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To begin the series, a thoughtful analysis of the encyclical that is possibly the most misunderstood love letter ever written.
“If you wish to enter into life, keep the commandments,” was Jesus’ first response to the Rich Young Man (Matt. 19) who asked: “Teacher, what good must I do to have eternal life?” A meditation on this s Gospel episode is central to the new Papal Encyclical, Veritatis Splendor. Its name comes from the first two words of the Latin text: “The Splendour of Truth shines forth in all the works of the Creator, and, in a special way, in man, created in the image and likeness of God.” Here I outline its main themes, letting the Encyclical speak for itself.

Why has the Pope published this letter?

His intention is to recall “certain fundamental truths of Catholic doctrine, which risk being distorted or denied” in what is now “certainly a genuine crisis.” He believes that Catholic moral teaching is being “undermined by certain present-day tendencies.”

No longer is it “a matter of limited and occasional dissent, but of an overall and systematic calling into question of traditional moral doctrine:.. “even in Seminaries and Faculties of Theology.”

This is seriously damaging the moral life of the faithful.

First mooted in 1987, the Encyclical follows the New Catechism which itself “contains a complete and systematic exposition of Christian moral teaching” structured around the Ten Commandments. The Encyclical focuses on more fundamental principles behind the Church’s teaching.

Officially it is addressed to the Bishops because they have the primary responsibility before God of putting their diocesan houses in order, and must hand down Catholic moral teaching in communion cum Petri et sub Petro.

What errors does the Pope wish to remedy?

Firstly, he believes that the idea of human freedom has been disconnected from its essential relationship to truth. Genuine freedom is not “freedom from the truth” or freedom to sin, but “freedom in the truth.”

Secondly, some have rejected the whole concept of a universal moral law which applies to everyone and admits of no exceptions. This opens the way to relativism or pure subjectivism - Whatever I like doing is right for me.

Others would restrict the scope of the Church’s teaching authority’ merely to “exhort consciences” or to “propose values”. They deny she can express universally binding precepts.

Another unwelcome tendency is to dissolve the bond between faith and morality, as if membership of the Church depended only on matters of faith, while “in the sphere of morality a pluralism of opinions and of kinds of behaviour could be tolerated.”

However, in his conversation with the rich young man, Jesus makes a close connection between obedience to the moral law and inheritance of eternal life. In the Old Testament by the Ten Commandments at Sinai God brought into existence the people of the Covenant, his “own possession among all peoples”. Their worship and obedience were rewarded with the Promised Land.

In the New Testament Jesus confirms and fulfils the Decalogue in the Sermon on the Mount. Again the New Covenant links the commandments to a promise: the Kingdom of Heaven, eternal life. These commandments represent the basic condition for love of neighbour.

They forcefully express, for example, the “ever urgent need to protect human life, the communion of persons in marriage, private property, truthfulness and peoples’ ‘good name’.

According to St Augustine: “The beginning of freedom is to be free from crimes. .“

Doesn’t this stress on the commandments lead to legalism?

Not if correctly understood. The rich young man in the Gospel account longs for more than just following the law. Any question about good is ultimately a question about God, the “One who is Good”. Jesus invites him to personal discipleship and perfection: “Go, sell your possessions. . and come, follow me.”

The Commandments set only a minimum level of behaviour for those who would “enter into life:’ No law can set the maximum. It is a total self-dedication to Christ and in the service of others.

Those who live by the flesh experience God’s law as a burden, and indeed as a denial or at least a restriction of their own freedom.”

Maybe this explains the secular media’s hostile reaction to the new Encyclical. But Christians, God’s people who “walk by the Spirit”, find in God’s law the way to love freely.

Prayer and the Sacraments strengthen them so that they do not stop at the law’s minimum demands, but go far beyond it in charity.

“The law was given that grace might be sought; and grace was given that the law might be fulfilled,” wrote Augustine. He prayed correspondingly: “Grant what you command, and command what you will.”

Aquinas summarises it thus: “The New Law is the Grace of the Holy Spirit given through faith in Christ.” St John Chrysostom says it was promulgated on the Day of the Pentecost. The Apostles came down “not like Moses carrying tablets of stone, but carrying the Holy Spirit in their hearts . . having become by his grace, a living law, a living book.”

‘Surely Law restricts human freedom?’

How can it, if freedom depends upon truth, and divine law expresses truth? “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.” Freedom is not the licence to do anything - any evil - we please. Genuine freedom is “an outstanding manifestation of the divine image in man” (Vatican 11 ,GS17) - the freedom to become the creatures God wants us to be, wherein we find total fulfilment.

For us free human beings, “there exists a grave moral obligation to seek the truth, and to adhere to it once it is known.”

In Genesis 2 God tell Adam: “You may eat freely of every tree in the garden; but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat of it you shall die.”

Revelation here teaches us that “the power to decide what is good and what is evil does not belong to man, but to God alone.” Man should therefore accept the divine law, which does not restrict human freedom but actually protects and promotes it.

This law, natural law, “is nothing other than the light of understanding infused in us by God, whereby we understand what must be done and what must be avoided. God gave this light and this law to man at creation.” (Aquinas).

It is not something alien imposed upon humanity from outside, but the inner law of man’s created nature. It is recognised by reason “enlightened by Divine Revelation and by faith”.

This is necessary since the Fall because our reason is often clouded by personal prejudice and sin.

Before the moral law all are equal -Pontiff or baby, millionaire or vagrant. Its universality “does not ignore the individuality of human beings, nor is it opposed to the absolute uniqueness of each person,” but helps to build up communion between free persons. It is permanently valid. Its negative precepts are for ever binding.

The moral law is unchanging, although its formulations can improve and develop through the ages. Just as the truth of the “deposit of faith” unfolds down the centuries, so does the truth of the moral law.

What about conscience?

“In the depths of his conscience man detects a law which he does not impose on himself, but which holds him to obedience, always summoning him to love good and avoid evil”. Conscience is” the sanctuary of man where he is alone with God whose voice echoes within him.”

However, some writers have distorted the role of conscience by suggesting that this voice leads man not to a meticulous observance of universal moral laws, but to “a creative and responsible acceptance of the personal tasks entrusted to him by God.” They then interpret this so as to make exceptions to the general rule.

The Encyclical emphasises that conscience is a practical judgment. It applies the universal law in a particular situation. It acknowledges the universal law. It cannot abolish it and so decide good and evil for itself. “Conscience is not an independent and exclusive capacity to decide what is good and what is evil”. It works by a “principle of obedience” which respects the objective norm.

Personal conscience is not infallible. It can be erroneous, sometimes through no fault of the person (“invincible ignorance”), but in other cases culpably “when man shows little concern for seeking what is good and true and conscience gradually becomes almost blind from being accustomed to sin”. In Jesus’ words: If then the light in you is darkness, how great is the darkness!” (Matt 6:22-23)

The Pope quotes St Paul frequently: “Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may prove what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable and perfect”. (Rom 12:2)

The Church exists to aid this “renewal of the mind”, the education of conscience, which it rescues from “being tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine proposed by human deceit”. (Eph 4:14)

She is at the service of conscience. Her duty is “to announce and teach authentically that truth which is Christ, and at the same time with her authority to declare and confirm the principles of the moral order which derive from human nature itself’.

What about “fundamental option” and mortal sin? Are these mentioned?

Very much so. Theologians recently have written much about the personal freedom and choice of each human being - their “fundamental option” for or against Good and Truth. No problem with that.

The difficulty arises when this fundamental option is separated totally from actual behaviour - as if one could commit adultery or armed robbery, or even keep missing Mass, and yet remain basically focussed on God.

 “Perhaps you can” say the moralists. “No you can’t!” says the Pope! Our fundamental option is determined by our moral actions.

The Encyclical warns that when we deliberately break the commandments in a grave matter, we severely damage our relationship with God. We reject God by doing something he has expressly forbidden. So we wreck our “fundamental option” for Good. In traditional language, we have committed mortal sin.

As in the New Catechism and the 1983 Synod document Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, the doctrine and danger of mortal sin is solemnly reiterated - “sin whose object is grave matter and which is also committed with full knowledge and deliberate consent”.

What is this “intrinsic evil” which the Pope speaks so much about?

An intrinsically evil act is one which by its very nature is incapable of being ordered to God” because it radically contradicts the good of the person made in his image. “There exist acts which per se and in themselves, independently of circumstances, are always seriously wrong by reason of their object,” - rape and child abuse, for example.

Yet some theologians have denied that any act can be so labelled in all circumstances. Circumstances and intention may be able to excuse anything? Such a viewpoint cannot be reconciled with Catholic moral tradition
For example of intrinsically evil acts he quotes Vatican 2: “Whatever is hostile to life itself -  such as any kind of homicide genocide, abortion, euthanasia and voluntary suicide; whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation, physical and mental torture and attempts to coerce the spirit; whatever is offensive to human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution and trafficking in women and children; degrading conditions of work which treat labourers as mere instruments of profit...” (GS 27).
The media report that the Pope is tightening up on sexual behaviour. Is this true?

Yes and no! He restates basic moral doctrines, there are no new rules of behaviour here. But on the other hand he rules out various “theological options” which are now widespread and have led to much sexual laxity. He is recalling the Christian people to the high standards of the Gospel.

Certainly he closes some popular loopholes opened by dissenting theologians, for example in the areas of sterilisation, contraception, homosexual acts, auto-eroticism and pre-marital sex. All are classed as intrinsic evils and hence never justifiable, even in hard cases.

It is not legitimate, he says, to have a “pastoral” practice which contradicts the universal norm; nor can “conscience” claim rights of exception to natural law.

Does the Pope highlight “social sin” or “institutional evil”?

No, but he embarks on a radical critique of modern society and the dangers of moral relativism. Public authorities must acknowledge universal moral laws. Otherwise, if everyone asks “What is truth?” like Pontius Pilate, and denies any objective morality, human rights will be trampled underfoot:

“Totalitarianism arises out of a denial of truth in the objective sense. If there is no transcendent truth, in obedience to which man achieves his full identity, then there is no sure principle for guaranteeing just relations between people. Their self interest....would inevitably set them in opposition to one another”.

Is there anything novel in the Encyclical?

Most of it is a restatement of Catholic moral teaching which can come as a surprise only to souls who have been misled or misinformed, or who had allowed personal preferences to cloud their moral judgment.

The Pope is reclaiming the centre ground of the Church’s moral theology. After all, as Vicar of Peter, his duty is to discern and state which trends of theological opinion are incompatible with revealed truth.

The novel element, I think, is the inclusion of martyrdom in a morals text, as a witness of fidelity to God’s holy law.

The Pope mentions Susanna in the Book of Daniel, who preferred death to sin, and John the Baptist who rejected all compromise. Many early Christian martyrs died rather than sin by idolatry, burning incense before a statue of the Roman emperor.

The saints and martyrs remind us that every day Christians must be ready to bear witness to moral truth “even at the cost of suffering and in grave sacrifice”. Indeed, in Juvenal’s words, “Consider it the greatest of crimes to prefer survival to honour, and, out of. love for physical life, to lose the very reason for living”.

For those less sturdy: “It is quite human for the sinner to acknowledge his weakness and to ask mercy for his failings; what is unacceptable is the attitude of one who makes his own weakness the criterion of the truth. about the good, so that he can feel self-justified, without even the need to have recourse to God and his mercy.”

The new evangelisation must include “the proclamation and presentation of morality.” Jesus calls us not only to faith but to moral conversion. The evangelisation needs saints who radiate a life of holiness. The Virgin Mary’s prayers, and the Spirit of Christ, make that possible for us.

Here ends the précis of the main themes of the Encyclical. All quotations were taken from it. But don’t rely on commentaries: read it for yourself!                                          

