Pedagogy on Conscience Irom tbe Plain and 
Parocbial Sermons 01 J. H. Newman. 
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]OHANES B. SUGENG, Family Planning and Pastoral Care 01 the Family in 
Indonesia. 

c. ATTIVITA SCIENTIFICHE 

a) Sezione romana 

Nei giorni 16 e 17 Novembre 1989, si è svolto il Seminario di studio 
«Psicoanalisi, scienza dell'uomo? A 50 anni dalla morte di Freud». Il Semi
nario era riservato ad esperti del settore. Ad esso hanno partecipato circa 80 
persone. 

Relazioni: 

<<Introduzione generale» - Prof. GIANFRANCESCO ZUANAZZI. 
«L'antropologia di Freud» - Prof. GIANFRANCO MORRA. 
«Psicoanalisi, mondo e persona: dalla psicologia delle pulsioni alla psicolo

gia dell'io. È possibile una psicoanalisi personalista?» - Prof. COSTANTE 
SCARPELLINI. 

«Considerazioni in margine al rapporto fra psicoanalisi e analisi esistenziale» 
- Prof. BRUNO CALLIERI. 

«La dottrina freudiana sulla coscienza morale» - Prof. ANTONIO LAMBER-
TINO. 

«Freud e la religione» - Praf. GIOVANNI rV!AGNANI. 

b) American campus 

Dal 19 al 21 Marzo 1990, a Washington D.C., si è svolto il Congresso 
«Reason, Revelation and Christian Ethics», organizzato in collaborazione 
con la School of Philosophy, Catholic University of America. Ad esso hanno 
partecipato circa 250 persone. 

Relazioni: 

«Christian Faith and Moral Theology: Teaching the Truth» - Archbishop 
]AN SCHOTTE. 

«]esus Christ: the Complete Truth of the Human Person» - Prof. GEORGES 
CHANTRAINE. Response: Prof. J. AUGUSTI~IE DI NOIA. 

«Christian Faith and Its "Fulfillment" of the Natural Moral Law» - Prof. 
WILLIAM MAY. Response: Prof. BENEDICT ASHLEY. 

«Report on Universal Catechism» - Prof CHRISTOPH VON SCHONBORN. 
Commentary: Prof. GUY BEDouELLE. 
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«Christian Freedom and Human Freedom» - Prof. C. CAFFARRA. Response: 
Prof. RALPH McINERNY. 

«Christian Doctrine on Moral Conscience» - Prof. SERVAIS PINCKAERS. 
Response: Prof. JOHN HAAS. 

«Historical Criticism and the Imitation of Christ in N ew Testament Tea
ching» - Prof. FRANCIS MARTIN. Response:Prof. MICHAEL WALDSTEIN. 

«Reason, Relativism, and Christian Ethics» - Prof. JOHN FINNIS. Response: 
Prof. MARTIN RHONHEIMER. 

«Magisterium, Truth and Salvatiofl» - Prof. LORENZO ALBACETE. Response: 
Prof. RONALD LAwLER. 

«Christian Truth in Western Culture: A Post-Christian Era?» - Prof. KEN
NETH SCHMITZ. Response: Prof. JUDE DOUGHERTY. 
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TESTI MARIANI 
DEL PRIMO MILLENNIO 

val. I: Padri e altri autori greci 

val. II: Padri e altri autori bizantini 

val. III: Padri e altri autori latini 

voI. IV: Padri e altri autori orientali 

L'opera si articola in quattro volumi rilegati, ognuno 
fornito di indici. Il piano generale prevede la suddivi
sione dei testi mariani in periodi e aree geografiche: 
periodo greco (Padri greci); periodo bizantino; Padri 
e autori latini; Padri orientali. Si tratta di una raccol
ta antologica di vaste dimensioni che riunisce, in 
ordine cronologico, i brani di maggior interesse o 
importanza per la mariologia. Viene premessa, ad 
ogni autore, una nota biografica e una sintesi del 
suo pensiero mariano, sottolineando il contributo che 
egli ha dato nell'evoluzione e nella definizione dello 
stesso. Il tutto è corredato da una dettagliata biblio-

grafia, autore per autore. 
Collana Grandi Opere 

Volumi· già disponibili: 
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2° voI. - pp. 1096 - L. 110.000 
3° voI. - pp. 1024 - L. 110.000 
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LA PREGHIERA 
Bibbia, teologia, esperienze storiche 

a cura di Ermanno Ancilli 

È la trattazione piu ampia esistente sul tema. Si articola 
in sette parti: profilo esegetico, teologico e ascetico, 
esistenziale-esperienziale, sia in campo occidentale 
(Russia e Ortodossia) che dell 'Oriente buddista, induista 
o islamico. Ne risultano venti sette monografie, trattate 
da altrettanti specialisti che esauriscono il tema in senso 

storico-dottrinale 

PIANO DELL'OPERA 

Il mistero della preghiera cristiana - La preghiera nella Bibbia - Abbà 
Padre - La Chiesa in preghiera - Teologia della preghiera - Il problema 
della preghiera nei Padri - La preghiera dei Padri del deserto - Il metodo 
monastico della preghiera - La preghiera esicastica - La meditazione 
francescana - La pedagogia ignaziana - Teresa di Gesti insegna a pregare 
- Preghiera e unione con Dio: san Francesco di Sales - Preghiera e 
salvezza: sant'Alfonso de Liguori - Pregare con Newman - Pregare è 
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Dizionario Enciclopedico 
di Spiritualità 

La prima edizione del Dizionario Enciclopedico di Spiritualità 
appariva nel 1975. Diretto da padre Ermanno Ancilli, esso co
stituiva «il primo tentativo completo di un'organica trattazione 
che ha come oggetto principale la spiritualità cristiana nei suoi 
contenuti dottrinali e nel suo ricchissimo sviluppo storico». 
Verso il 1985, il padre Ancilli pensò a una sua riedizione, 
ampliandone il contenuto con nuove voci e con l'aggiorna
mento di quelle che già vi figuravano. Postosi tenacemente al 
lavoro, lo colse purtroppo il morbo che, in breve, lo richia
mava presso il Padre, il 16 maggio 1988. La sua opera viene 
ora raccolta dal Pontificio Istituto di Spiritualità del Teresia
num, ove il padre Ancilli aveva esercitato per tanti anni il 
suo magistero. Una Commissione di alcuni professori consta
tato che il lavoro era a buon punto, si,è assunta l'onere di 
portare a termine la revisione completa di quest'opera presti
giosa. Le circa 700 voci che componevano la prima edizione 
sono state aggiornate; mentre le voci completamente nuove e 
altamente significative sono 90 e i collaboratori, da 120 che 
erano, sono divenuti 145. 
I vari settori particolarmente arricchiti sono quello psicologi
co, quello della spiritualità orientale e quello delle varie cor
renti e movimenti che dimostrano la sorprendente vitalità 
della Chiesa. 
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