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INtroductIoN

ugust 1, 1987 was a hot summer day IN rome wheN redemptorIsts arouNd 
the world gathered to celebrate the twohundredth anniversary of  the death of  their founder, st. al-
phonsus Liguori. In honor of  the occasion the holy Father wrote a letter to the congregation’s superi-
or general entitled Spiritus Domini praising the Founder and recalling st. alphonsus’ many accomplish-

ments. the pope highlighted the saint’s love for the poor and simple, his preaching of  popular missions 
and the study and teaching of  moral theology. concerning this latter point the holy Father wrote: 

 Indeed the “essential bond of  truth-good-liberty” was to be reasserted, but the release of  the document 
would take more than six years! In fact, most who read this apostolic Letter to the redemptorists eventually forgot 
the promise the pope made.
 the delay of  this mysterious document’s appearance did not mean that the holy see was idle, however. In 
fact, the output of  major documents was enormous. Let me share with you just the highlights of  what entered the 
patrimony of  the magisterium between Spiritus Domini and Veritatis splendor: remember the commemoration of  st. 
Alphonsus occurred in August, 1987. Just five months prior to that, in March, Pope John Paul’s sixth encyclical Re-
demptoris Mater was promulgated. In december of  the same year, the seventh encyclical was signed, Sollicitudo rei socialis. 
In december, 1990, the holy Father’s eighth encyclical was signed, Redemptoris missio to commemorate the twenty-fifth 
anniversary of  Vatican II’s declaration on missionary activity. actually, this encyclical got very little press because it 
was released during the height of  the persian gulf  war, desert storm. there would be an hiatus between encyclicals 
until may, 1999 when Centesimus annus was promulgated to celebrate 100 years of  “social teaching” commencing with 
Leo XIII’s Rerum novarum.
 three encyclicals were published between the annunciation and nativity of  Veritatis splendor. and that’s not all. 
there were three apostolic exhortations of  substantial length also: Christifideles laici (12/88), Redemptoris custos (8/89), 

[t]he good of  the person lies in being in the truth and in doing the truth. this essential 
bond of  truth-good-liberty is largely lost in contemporary culture, and therefore today it is 
one of  the proper tasks of  the mission of  the church for the salvation of  the world to lead 
people back to seeing this union.
 this apostolic see, for its part, will not fail to make its contribution to this effort 
by treating the issues of  the foundations of  moral theology more fully and more deeply in 
a document shortly to be released.1 [emphasis added]
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and Pastores dabo vobis (4/92). one apostolic constitu-
tion appeared, Ex corde Ecclesiae on the catholic identity 
of  colleges and universities. and there appeared no less 
than eight apostolic Letters perhaps the best known of  
which is Mulieris dignitatem (8/88). there were also papal 
trips to africa, south america, the caribbean and the 
united states.

 In 1991, cardinal ratzinger attended the pope 
John center’s workshop for Bishops, gave the keynote 
address and candidly answered the bishops’ questions in 
an “open mike” session. In light of  what we just said 
about the avalanche of  documents being issued at that 
time, the cardinal stated that it was the holy Father’s 
intention to publish the encyclical soon, but other work 
was of  a more time-sensitive nature. he said, “the holy 
Father cannot publish an encyclical every month, he must 
give some time to read it and to meditate on it.”2

 Finally, as the pope says in the encyclical, it was 
decided that Veritatis splendor should be released after, 
not before, the Catechism of  the Catholic Church, which was 
promulgated during a ceremony in the 
Vatican on october 11, 1992. this sen-
sitivity to the timing of  the two docu-
ments is lost on us because of  the prob-
lems with the english translation of  the 
catechism.

 suspense surrounded the two 
years prior to the encyclical’s publi-
cation. there were rumors that there 
would be an infallible definition of  some 
type - either about abortion or contra-
ception. there was speculation about 
whether the document would be about a specific moral 
problem, or of  a more general nature. there were anxiet-
ies about whether it would be disciplinary or insipid. car-
dinal ratzinger told the bishops in dallas that it would 
not be about specific issues. He said: 

 during this time of  expectation, when bets were 
being taken about what the name of  the encyclical would 
be, I proposed the title “Veritatis mora” - “the delay of  
truth.”

 to round out these more formal considerations 
of Veritatis splendor, let me go beyond its mere material 
origin in the Letter to the redemptorists. and here we 
will begin to see the distinctiveness and necessity of  this 
encyclical. what occasioned the encyclical was the need 
of  “clearly setting forth certain aspects of  doctrine which 
are of  crucial importance in facing what is certainly a 
genuine crisis.” [Vs 5] pope John paul then succinctly 
states the problem: 

 
 It will be the holy Father’s project 
to correct these erroneous moral teach-
ings by correcting the anthropological 
and ethical presuppositions which are 
contrary to christian faith. he does this 
by going to the foundations of  these er-
rors in the reality of  truth-good-liberty 
(mentioned in the redemptorist Letter) 

and their essential inter-relation.

 therefore, we might call the “proximate cause” 
of  the encyclical theological and pastoral dissent from 
the truth of  the church’s teaching, but the real roots of  
the problem (on the anthropological and ethical level) 
predate both humanae vitae and Father charles cur-
ran. The roots of  the flower of  the “overall and system-
atic calling into question of  traditional moral doctrine” 
lie in various disciplines which we will examine shortly. 
But the point here is that while theological dissent cer-
tainly played a role in occasioning the encyclical, there 
are broader and longer currents of  culture itself  which 
are more fundamentally responsible for this and actually 
would have made the encyclical necessary whether dis-

regarding the contents, I can say it’s not an encyc-
lical about concrete issues, about concrete topics 
such as abortion or contraception, or some oth-
er things. It is a magisterial expression about the 
fundaments of  how the catholic church can and 
must be a teacher in moral things. [But] the holy 
Father will not be a part of  the concrete academic 
discussions. But the fundamental problems indi-
cated by words like consequentialism, proportion-
alism, and so on must be taken into account.3

a new situation has come about within the chris-
tian community itself, which has experienced the 
spread of  numerous doubts and objections of  a 
human and psychological, social and cultural, re-
ligious and even properly theological nature, with 
regard to the church’s moral teachings. It is no 
longer a matter of  limited and occasional dissent, 
but of  an overall and systematic calling into ques-

tion of  traditional moral doctrine, 
on the basis of  certain anthropo-
logical and ethical presuppositions. 
[Vs 4]
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sent was so dramatic or not. I would venture that what 
modernism was to dogma in the nineteenth century, dis-
sent is to morals in the twentieth. there is a “modernism 
of  morals” which must claim the pastoral attention of  
every catholic. more on this cultural point shortly.

 Two final introductory points: First, there is an 
important connection between the Catechism and Veritatis 
splendor. It is this: they are not duplicating work, but are 
complementary in their function. the pope puts it this 
way: “the Catechism of  the Catholic Church ... contains a com-
plete and systematic exposition of  christian moral teach-
ing. the Catechism presents the moral life of  believers in 
its fundamental elements and in its many aspects as the 
life of  the “children of  god.” so, “while referring back 
to the Catechism ‘as a sure and authentic reference text 
for teaching catholic doctrine,’ the encyclical will limit 
itself  to dealing with certain fundamental questions regarding 
the Church’s moral teaching. 
 

 
 second, there is a genuine distinctiveness about 
this encyclical. In redemptorist Father Louis Vereecke’s 
words, morals were the “cinderella” of  the magisterium 
inasmuch as the only definitive interventions of  the Mag-
isterium in morals was the condemnation of  the theses 
of  the laxists by popes alexander VII (1655-67) and In-
nocent XI (1676-89) and the condemnation of  the fun-
daments of  Jansenist morality by alexander VIII (1689-
91).4  John paul II recognizes this uniqueness: 

 But that is not all. It is said that Veritatis Splen-
dor’s clarity is unique among encyclicals since Aeterni Patris 
(1879) of  Leo XIII on “the restoration of  christian phi-
losophy according to the mind of  st. thomas aquinas.” 
professor russell hittinger of  catholic university says: 
“more than any other encyclical, Veritatis presents the 
tradition in a complete way. It exposes the interlocking 
parts of  the tradition, and indicates why certain teach-
ings have their respective emphasis and place with the 
whole.” 

 I would put it this way: For the reasons mentioned 
above by hittinger, I would say that Veritatis splendor is 
“the first postconciliar document.” Why is this? Because 
everything from the close of  Vatican II to the catechism 
was either an explanation of  or outstanding project of  
the late council. the promulgation of  the code of  can-
on Law in 1983 and the publication of  the Catechism in 
1992 really completed the outstanding work of  Vatican 
II. Veritatis splendor, therefore, this is the first project in-
dependent of  some need deriving from the ecumenical 
council and it launches the church back into the larger 
stream of  history and culture. Just scanning the foot-
notes, one sees a wider use of  traditional sources both 
from the Fathers and from theologians and popes of  the 
middle ages and renaissance than any other document 
since the council.

The specific purpose of  the present Encyclical is 
this: to set forth, with regard to the problems be-
ing discussed, the principles of  a moral teaching 
based upon sacred scripture and the living apos-
tolic tradition, and at the same time to shed light 
on the presuppositions and consequences of  the 
dissent which that teaching has met. [Vs 5]

at all times, but particularly in the last two cen-
turies, the sovereign pontiffs, whether individu-
ally or together with the college of  Bishops, have 
developed and proposed a moral teaching regard-
ing the many different spheres of  human life ... 
contribut[ing] to a better understanding of  moral 
demands in the areas of  human sexuality, the fam-
ily, and social, economic and political life. [Vs 4]
 [Nevertheless,] [t]his is the first time, in 
fact, that the magisterium of  the church has set 
forth in detail the fundamental elements of  this 
teaching, and presented the principles for the pas-
toral discernment necessary in practical and cul-
tural situations which are complex and even cru-
cial. [Vs 115]

 there is much that can be said about Veri-
tatis and the concept of  natural law. In sum, it takes 
a step backward into the tradition, and thereby 
takes a great step forward in intellectual rigor and 
clarity.
 this document is not a pamphlet. It does 
not assume that the reader has an educated sense 
of  how all the parts fit together (which is striking 
in itself, since it is addressed to the episcopacy). 
analysis and argumentation proceed from, and 
back to, the foundations. at the same time, the 
synthetic work is properly articulated and differ-
entiated in the light of  precisely drawn definitions 
and distinctions. If  we take the century of  modern 
encyclicals according to their logical rather than 
temporal order, Veritatis should be regarded as the 
first of  the encyclicals.5
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 This further confirms my thesis that the issues 
addressed by Veritatis splendor have been in the mak-
ing for hundreds of  years - even before the council of  
trent. the encyclical addresses broad shifts in thought 
and culture which have brought us to the present mo-
ment of  confusion about the very foundation of  mo-
rality which we believe derives from the complex inter-
relation of  objective reality, human freedom and natural 
law, “truth-good-liberty.” Let us take some time to get an 
overview of  these shifts and to see how proportionalism 
came to be.

coNtemporary INteLLectuaL mILIeu aNd 
Its hIstorIcaL roots6

 the “enlightenment” was a period of  intellec-
tual history comprised of  several “shifts” of  thought 
in various fields of  study: theology, philosophy, phys-
ics and - for our purposes - ethics. these shifts in per-
spective were actually reversals of  what were previously 
held “presumptions.” we can begin with the theological 
shift. the renaissance had put a great deal of  empha-
sis on the human person. the emergent anthropocen-
trism (given impetus from the Medieval fissioning of  
faith and reason)7 produced an optimistic enthusiasm 
about human potential and dignity. this is the renais-
sance humanism we know from history. we know that 
the protestant reformation was largely a reaction to this. 
the darker emphases of  the reformers were intended to 
restate the absolute sovereignty of  god over the affairs 
of  this world. this renaissance optimism eventually led 
to the reversal of  the previously understood relationship 
of  god and humanity. theretofore, it was the human 
creature who stood sinful and accused, without excuse 
before the thrice-holy god. with the enlightenment, it 
is god who comes, hat in hand, to justify himself  before 
humanity. It is god who had to do the explaining, not 
ourselves.

 Next, there was the “copernican revolution” in 
philosophy with Immanuel Kant. He changed “the defi-
nition of  truth from ‘the conformity of  our minds to 
reality’ to ‘the conformity of  reality to our minds’.”8 the 
summit of  philosophy was no longer metaphysics, but 
epistemology. and this meant that science was equated 
with physics. For Kant, the existence of  god was a prac-
tical necessity but was theoretically impossible to know. 
the alleged noumenal reality of  god would have no 
phenomenal aspect, and therefore is forever beyond the 
reach of  knowledge. the reversal in philosophy, then, 

consists in this: formerly, philosophy was concerned with 
being, with reality. with descartes and Kant, its subject 
matter is the mind. metaphysics is replaced by epistemol-
ogy. human knowledge establishes the conditions for 
reality itself. “truth” is relegated to the “subjective,” not 
the “objective” side of  reality.

 this reversal becomes more understandable in 
the nineteenth century. at the beginning of  that cen-
tury, another development of  this form of  anthropo-
centrism north of  the alps was the theoretical atheism 
of  the young hegelians, most notably Feuerbach. In his 
thought, theology is reduced to anthropology. the re-
alization that “god” is the name for humanity’s ideal-
ized self  is key to overcoming the alienation inherent in 
religion. It is in this way that mankind’s faith in itself, its 
power and its future are recovered.

 Interestingly, it is John courtney murray’s conten-
tion that atheism has its origin not in rational argument, 
but in moral outrage.9 the existence of  an almighty, lov-
ing god is incompatible with the poverty, disease and 
sadness of  the world we experience. “If  there were an 
omnipotent god, he would have had to create some-
thing better than this.” Nietzsche takes this to its nihilis-
tic extreme. Kant plus Feuerbach yields either marx and 
Freud on the one hand, or Nietzsche on the other. this 
corresponds to John courtney murray’s thesis that there 
are two types of  atheists in the post modern era: the man, 
of  the communist world revolution and the godless man 
of  the theatre (theatre of  the absurd).10

 In case you asked yourself  whether the coper-
nican revolution in philosophy does not presuppose a 
copernican revolution in science, I would say, “logical-
ly yes, actually, not necessarily.” the real shift is at least 
symbolized by charles darwin. his theory of  evolution 
“showed that the origin and development of  [the human 
race] was simply a phase of  cosmic evolution in general, 
that [humanity’s] higher activities could be adequately ex-
plained in terms of  this evolution, and that at no point 
was it necessary to introduce the notion of  creative activ-
ity by a supramundane Being. the fact that there is no 
necessary connection between the scientific hypothesis 
of  biological evolution and philosophical materialism 
was indeed clear to some minds at the time. But there 
were many people who either welcomed or attacked the 
hypothesis, as the case might be, because they thought 
that materialism was the natural conclusion to draw from 
it.”11
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 the “reversal” in science occurred this way: pre-
viously, it was believed that the order of  the universe 
was a reflection of  an underlying harmonious substrate. 
It can be said that pre-socratic philosophy is essentially 
(not entirely) cosmology. that is, it is largely an attempt 
to understand nature. even the premier evolutionist, 
anaximander, posits the existence of  an indeterminate 
primary element more basic than the opposites which 
come to be and pass away. In other words, classical cos-
mology presumed “cosmos.” In classical thought, it was 
humanity that introduced the element of  chaos. From 
its presocratic beginnings to its renaissance apex, order 
and harmony were the presuppositions of  philosophy 
and science.

 darwin marks, at least symbolically, a reversal of  
this presumption. evolution progresses by the negative 
feedback of  cruelty and competition for survival among 
species. cosmos comes from chaos. 
The notion of  “survival of  the fit-
test” and material evolution, com-
bined with the other reversals in 
theology and philosophy, set the 
intellectual stage for the idea that 
order emerges out of  chaos in an 
evolutionary way. even physics suf-
fers in this view. In physics, order 
emerged from amorphous matter 
and the universe “runs down” by 
spending its energy in expansion. 
today, theories of  entropy and ran-
domness dove-tail with Big-Bang and Big-crunch cos-
mological theories. physics is no longer predictive, but 
only descriptive.12 the reversal, then, is this: classically, 
cosmos is primary, chaos is derivative. Now, chaos is pri-
mordial and cosmos evolves out of  it. In a certain sense 
and on another level, nature (which is wild) is dominated 
and replaced by technology as the basis for both knowl-
edge and action. this brings with it the ethics of  the 
“technological imperative”: if  we can do it, we should do 
it.13

 anthropology becomes the study of  a very so-
phisticated accident. the goal, point or telos of  human 
existence is not given by scientific research, because in 
fact, such a telos or meaning of  life does not exist. rath-
er, humanity itself  becomes the instrument, the faciendus 
of  its own creative energy. In other words, since there is 
no inherent meaning in being human, meaning must be 
imposed by a design of  the “project of  existence.”

 to summarize, then: there have been shifts of  
focus which characterize “modern” thought as a whole. 
there has been a move from theology to anthropology; 
from metaphysics to epistemology; from creation to cha-
os and predictive to descriptive science, therefore from 
physics to mathematics.

 all this has a profound effect on ethical theory. It 
has been the “disquieting suggestion” of  certain quarters 
of  philosophy that moral language in the contemporary 
sphere is actually the linguistic rubble left after complete 
intellectual catastrophe.14 In its basic structure, ethics is 
the study and science of  getting from where and what 
we are, to where and what we ought to be, by doing what 
we ought to do. the catastrophe is what I have just out-
lined. the reversal in the theological perspective (with its 
resultant atheism) leaves us without a terminus ad quem. 
That is, it leaves us bereft of  a “final cause” so we must 

make our own. the reversal in sci-
ence leaves us without a coherent 
terminus a quo or starting point in 
nature. there is no real “nature” of  
the human being, but rather a study 
of  emergence and change with only 
the broadest descriptive, not pre-
dictive outline of  order. In fact, the 
evolutionary order of  the develop-
ment of  species runs contrary to 
the entropy of  the universe and its 
fall into disorder and unpredictabil-
ity.

 therefore, without a substantive nature and with-
out a rational purpose or end, ethical discourse - which 
traditionally guides us from the former to the latter - be-
comes radically meaningless. the ethical endeavor be-
comes politics in the most jaded sense: accommodation 
by social contract. this, I suppose, is the “organized 
stalemate” of  the modern pluralistic state. without a 
fairly clear point of  departure and point of  arrival, ethical 
discourse is a bridge suspended in mid-air coming from 
nowhere, going nowhere and collapsing into the silence 
of  the underlying abyss.15

Moral Theory in the Fallout: Proportionalism
 the intellectual heirs of  the post-enlightenment 
moral theory have been numerous. Not all have borne 
the most handsome fruit. particularly thorny in this re-
gard is the development and use of  proportionalism in 
catholic moral theory. we all know that a great deal of  

“In its basic structure, ethics is 
the study and science of  getting 
from where and what we are, to 
where and what we ought to be, 
by doing what we ought to do. ” 
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theological energy has been devoted to moral methodol-
ogy since Humanae vitae. the limits of  time and topic do 
not permit an examination of  this, but methodology is 
crucial for moral theology. In fact, any question about 
a practical moral problem is really a question about the 
adequacy of  method.

 the manifold problems of  proportionalism are 
dealt with elsewhere but I would want to say a few words 
about it that tie in with the reversals that have occurred 
during the enlightenment.

 First, theories of  proportionalism (european 
and american) are based on an elaboration of  the dis-
tinction between person and nature. the locus classicus 
of  this in twentieth century theology is in Karl rahner’s 
essay on “concupiscence.”16 here, the late Jesuit theo-
logian describes the personal aspect as that from which 
free decision about oneself  arises. the aspect of  nature 
is understood to include all that is given prior to free de-
cision. Nature is the material about which the personal 
aspect “decides.” It is that which is determined, while 
the personal aspect is that which determines. Nature is 
the chaotic, inertial matter given meaning or purpose by 
our creative intellects. matter is purely instrumental, not 
inherently meaningful. the operative “virtue” becomes 
efficiency. Since there is no inherent meaning, it cannot 
harbor the possibility of  moral absolutes. Nature cannot 
imply moral absolutes because morality pertains only to 
reason, or, in this case, “intention.” rahner and others of  
this school are criticized for denigrating the role of  grace. 
I think that a stronger case can be made for the opinion 
that it is “nature” which has lost its meaning. 

 Be that as it may, in moral theology, this can be 
spelled out as a distinction between the transcendental 
and categorical, the person and nature, or the distinction 
between the ontic (pre-moral) and the moral. acts are the 
“fitful expression” of  one’s personal aspect. Categorical 
acts belong to the realm of  the “right” and “wrong,” the 
personal dimension is the domain of  “good” and “evil.” 
the moral enterprise in this schema, that is, the judgment 
of  the good or the evil is a determination of  whether or 
not the “fitful expression” is an adequate expression of  
the inmost self. this is a dualism that severs the connec-
tion between good with right, and evil and wrong.

 human acts become instruments by which one 
brings about a certain state of  affairs. Because they are 
evaluated on the basis of  efficiency, not on the basis of  

inherent meaning, there may be “virtually exceptionless 
moral norms,” but none can be “actually exceptionless.” 
Logically speaking, doing something that is “wrong” is 
not the contrary of  “good,” but is the contrary of  “ef-
fectively expressive.”17 this is a reversal of  what was held 
in former times.

 stepping back into the secular currents of  
thought we were discussing earlier, in case we think that 
descartes, hobbes, darwin, Kant, et al. have no con-
temporary application, let me make one observation. we 
americans are obsessed by two things: sex and death. 
a recent study made by a leading women’s group found 
that in a given television season (mid-september through 
march), the major networks alone (not cable channels), 
make 14,000 references to sex. another study a few years 
ago found that by the time the average child receives a 
driver’s license, he or she has witnessed 16,000 deaths 
on television, apart from the news. If  these figures do 
not constitute an obsession, then obsessions do not ex-
ist. the two - sex and death - are related, and deeply. my 
point is this: another reversal has taken place at the level 
of  everyday life. In the christian world view, we are con-
ceived by a deliberate act of  love, and we die because of  
some anatomical accident. today, in the secular world-
view, the exact opposite is proposed as normative: we are 
conceived by accident and we die by a deliberate act ... 
either of  hatred or of  a cruel mercy.

 when all is said and done, proportionalists think 
that a human act is relatively insignificant because it is 
something like a corpse - it is merely a physical occur-
rence - which must be ensouled by an intention and eval-
uated (ethically) by its circumstances and consequences. 
human acts have no moral character apart from this. 
hence, their claim that the end can justify the means, or, 
evil may be done that good may come of  it. this is why 
they accuse the christian moral tradition of  physicalism 
and biologism.

VERItAtIS SPlEnDoR gIVes the chrIstIaN 
respoNse

 pope John paul II responds to the challenges 
posed to traditional morality by reassembling the coher-
ence of  truth-good-liberty understood as the doctrine of  
natural law. here again, we can appreciate both the dis-
tinctiveness and incisiveness of  this encyclical. professor 
hittinger says:
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 In unpacking this doctrine of  natural law, let us 
begin with the human act. unlike the proportionalists’ 
misunderstanding of  the human act as something like 
a cadaver waiting to be animated by intention and cir-
cumstances, the christian analysis of  the conditions for 
determining the goodness or evil of  an act are concisely 
summarized in the Catechism: 

 there are two ways that acts relate to the acting 
person and both ways are important for morality. the 
first is an act’s relation to the intellect. It is this relation 
that determines whether the act is good or evil, because 
the proper object of  the intellect is truth. the judgment 
of  conscience is that function of  the practical intellect 
that judges whether an act is in accord with reason, i.e., 
how it stands in relation to the order of  reality and of  
one’s ordering of  himself  to god. there is no real free-
dom on this score because the acting person is evaluat-
ing a proposed act in accord with the objective reality of  
the moral law. the rational coherence of  the act is an 
objective determination since moral law is not one’s own 
creation. It is the perennial teaching of  moralists that a 
human act is judged according to “reason informed by 

the divine law either naturally, by doctrine or by infu-
sion.” [De malo 2, 4 corp.]20

 second, there is the relation of  an act to the will. 
this is where freedom exists. the proper object of  the 
will is the good - real or imagined. one can choose to act 
in accord with the objective reality of  the moral law or 
one may not. wrong may seem more attractive than right 
in a given instance and it is (metaphysically) possible to 
choose wrong. this is deliberate sin.

 true, one can have an erroneous conscience (a 
problem of  the intellectual understanding of  the stand-
ing of  this act in accord with the dictates of  morality), 
and this may diminish or even abolish the culpability of  
the action, but the action is still wrong.

 In other words, moral action has a complex com-
position. on the one hand, human reason perceives the 
moral order (the rationality of  actions as they relate one 
to god in the structure of  this world and this human na-
ture), an order which one does not create and therefore 
is not free to disregard. there are some actions which are 
forbidden even prior to any considerations of  intention 
or circumstances. these are called intrinsically evil and 
are forbidden by the negative precepts of  the natural law. 
on the other hand, we freely chose by deliberate will to 
act rationally or not. hence, st. augustine’s remark that 
in morality we are both “servant and free.”

 Here the Holy Father’s words find perhaps their 
deepest meaning in the eloquent section on martyrdom: 
[VS 87] “Christ reveals, first and foremost, that the frank 
and open acceptance of  truth is the condition for au-
thentic freedom: ‘you will know the truth, and the truth 
will set you free’ (Jn 8:32).”

 It is therefore the total action that is free. It is con-
fusing - and erroneous - to say that one’s conscience is 
free because, as an act of  the practical intellect, it makes a 
judgment about the goodness or evil of  the moral object. 
conscience is perceptive, not creative of  the moral order. 
“conscience is an organ, not an oracle.”21

 perhaps this is enough said about this aspect - de-

Better than any encyclical since Rerum novarum, 
Veritatis adopts a clear and consistent rhetoric 
of  natural law ... throughout Veritatis, the pope 
argues that “natural law” does not denote im-
manent biological or psychological “nature, but 
rather signifies the divine source of  moral norms, 
imparted by creation, and expressed in the ratio-
nal structure of  human judgment and action. ..”
 [o]ur grasp of  binding moral norms give 
“witness” to the truth that in the ordo rerum man 
is not his own measure. hence, by distinguishing 
between the ground of  the truth and the act of  
knowing the truth - or, to employ the encyclical’s 
language, between the light and what is illuminat-
ed - the proper ontological ground of  conscience 
is clarified, and conscience is rescued from being 
entrapped in psychological and epistemological 
puzzles.18

the morality of  human acts depends on the ob-
ject chosen; the end foreseen or the intention; 
the circumstances of  the action. the object 
chosen morally specifies the act of  the will, ac-
cording to which reason recognizes and judges 
itself  as conformed or not to the true good. the 
objective rules of  morality express the reason-
able order of  good and evil, witnessed by the 
conscience.19
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cidedly the most theologically corrective part - of  the en-
cyclical, because other salient features deserve comment. 
professor hittinger notes that “the pope does not merely 
rehearse the commonplaces of  scholastic theology. he 
improves upon them. For example, his treatment of  the 
christological meaning of  the natural law is superior not 
only to anything in contemporary catholic literature on 
the subject, but also to the work of  the neo-thomists of  
the pre-conciliar era.”22

    
 I would put this even more strongly. the holy 
Father has not only corrected certain trends in moral 
thinking; he is not simply restating past teaching. he has 
basically produced an encyclical answering the question 
about the meaning of  life. and while the discovery and 
appreciation of  this meaning is a rational and reasonable 
undertaking, while its apprehension and pursuit never 
leads one to contradict reason, it requires more than un-
aided reason can find. It is a challenge to come to faith 
in christ. Because Jesus christ is at once the splendor of  
the Father, he is that luringly attractive person whom the 
rich young man engages in his quest for everlasting life.

 “what good must I do to inherit everlasting 
life?” This project of  faith poses its question to God - to 
Christ who reflects the splendor of  God. But this ques-
tion recognizes the need for more than knowledge. It 
fully engages the human person and so it is moral as well. 
this embraces the commandments and more - the call to 
perfection. But the encyclical teaches that morality is not 
just based on a project of  human reason, but on revela-
tion as well - the Bible and the relationship we have with 
christ.

 with laser-like precision, this insight cuts through 
all the arid debates about the autonomy of  ethics from 
theology and the no-win questions about whether there 
is a “distinctively christian ethics,” as if  truth were not 
one. the theological grounding of  morality plainly shows 
that the person of  Jesus adds something to the natural 
law more than mere intentionality and the sacraments. It 
adds the wisdom of  the theological virtues and particu-
larly of  that charity which makes obedience to the moral 
law joyful and free, even to the point of  self-sacrifice.

 this is the beauty of  the third section of  the doc-
ument. the fullness of  christian moral life is actualized 
in the lives of  the saints. their lives are embodiments of  
the moral union of  their wills (site of  freedom) with that 
of  god - in the myriad circumstances of  each unique 

life and with what st. Vincent de paul called the virtue 
of  “creativity to infinity” with which the encyclical con-
curs. 

 without exaggeration, this encyclical advances the 
whole science of  moral theology and realizes in its con-
crete existence the decree of  the Fathers of  the second 
Vatican council to renew moral theology by aligning it 
again with its biblical foundations and with the dynamic 
necessity to bring forth good actions in charity for the 
life of  the world.

 Veritatis splendor returns moral theology to the pat-
rimony of  the church’s theological tradition. reunited 
with its biblical roots, undistracted by a neuralgic need 
to attempt a secularization of  morality by divorcing it 
from the larger questions about the meaning of  life and 
one’s incumbent search - explicit or implicit - for god, 
animated by the rich young man’s dissatisfaction with just 
obeying the commandments as exhaustive of  moral life, 
moral theology becomes rejuvenated by a concern for 
the positive commandments of  perfection and love, for 
the virtues and for holiness of  life. moral theology is re-
united with ascetic theology. moral theology is no longer 
the study of  bad human acts and ascetic theology the 
study of  virtue. ascetic theology is no longer a second 
semester elective, it is the soul of  moral theology.

 In the first section of  Veritatis splendor the rich 
young man is commended for following the command-
ments and is told that perfection would involve total self-
giving: “go sell what you have and come follow me.” 
In the final chapter of  the encyclical the Holy Father 
describes this road of  perfection in this way: “the cru-
cified Christ reveals the authentic meaning of  freedom; 
he lives it fully in the total gift of  himself  and calls his 
disciples to share his freedom.” [Vs 85]

the unacceptability of  “teleological,” “conse-
quentialist,” and “proportionalist” ethical theories, 
which deny the existence of  negative moral norms 
regarding specific kinds of  behaviour, norms 
which are valid without exception, is confirmed 
in a particularly eloquent way by christian mar-
tyrdom, which has always accompanied and con-
tinues to accompany the life of  the church even 
today. [Vs 90]

Jesus reveals by his whole life, and not only by 
his words, that freedom is acquired in love, that 
is, in the gift of  self  ... contemplation of  Jesus 
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 Veritatis splendor is a source of  inspiration for the 
entire church. It is addressed to the chief  pastors, the 
bishops and, through them, is a message for all of  us. It is 
a call for unity in the whole church as we face the daunt-
ing challenges of  elements totally inimical to the purpos-
es and will of  God. Here we find food for theological 
reflection, spiritual reading and renewal of  pastoral zeal. 
It is not just a call for standing at attention, it gives us 
real inspiration to conduct our own lives according to the 
highest standards of  christ, not out of  fear, but out of  
love.

 Veritatis splendor is a beautiful evangelical docu-
ment. with it, in union with the pope and the bishops, 
we can call non christians to christ, and catholics to 
a deeper discipleship. In fact, the “living example” of  
catholics will be the most appealing call to christ: 

 the call to evangelization is addressed especial-
ly to us priests. all of  us priests - secular, religious and 
monastic - are all missionaries. and the threshold of  the 
missionary field is the evangelization of  our own heart. 
our explicit goal must be holiness of  life, with all that 
involves in terms of  penance, prayer and meditation, as 
well as the other good works of  the ministry. It is a call 
for us to be “confessors” in the full, traditional sense of  
that term: those who openly profess faith in christ in 
integrity of  life, convinced of  the truth that: 

 the life of  the saints, and particularly that of  the 
martyrs reveal total espousal of  this discipleship and per-
fection. Let us conclude then, with the words of  the 
prayer over the gifts in the mass for a martyr in paschalti-
de, “Lord, we celebrate the death of  your holy martyrs. 
May we offer the sacrifice which gives all martyrdom its 
meaning.”

crucified is thus the highroad which the Church 
must tread every day if  she wishes to understand 
the full meaning of  freedom: the gift of  self  in 
service to god and one’s brethren. [87]

[t]he life of  holiness which is resplendent in so 
many members of  the people of  god, humble 
and often unseen, constitutes the simplest and 
most attractive way to perceive at once the beauty 
of  truth, the liberating force of  god’s love, and 

No absolution offered by beguiling doctrines, 
even in the areas of  philosophy and theology, can 
make man truly happy: only the cross and the 
glory of  the risen christ can grant peace to his 
conscience and salvation to his life. [Vs 120]

the value of  unconditional fidelity to all the de-
mands of  the Lord’s law, even in the most dif-
ficult situations. [VS 107]
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