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Abstract: Just as in other fields, whether of science or branches of 
theology. Moral Theology has developed greatly in the modem times. 
From being a help in individuals confessions of personal sins from the 
sixth century it has developed into a comprehensive field of reflection 
that animates and guides almost all areas of human life today. What is 
presented here is short sketch of some of the most important persons 
and events that have made significant contribution to the blossoming of 
moral theology today, and some of the important developments that 
have taken place because of them. Since it is a herculean task and beyond 
the scope of this article to speak of all who have contributed to make 
moral theology what it is today, the article makes a mention of a few 
moral theologians who have contributed to moral theological reflections 
in India.
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conscience; social justice; human rights; Vatican II.

Introduction

Theology has developed through the constant reflection o f  believers 
on the life, w ords and deeds o f  Jesus, and on th e ir lived out 
experiences in the light o f  the Word o f  God in specific contexts. In 
other words, theology is the result o f  the constant reflection on and 
articulation o f the faith in life situations. The seed o f  faith received 
by the disciples and the early Church has been constantly articulated 
and lived out in particular socio-cultural and political backgrounds, 
in time and space. Lived-out experiences nurture theology. As such, 
modernity has made its decisive impact on theology, including moral 
theology. Contem porary theology reflects the characteristics o f  
m odem  world o f  individualism, pluralism and scientific approach. 
Theological pluralism replaces dogmatism.

As far as moral theology is concerned, what once was just an 
aid to the faithful in their confessional practice, modem  moral theology 
has developed into a comprehensive field o f  reflection that animates 
and guides or directs almost all areas o f  human life today. Scientific
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morality replaces the objectivist morality where sin is not determined 
by the act alone but by intention.1 Founded firm ly on the dignity o f  
the human person, the image o f  the creator God, moral theology 
guides hum an life -  though ts, w ords and ac tions, to grow  in 
perfection in that image. Many would credit such changes to Vatican
11, and few Catholics would disagree with the judgm ent that the 
Second Vatican Council has been “the most important event within 
the Church in the past 400 years.”2 But the change has not been 
easy. It is said that the crisis, agony and renewal has caused if  not 
the end o f Christianity, at least, it was “the end o f  one Christianity -  
the one that was familiar and predictable to everyone, believer or 
unbeliever.”3

My attempt here is to present the influence o f modernity on 
moral theology. Although Vatican II remains the key reference point 
it is important to realize that the changes that were brought about by 
Vatican Council II did not come out o f  the blue, all at once, as James 
F. Keenan so beautifully presents in one o f  his latest books, A H istoiy  
o f  Catholic M oral Theology’ in the Twentieth C entm y.4 Therefore, I 
shall begin with a glimpse at the state o f  moral theology before the 
Council and proceed to the changes that were already in the air at 
the time o f Vatican II. Then I shall focus on the contribution o f 
Vatican 11, and conclude by highlighting the contributions o f  some 
o f the known moral theologians in India to moral theology.

1. Moral Theology before Vatican II
It is generally accepted that moral theology as the study o f  Christian 
moral behavior, as a separate discipline in theology, was the creation 
o f  the Council o f  Trent (1545-1563) and the sixteenth century 
monastic practice o f regular private confessions o f  personal sins.5 
However, as most scholars would indicate, moral theology then was 
quite different from what it is today. Literature in moral theology 
then was primarily the moral manuals intended to help priests at 
confessional practices o f  personal sins. Anything that did not ascribe 
to this or tow this line would not be even considered as moral 
theology. Therefore, some theologians, like John A. Gallagher, would 
not even consider that the modem moral theologians like Curran, 
McCormick, Fuchs, Haring and so on, as moral theologians, because
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for them these people differed so much from the manuals and their 
primary goals. G allagher believes that “(m)oral theology is no longer 
a helpful term with which to categorize the work o f  Curran, Schuller, 
M cCormick, Fuchs, Haring or other revisionist theologians. Their 
theological positions and moral theories are simply too distinct from 
the prime analogue.”6 For Gallagher prime analogue meant the moral 
manuals which gave priests and sem inarians practical theological 
guidelines.

W hile it is true that there existed differences in the articulation 
o f  moral truth as perceived by theologians at different times and 
places, as Keenan points out, they are not “contrary to the nature, 
that is, the proprium  o f  moral theology.”7 Therefore, Keenan says 
“moral theology did not begin at Trent. It began when the Church 
gathered and asked how as a people o f  God, they were going to live 
morally upright lives, as a response to their baptism in Christ.”8 Moral 
theology, therefore, can be found in the scriptures, in the reflections 
o f the fathers o f  the Church, in the writings o f  the theologians down 
the centuries when they tried to respond to the question o f  living 
upright lives as Christians. The difference between the past and the 
present moral theology is the difference in the issues that confronted 
them, the way they approached or responded to these issues, and 
the primary or immediate goals they had in mind while articulating 
their reflections. T herefore, in this sense, “M oral theology is a 
constant: what Paul, Augustine, Ambrose, Thomas, Suarez, Slater, 
Davis, Tillmann, Haring, Ford, Cahill, [Keenan,] and Farley are all 
doing is moral theology, whether they write a treatise, a summa, a 
revisionist thesis, or an essay in a theological journal.”9 The ultimate 
purpose o f  all these were responding to the call o f  Christ, and to help 
oneself and others to imitate Christ.

The penitential practice became a part o f  the Church from its 
inception, because despite their best efforts to follow Christ, they 
failed in their efforts because o f their sins. Therefore, the practice o f 
penance, absolution and reconciliation, became a significant aspect 
o f Christian life. However, the beginning o f  the private confessions 
that began in the sixth century, demanded guidelines for priests and 
monks, and this resulted in the preparation o f penitential books or 
moral m anuals, as we know them now. Although they had poor
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theological content, they were the first genre o f  moral theological 
writings. The theological content o f  these m anuals remained w ithout 
any considerable change all through the middle ages and up to the 
middle o f  the twentieth century.

Even after the Counci 1 o f  Trent moral theology rem ained with 
moral m anuals and penitential books “for a thorough going pastoral 
‘care o f  souls’,” 10 at the confessionals. These books o f  moral theology 
were to help confessors and parish priests “in the discharge o f  their 
duties. They are as technical as the text-books o f the lawyer and the 
doctor. They are not intended for edification, nor do they hold up a 
high ideal o f  Christian perfection for the imitation o f  the faithful. 
They deal with what is o f  obligation under the pain o f  sin.”" Although 
books like the Summa Confessorum  had better theological content, 
they still primarily catered to priests with ready information “on moral 
norm s, canonical regulations, liturgical prescriptions as well as 
pastoral instruction on the sacram ents.” 12 The M anuals o f  M oral 
Theology produced after the Council o f  Trent by seminary professors 
and w hich prim arily  catered  to sem inary  form ation had  clear 
instructions for priests on how to adm inister the sacram ent o f  
penance. These manuals were considered authoritative texts on moral 
theology, and they dominated the field till Vatican council II. Because 
o f  the ir heavy concentration  on sacram ental penance, R ichard 
McCormick, the famous American moral theologian, rightly described 
moral theology then as “all too often one-sidedly confession-oriented, 
m ag isterium -dom inated , canon law -related , s in -cen tered , and 
sem inary-controlled.” 13 Moral theology was legalistic (centered on 
the observance o f law, especially Church law), extrinsic (centered 
on the external act), m inimalistic (centered on the avoidance o f  sin) 
and casuistic, detached from  Scripture, dogm atic theology and 
spiritual theology.14

2. Seeds o f  Change

Although real change in the Church’s treatment o f moral theology 
came with Vatican II, it is important to mention that renewal o f 
moral theology had started decades before it. James Keenan, as 
mentioned earlier, outlines a number o f  important authors and moral 
theologians in the pre-Vatican era, especially from the post-war era 
who initiated these changes. Some o f them are Otto Schilling (1874-
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1956), Fritz Tillmann (1874-1953), Emile Mersch (1890-1940), Odon 
L ottin  (1 8 8 0 -1 9 6 5 ), G ustav  E rm ecke (1 9 0 7 -1 9 8 7 ), Jo h an n es 
Stelzenberger (1898-1972), Gerard Gilleman (1910-2002), Bernard 
Haring (1912-1998) and Joseph Fuchs (1912-2005).

O tto  Schilling maintains charity as the formal norm  o f  moral 
theology. According to him the goal o f  Christian m orality is union 
w ith G od and this is possible only through charity. T herefore, 
according to him. charity must be the basic principle o f  m oral 
theology. Although "he divides his subject matter into three cycles o f 
duties -  duties towards God, towards self, towards one’s neighbor” 
he says that the second and third cycle must be revised frequently.15

F ritz  T illm ann deserves special attention, because he was a 
scripture scholar who was forced to quit his work as an exegete o f 
the scripture, but was permitted to enter any other field o f  theology 
and he took up moral theology. He could be seen as the first and 
among the greatest in presenting a Christo-centric moral theology. 
According to him moral perfection in Christian life consists in the 
progressive imitation o f  Christ. God calls us to be like him and, 
therefore, ours is a lofty vocation: “The goal o f  the following o f 
Christ is none other than the attainment o f  the status o f  a child o f  
God. By becoming more and more like the Father in heaven, the soul 
mounts toward perfection... ” 16 We are to become progressively other 
Christs following the values o f the Sermon on the Mount, and avoiding 
a morality o f  the minimum required and the asceticism m eant only 
for the perfect.

Em ile M ersch presents each individual as a social being and, 
therefore, one’s moral life, according to him, should reflect this 
communitarian dimension o f  life. The community is the mystical 
body o f Christ and, therefore, the concentration is not on the individual 
sinner, but on society or the community to which one belongs. We 
do not stand as individuals but are bound to others by supernatural 
social bonds. Accordingly, if  one is to act purely on individualistic 
principles his/her moral life w'ould not correspond to the supernatural 
realities.17

O don Lottin  has done much to bring moral theology out o f  
the clutches o f  the manualists. He found that the primary reason for

128 Jnanadeepa 17/2 July 2014



the failure o f  the m oral theology w as the over-em phasis o f  the 
confessors’ singular focus on sin, law, especially cannon law, and 
external acts. Besides, m oral theology had detached itse lf from 
scripture, spiritual, dogmatic and mystical theology. Lottin was also 
critical o f  the m anualists’ insistence on external acts (conformity to 
good acts) and the neglect o f  cultivation o f  virtues which should be 
the prim ary purpose o f  moral theology.18 He em phasized was the 
formation o f conscience. Through w ell-form ed consciences and the 
formation o f  virtues like prudence he wanted to liberate the Christian 
faithful from a complete dependence on the confessor priests and 
he w anted them  to “becom e m ature self-govern ing  C hristians, 
insisting that they have a lifelong task, a progressive one ... toward 
growing in virtue.”19

G ustav  E rm ecke, although supported the manuals, realized 
that the only way to reform moral theology was to develop a strong 
theological foundation to com plem ent the manuals. “He contended 
that being made in the image o f  Christ required us to develop a 
Christ-centered foundational moral theology.”20 However, he was 
“against a single unifying category for moral theology (like the 
kingdom or discipleship)” and held that “moral theology ought to 
aim to be comprehensive.”21

G e ra rd  G illem an’s biggest contribution is that he gave moral 
theology a positive thrust. While the m anualist tradition emphasized 
the negative principles -  actions that are to be avoided -  Gilleman 
emphasized the overarching personal, internal dispositions, and the 
good that needs to be pursued by the Christian disciple. Identifying 
the Christian with the filial understanding o f  Jesus, the Son o f God, 
Gilleman recognized that charity/love establishes our relationship with 
God.22 And the task o f Christian morality is to make this love more 
and more explicit in our life. Gilleman criticized the moral manuals 
saying, “Law rather than love is their dominant theme. W here there 
should be a spiritual impulse, we find a fixed body o f doctrine. Even 
inspiration and liberty are precisely codified.”23 Gilleman also criticized 
moral theology’s disconnect with dogmatic theology, which actually 
led to Moral Theology’s preoccupation with laws and commandments 
with minimal obligations and devoid o f  virtues which scarcely merited 
the name moral theology. Gilleman emphasized charity as the core 
o f  Christian values. He says,
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For among all other values love is most able to bring together 
the living subject and the moral object. By its insatiable demands 
it liberates all the generous impulses o f  the individual without 
minimizing precise duties, without diminishing the importance 
o f  his own person, it drives a man into the society o f  other 
m en.2,1

Again, according to him the core o f  the good news is that 
God is love, and that we are no longer mere creatures or participations 
but are His sons and daughters invited in His Son to be in communion 
with the Father. Therefore, with this whole world renewed, we could 
no longer live as before.25 Our actions should be elicited from this 
love, and in as much as this love is within us we are divinized. He 
says that an ideal Christian life is one that consists o f  a series o f  acts 
that spring from love.26

B ern a rd  H aring  could be rightly called “the father o f  m odem  
moral theology” in the Catholic Church.27 He advocated an ethics o f  
personal responsibility when the field was strongly controlled by 
legalism, where the good actions relied primarily on adherence to 
moral laws. Bernard Haring says that his experiences as a medic in 
the German army on the Russian front during World War II prepared 
him “to work to overcom e a one-sided ethic o f  obedience and to 
preach instead a morality o f  personal responsibility and brotherly 
love, w ith adherence to o n e ’s own sincere but ever searching 
co n sc ien ce .”28 His personal experiences at the W ar w here he 
witnessed “the most absurd obedience by Christians toward a criminal 
regim e,” made him to return to teaching moral theology with the 
firm conviction that the core o f  m orality is not obedience, “but 
responsibility and the courage to be responsible.”29 This is what is 
clearly seen in his three volume work, The Law  o f  Christ, where the 
pattern o f  casuistic thinking is replaced by personalism. To him, 
“The basic model o f  moral behaviour was no longer conformity to 
law but a personal response to the call o f  love from the other.”30

H aring’s influence on moral theology prior to Vatican II was 
such that he was one o f  the three theological experts that Pope John 
XXIII personally chose and appointed to the Council. One o f  his key 
contribution was on the issue o f  the meaning o f morality and religious 
freedom. His ideas and pastoral approach shine through the Council’s
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document on The Church in the Modern World. It is said that “One 
o f  his m any achievem ents was to introduce the social sciences into 
moral theology as a methodology for reading the signs o f  the tim es.”31 
The Council endorsed his stance when it said, “In pastoral care 
appropriate use m ust be m ade ... o f  the findings o f  the secular 
sciences, especially o f  psychology and sociology.”32

For Haring “The principle, the norm, the center, and the goal 
o f  Christian Moral Theology is Christ.”33 As Keenan points out, for 
him “Christ is the principle, the foundation, the source, the wellspring 
o f  moral theology; Christ is the norm, indeed a positive norm, a 
norm about being, a norm about persons as disciples; Christ is the 
center, not the human; and Christ is the goal, for charity is union 
w ith G od fo rever.”34 R egarding m oral theology, he says, “We 
understand moral theology as the doctrine o f  the imitation o f  Christ, 
as life in, with, and through C hrist... The point o f  departure in 
Catholic moral theology is Christ, who bestows on man a participation 
in his life and calls on him to follow the Master.”35 Keenan points 
out, “Among the innumerable contributions o f  The Law  o f  Christ 
are five central themes: an entirely positive orientation; an emphasis 
on history and tradition; human freedom as the basis for Christian 
m orality; the form ation o f  the conscience; and the relevance o f  
worship for the moral life.”36 In it he had proposed a biblical, liturgical, 
Christological and life-centered moral theology.

At the council, H aring’s contribution had been much. He had 
been on the preconciliar and conciliar commissions. It is said that he 
drafted the document on priestly formation, Optatam Totius. It offers 
“a simple two-sentence statement”37 on the content and style o f  moral 
theology, emphasizing scripture and charity. It reads, “Special care 
m ust be given to the perfecting o f  moral theology. Its scientific 
exposition, nourished more on the teaching o f the Bible, should shed 
light on the loftiness o f  the calling o f  the faithful in Christ and the 
obligation that is theirs o f  bearing fruit in charity for the life o f  the 
world.”38

His contribution in the drafting o f  the document the Pastoral 
Constitution on the Church in the M odem World was so significant 
that he was publicly referred to as “the quasi-father o f  Gaudium et 
Spes ” by Cardinal Fernando Cento, the co-president o f  the mixed
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com m ission in charge o f  that docum ent.39 His indelible m arks in 
Gaudium et Spes are seen where the docum ent describes the nature 
o f m arriage, as a “communion o f  love” (no. 47), and an “ intimate 
partnership” (no. 48) which is no longer a contract, but covenant 
(no. 48), and in the Council’s formulation o f  its teaching on conscience 
(no. 16) which, according to Keenan, is indebted to H aring’s Law  o f  
Christ, where the subject o f  conscience is extensively dealt with. 
Keenan says, “H aring roots his understanding o f  conscience in 
freedom. N oticeably different from his predecessors, the postw ar 
Haring privileges human freedom as the possibility o f  responding to 
G od’s call to do G od’s w ill.”40 According to Haring, “In essence 
freedom is the power to do good. The pow er to do evil is not o f  its 
essence.”41 It is quite clear that the Council developed its teaching on 
conscience based on this framework o f  Haring. “His work anticipates, 
inspires, and forms the now famous conciliar definition o f  conscience 
in Gaudium et spes, no. 16.”42

After the Council he published Free and  Faithful in Christ, 
another three volume work, an update o f  The Law  o f  Christ, for a 
changing world. Free and Faithful in Christ moves further away 
from the legalistic model o f moral life towards a more relational model. 
According to him legalism makes God into a controller rather than a 
gracious savior. Our moral life is a grateful response to G od’s loving 
gift to us. We are all called to a continual conversion and growth in 
our relationships with God, others and self.43

Haring with his over 90 volumes in moral theology “helped to 
reshape the entire discipline o f Catholic m oral theology in the post- 
concilia r era. In his various w ritings he a lso  show ed a broad 
knowledge not only o f  theology and scripture but also o f  sociology, 
psychology and medicine.”44

Joseph  Fuchs is another moral theologian who has left his 
significant contribution in moral theology before, during and after 
the Council. He advocated critical evaluation o f  traditional concepts 
o f moral absolutes, intrinsic evil and tradition. His contribution to 
autonomy o f conscience has been significant. He emphasized that 
moral truth is not necessarily found in the long held norms articulated 
by the magisterium. According to him “one finds moral truth through 
ilu: tli:>ceminent o f  an informed conscience confronting reality.”45
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Focusing on personal responsibility and the conscience o f  the agent, 
he says, “M any confuse objective m orality with the prescriptions o f 
the Church. We have to realize that reality is what is. And we grow 
to understand it with our reason, aided by law. We have to educate 
people to assume responsibility and not just to follow the law.”46

3. C o n tribu tion  o f V atican II

W hat we have seen here  are  som e o f  the o u ts tan d in g  m oral 
theologians whose individual contributions to the renewal in moral 
theology were acknowledged in Vatican II. Now we shall see how 
the Council has contributed to the developm ent o f  moral theology. 
Vatican II clearly called for a renewal o f  moral theology and the 
“special attention”47it should receive in priestly formation. Some o f 
the important developments that were evident from Vatican II could 
be pointed out as: a) the emphasis on Scripture, b) the emphasis on 
the human person, c) the emphasis on human dignity; d) importance 
given to conscience, and e) a fuller understanding o f  marriage. Let 
us discuss them in brief.

a . T he E m phasis on S crip tu re :

The Council says that the perfecting  o f  m oral theology and its 
scientific exposition should be nourished on the teaching o f  the Bible. 
“The teaching o f  the Bible should shed light on the loftiness o f  the 
calling o f  the faithful in Christ and the obligation that is theirs o f 
bearing fruit in charity for the life o f  the world.”48 The Scripture is 
authoritative in matters o f  faith and morals and it guides the faithful 
to live the dem ands o f  their faith. However, it is true that good 
exegesis is needed to discern what a particular scriptural injunction 
is actually saying to the faithful in particular situations or, in other 
words, whether it is normative at all times and to all situations. It is 
also important to “avoid extremes o f  fundamentalism, which is too 
prone to a literal interpretation, and o f  excessive erudition, which 
gets lost in technical details to the detriment o f  vital knowledge.”49 

The Council’s emphasis on Scripture is not one sided; it equally 
emphasizes the “scientific exposition” o f  moral theology. The truth 
received in revelation must be studied in the light o f  human sciences 
and human experience in order to provide the faithful with intelligible 
and coherent moral truths so that they can respond appropriately
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and acco rd in g  to the G ospel values in vary ing  s itua tions and 
circum stances o f  life. Moral theology needs to become a theology o f  
Christian living in concrete situations and not just a set o f  laws, rules 
and regulations as in the manuals.

An ideal Christian life based on the teachings o f  the scripture 
will not have a preoccupation with sins, rules, laws and prescriptions. 
These were the hallmark o f  the manualists, whose works were rightly 
and lightly called “manuals o f  pathology”50. Avoidance o f  sins and 
thereby punishm ent, was the preoccupation o f  the faithful. W hat 
was neglected by this minimalism was the ‘law o f love,’ the heart o f  
Christian spirituality and morality based on the Scripture. In a morality 
based on the Scripture charity /love takes precedence over law. 
Although laws are important, they demand a moral minimum, unlike 
love.

Finally, it is love that can really promote ‘life o f  the w orld.’ 
Life can flourish only in an atmosphere o f  love. Love is the heart o f  
the Scripture, and it is the foundation o f  G od’s Kingdom. There can 
be no flourishing o f  the Kingdom in its absence. We are to work for 
the flourishing o f  the world, because the world we create here is 
closely related to the world we hope for. As Theilhard de Chardin 
says everything in this world, including matter has a cosmic role, 
“and, by assimilation to the Body o f  Christ, some part o f  matter is 
destined to pass into the foundations and walls o f  the heavenly 
Jerusalem .”51

b) Emphasis on the Human Person:

The Council emphasizes the individual human person’s ability to relate 
to God and others. This view came to be emphasized because o f the 
m anualist trad itio n ’s tendency to evaluate m orality in term s o f  
individual acts o f  the person. The Council pays “attention not only to 
the biological faculties connected with individual acts but a broader 
understanding o f  human flourishing in terms o f  the fundamental 
dimensions o f  the human person that include no> only the physical 
aspects, but also the inter-relational, psychological, and spiritual 
aspects o f  the human person.”52 The individual human experience as 
a so u rce  o f  m o ra l k n o w led g e  is g iven  im p o rtan ce  here . It 
acknowledges the fact that every human person is to a large extent
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unique and is significantly different from the others. This m akes it 
difficult to formulate clear and concrete moral norm s w hich will 
apply to each and every person in all circumstances and tim es.53

The Council also recognizes the fact that the human person is 
by nature social and, therefore, the progress o f  the human person 
and the advancement o f  society hinge on each other. The subject 
and the goal o f  all social institutions are and must be the human 
person.54 Therefore, there is a need to understand the human person 
as a whole. “It remains each m an’s duty to retain an understanding 
o f  the whole human person in which the values o f  intellect, will, 
conscience and fraternity are preeminent. These values are all rooted 
in God the Creator and have been wonderfully restored and elevated 
in Christ.”55 Therefore, as George Lobo points out, what we need to 
consider is not the dichotom y betw een body and soul, bu t the 
physical, psychic and spiritual dimensions o f  the hum an person in 
both their individual and social aspects as presented by biblical 
anthropology while making moral decisions or judgm ents.56

The modem social sciences can be o f help in understanding 
the social, psychological and other factors that inhibit free moral 
responses o f  the individual human person. U nderstanding these 
factors is important to evaluate one’s moral responsibility and to 
promote personal growth. As the English writer Galsworthy once 
said, “To teach Johnny Latin, it is more important to know Johnny 
than to know Latin,”57 it is more important to know the human person 
to provide him/her moral education.

c) T he em phasis on hum an  dignity:

H um an dignity  has been a m ajor them e in the C hurch ’s social 
teachings even before the Council. In fact, all C atholic social 
teachings, whether in Rerum Novarum  (May 15, 1891) or in Pacem  
in Terris (April 11, 1963), are based on the dignity o f  the human 
person. Therefore, Vatican II w asn’t the first time that the Church 
spoke out on human dignity or committed herself to the promotion 
o f  it. However, in the Council it was reaffirmed and explicated in 
detail in Gaudium et Spes (12-22). As Christopher Baglow said, “With 
Vatican II, the church also began to look closely at the ways with
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which modem  thinkers tended to promote human dignity and showed 
how they and the Gospels are com plem entary.”58

The Church is constantly grow ing in its aw areness o f  the 
sublime dignity o f  the human person, created in the image and likeness 
o f  God, endowed with free will, mind, body and soul, standing above 
all things as the center and crown o f  the visible creation, and called 
to an eternal communion with God, has rights and duties that are 
universal and inviolable. This dignity gives the human person access 
to all that is necessary for living a genuinely human life.59 The 
perfection o f  human dignity is a gift made available to humans by the 
death and resurrection o f  Jesus and the m ysterious action o f  the 
Holy Spirit, who “ in a m anner known only to God offers to all the 
possibility o f  being associated with this paschal m ystery.”60. The 
council also makes it clear that human dignity demands that one acts 
“according to a know ing and free choice ... M an achieves such 
[perfect] dignity when, emancipating him self from all captivity to 
passion, he pursues his goal in a spontaneous choice o f  what is 
good, and procures for h im self through effective and skilful action, 
apt helps to that end.”61

The concept o f  human dignity has since served as an important 
criterion for much o f the Church’s teachings on issues o f  bio-medical 
and bio-technological ethics, social justice and human rights and in 
ethics o f  economics and politics. Although in the secular world the 
nations affirmed the Universal Declaration o f  Human Rights (1948) 
declaring that “all human beings are bom  free and equal in dignity 
and rights” (Article 1) and, in keeping with this inherent dignity, they 
have the right to realize their accompanying social, economic and 
cultural rights, it is the Church that has given the concept a solid 
foundation through its anthropological and biblical perspectives.

d) Im p o rtan ce  given to conscience:
Conscience is ano ther subject that the Council has dealt w ith 
elaborately. Traditionally and according to the Scripture, m oral life 
meant the living out o f  the covenantal relationship with God and His 
people. “The call o f God heard in the heart” o f the human person 
asking him/her “to respond t '  me divine gift o f  salvation, has been 
referred to as ‘conscience iu ihe Christian tradition.”62 However,
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there has been a remarkable developm ent with regard to the concept 
o f  conscience. The Council declares,

In the depths o f  his conscience, man detects a law which he 
does not im pose upon h im self, but w hich holds him  to 
obedience. Always summoning him to love good and avoid 
evil, the voice o f  conscience when necessary speaks to his 
heart: do this, shun that. For man has in his heart a law written 
by God; to obey it is the very dignity o f  man; according to it 
he will be judged. Conscience is the most secret core and 
sanctuary o f  a man. There he is alone with God, whose voice 
echoes in his depths. In a wonderful manner conscience reveals 
that law which is fulfilled by love o f  God and neighbor.63 

A few points are worthy o f  note here. First o f  all, conscience 
is an integral part o f  human dignity itself, and is the core o f  the 
hum an person. It is also the personal center o f  one’s communion 
with God. Second, the basic direction o f conscience, and hence, o f  
m orality is love -  love o f  God and love o f neighbor. Therefore, third, 
the derived conclusion from this also is the fact that conscience is 
relational. Conscience prompts the human person to “do good and 
to avoid evil” and this is fulfilled in one’s loving God and neighbor, 
which is also the fulfillment o f  Gospel law. Fourth, truth according 
the Council, is the result o f  a common search o f all, Christians and 
others alike. The Council document says, “In fidelity to conscience, 
Christians are jo ined with the rest o f  men in the search for truth, and 
for the genuine solution to the numerous problems which arise in 
the life o f  individuals from social relationships.” This means that 
m oral truth is the result o f  a common search and not just a given; 
nor is it the monopoly o f any particular group. Such a balancing 
between the ‘objective truth and subjective striving’ is a specialty o f  
the Council. W hile it acknowledges the freedom o f the individual 
conscience, it also reminds one o f  his/her obligation to seek the 
truth.

The exalted position o f individual conscience is clearly evident 
when it says in the document on religious freedom that the human 
person perceives and acknowledges the imperatives o f  the divine 
law through the mediation o f conscience. In all his activity a man is 
bound to follow his conscience in order that he may come to God,
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the end and purpose o f life. It follows that he is not to be forced to 
act in a m anner contrary to his conscience. Nor, on the other hand, 
is he to be restrained from acting in accordance with his conscience

64

e) A fuller understanding of marriage:

Influenced by the views o f  St. Augustine, who wrote in the fifth 
century in D e Conjugiis adulterinis, “Therefore the propagation o f  
children is the first, the natural and the principal purpose o f m arriage,” 
the Catholic tradition for centuries had strongly emphasized the finality 
o f  marriage. Procreation and upbringing o f  children as the prim ary 
and intimate end o f  m arried couples was enshrined in Canon 1013 o f  
the 1917 Code o f  Canon Law. Casti Connubii had clearly ranked 
procreation and mutual aid as primary' and secondary ends o f  both 
o f  m arriage and o f  sexual union.65 This was later again confirm ed by 
Pope Pius XII in his allocution to the Association o f  Italian Catholic 
Midwives/Obstetricians.66 Thus, traditionally the Church saw marriage 
as an institution prim arily meant for procreation, the structure o f  
which was evident in revelation and in natural law, and w here the 
marital behavior was controlled by the biological aspect o f  sexuality. 
The mutual aid o f  the spouses and their Christian perfection was 
c o n s id e red  o n ly  the  seco n d a ry  fu n c tio n  o f  m a rr ia g e .67 T he 
consideration o f  procreation as the primary end came to serve as the 
sole or major criterion for assessing the morality o f  conjugal union, 
contraception, use o f  condoms against AIDS, obtaining semen for 
fertility test through masturbation, homosexuality, etc.

However, this understanding was substantially changed with 
the Council. According to Bernard Haring, Vatican Council II through 
its docum ent G audium et Spes (47-52) transform ed the Catholic 
understanding o f  m arriage more significantly than any other event in 
its history, “because it viewed marriage and family as lived, historical 
realities that are decisive for personal well being.”68 It viewed the 
two-fold purposes o f marriage -  “conjugal love” and “the responsible 
transmission o f life as requiring harmonization.69 Thus the Council 
affirms both the ends o f  marriage without any hierarchical ordering 
between them. It also affirms the fact that “Marriage to be sure is 
not instituted solely for procreation; rather, its very nature as an
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unbreakable  com pact betw een persons, and the w elfare  o f  the 
ch ildren , both dem and that the m utual love o f  the spouses be 
embodied in a rightly ordered manner, that it grow and ripen.”70 The 
council then adds that “Therefore, m arriage persists as a whole 
m anner and  com m union  o f  life, and m ain ta in s its value and 
indissolubility, even when despite the often intense desire o f the 
couple, offspring arc lacking.”71 God him self had recognized that “ It 
is not good for man to be alone” (Gen. 1:28).

The Council stresses that marital love is an “eminently human 
one,” which “ involves the good o f the whole person, and therefore 
can enrich the expressions o f body and mind with a unique dignity.” 
This love, which merges “the human and divine,” “God has judged 
worthy o f  special gifts, healing, perfecting and exalting gifts o f grace 
and o f charity.”72

H um cinae Vitae  (1 9 6 8 ) fo llo w s  G a u d iu m  e t S p es  by 
abandoning hierarchical language regarding the unitive and procreative 
ends o f  the conjugal act, emphasizing their inseparable unity in each 
and every sexual act.73 A similar change can also be noticed in the 
1983 Code o f  Canon Law which has replaced the 1917 C ode’s 
defin ition  o f  m arriage as a contract w here the rights over one 
another’s body is exchanged for the purpose o f  procreation, with a 
combination o f  covenant and contract language where the partner’s 
consent to a partnership o f  the whole o f  life. Unfortunately, unlike in 
the docum ents discussed above, the evolution in the language o f  the 
Code o f  Canon Law has been slow and does not seem adequate 
enough.74

4. O th e r  D evelopm ents in M oral Theology

Although not directly or significantly influenced by the Council there 
are other areas pertaining to moral theology that were influenced by 
modernity. A few o f them are the Church’s commitment to social 
justice and human rights, the C hurch’s view on war and capital 
punishm ent, etc. Because o f  space constraints, here, I shall limit 
m yself to saying something on the Church’s commitment to social 
justice and human rights.
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C om m itm ent to Social Ju stice  and  H um an  R ights

Affirmation o f the inherent dignity o f  every human person ‘created 
in the image and likeness o f  G od’is the foundation o f  Catholic social 
teaching. It also has its Biblical foundation in the words o f  Jesus

who says, “W hatever you did for the least o f  my brethren, you did 
for me” (Mt. 25:40). It tries to articulate the implications o f the dignity 
o f  the human person in interpersonal, socio-political and structural 
realms o f  human life. It is based on the principles o f  human solidarity 
and inter-relatedness as a hum an com m unity. O ther values and 
principles upheld by the Catholic social teachings are respect and 
protection o f human life at every stage o f  life, equality, the right to 
association, participation, subsidiarity, protection o f  the poor and the 
vulnerable, protection from al! forms o f  exploitation, stewardship, 
common good, and so on.

In general we cannot say that Vatican 11 added much new' to 
the issue o f  social justice, because the issue was quite intensely 
discussed from the 19lh century, at least from the time o f Pope Leo 
X lll. His encyclical Rerum Novarum  (1891) was a trigger in the 
Church’s vigorous engagement with the issue o f social justice. Yet, 
probably, with Vatican II, the Church began to see and feel the 
challenge o f  social justice more clearly, engaged the issue more 
intensely or passionately and lived its commitment more directly, 
openly and courageously. The Synod o f  B ishops in 1971 says 
emphatically: “Action on behalf o f  justice and participation in the 
transformation o f  the world appear to us [the Church] as a constitutive 
dimension o f  the preaching o f  the Gospel, or, in other words, o f  the 
church’s m ission for the redem ption o f  the hum an race and its 
liberation from every oppressive situation.”75

Apart from the Biblical mandate, articulation o f  formal Catholic 
social teaching begins with Rerum Novarum  (1891) o f  Pope Leo 
XIII, where he addresses the subhum an conditions brought about 
by the industrial revolution, and condem ns the abuses o f  liberal 
capitalism  and socialism , especially  the M arxian class struggle. 
Defending the church’s moral authority to promote justice in public 
life, he claimed that the state has an obligation to protect workers 
and their rights. Most o f  the social encyclicals that were published 
subsequently were to mark various anniversaries o f  Rerum Novarum,
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right up to Pope John Paul II's Centesimus Annus in 1991. These 
later encyclicals (after Rerum Novartim), Quadragesimo Anno  (1931) 
o f  Pope Pius XI, M ater et M agistra  (1961) and Pacem in Terris 
(1963) o f  Pope John XX III, Populorum  Progressio  (1967) and 
Octogesimo Anno  (1971) o f Pope Paul VI, Sollicitudo Rei Socialis 
(1987) and Centesimus Annus  (1991) o f  Pope John Paul II were all 
primarily to confirm  and deepen the earlier teachings, especially o f 
Rerum Novarum.

In Quadragesimo A nno , Pope Pius XI is quite harsh on the 
abuses o f  corporate capitalism. In M ater et Magistra, Pope John 
XXIII focussed on the extremes o f  poverty in the world and the 
widening gap between the rich and the poor nations. Pacem in Terris 
is addressed to all people o f  good will and emphasizes the various 
rights o f workers -  legal, political and economic rights, and the right 
to work and the right to a just wage. In Populorum Progressio, Paul 
VI addresses international developm ent issues and the growing 
struggle between the rich and the poor nations. In Octogesimo Anno  
Pope Paul speaks about political action in order to achieve economic 
goals. In Sollicitudo Rei Socialis, Pope John Paul II follows Pope 
Leo’s critique o f  liberal capitalism and collective socialism and talks 
o f  the structures o f  sin that must be transformed. He also spoke o f 
a preferential option for the poor, in order to have justice in the 
world. Finally, in Centesimus Annus, John Paul II draws lessons 
from the sudden and unexpected collapse o f  Communism in Eastern 
Europe.

One o f the significant changes that have taken place in the 
Church’s teaching on social justice, perhaps, is to envision social 
change from below, the poor themselves as agents o f  social change, 
rather than expecting and waiting to see the state and the rich being 
benevolent agents to bring about justice for the poor which was the 
traditional approach. Thus the trickle-down theory o f  economics 
which was for long the norm gave way to Liberation Theology in 
Latin America, and themes like structural sin, preferential option for 
the poor, solidarity, etc. became preferred terms, made famous by 
the Roman Synod on Justice in the World in 1971, and in Paul V i’s 
encyclical Evangelii Nuntiandi (1974). The church now prefers to 
teach that ours is a faith that does justice, and that we need to have 
a preferential option for the poor, an option that works for changing
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unjust socio-political and econom ic structures, and where the poor 
them selves become the first agents o f  change. M oral theologians 
have begun to see reason in an inclusive theology where the issues 
voiced by “the poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized - all those 
considered ‘nonpersons’ by the pow erful,” yet considered “G od’s 
own privileged ones” by the prophets, are addressed.76

The other issues that received attention o f moral theologians 
are issues o f  ecology, the role o f  the laity and women, especially in 
decision making bodies within and without the Church, etc. Moral 
reflection also has begun to take place among the neglected or even 
officially silenced groups, like the married and divorced, people with 
gay and lesbian orientations,77 etc. M oral theology is cautiously 
listening to such here-to-fore unheard or under-heard voices from 
the peripheries. Pope Francis is keenly listening to these voices and 
is taking important initiatives in these lines which need appreciation 
and support.

5. Moral Theology after Vatican Council II

We can see a huge influx o f  theologians into the field o f  Moral theology 
after Vatican II. One o f  the reasons for this, as James Keenan points 
out, is the losing o f  the clerical nature o f  moral theology. M any lay 
people began to study and do research in the field.78 Some o f the 
early giants in moral theology, some o f  whom also sailed through the 
Council years and were not mentioned earlier, could be mentioned 
are Josef Fuchs (1912-2005) , Richard M cCormick (1922- 2000), 
James Gustafson (1925-), Alfons Auer (1915-2005), Louis Janssens 
(1908 -  2001), Klaus Demmer (1921 -), Bruno Schuller (1925-2007), 
Franz Bockle (1921-1991), Kevin Kelly, (1933-), Charles E. Curran 
(1934-), etc. O utstanding am ong the second (present) generation 
theologians are James F. Keenan, Lisa Cahill, David Hollenbach, 
Kenneth Himes, M argaret Farley, Dietmar Mieth, Joseph Selling, and 
num erous others. It would not be just on my part to try to write 
anything in detail here on these stalwarts.79 Therefore, I shall divert 
m yself to say something on moral theology and moral theologians in 
India.

Moral theologians in India could be called second generation 
theologians.80 Most o f  them had their doctoral dissertations done in
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European theological faculties. However, they have contributed much 
to the moral theological reflections in India. Some o f them are George 
Lobo, Soosai Arockiasamy, Felix Podimattam, Thomas Srampickal, 
George Therukattil, Clement Campos, George Kodithottam and John 
Chathanattu.81 I know that I am not making an exhaustive list o f  
moral theologians in India which in the present scenario would be 
quite long and I would not be able to do justice to such an endeavor.

G eorge  Lobo (1923-1993), the scholar, teacher, w riter is 
among the most outstanding moral theologians India has produced. 
After completing his doctorate from the Gregorian University, Rome, 
in 1962 he began his teaching career at the Jesuit Theological College 
in Kurseong, which continued in Delhi as Vidyajyoti. In 1980 he 
jo ined the Faculty o f  Theology at Jnana-Deepa Vidyapeeth, Pune 
where he remained till the end.

His field o f  work was the renewal o f Moral Theology after 
Vatican II, the application o f  moral principles for C hristian and 
professional life, and also the social teachings o f  the Church. Through 
his nine books and numerous articles in national and international 
journals he endeavored to bring m oral theology up-to-date and 
beneficial to the ordinary people who found much help in them. 
Some o f  his books like Christian Living According to Vatican II  
(1980) were so popular that they went into several editions. His 
o ther books w ere Current Problem s in M edical E th ics  (1974), 
R enew al o f  the Sacram ent o f  Reconcilia tion  (1981), The N ew  
M arriage Law  (1984), Moral and Pastoral Questions (1985), New  
Cannon Law  fo r  Religious (1986), Canon Law fo r  the Laity  (1987), 
H um an Rights in Indian Context (1991) and Church and  Social 
Justice  (1993).

Readers appreciated in his writings the clarity o f  his thought, 
his capacity to blend many perspectives, and his ability to deal with 
a variety o f important themes o f  moral and pastoral theology. He not 
only attempted to present a new commentary to the Canon Law but 
tried to place various issues within the theological and pastoral 
contexts. He provided in his writings lucid answers to many questions 
in the area o f  pastoral moral theology.
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Soosai Arockiasainv (1937-2012) was another multifaceted 
personality. He was a professor o f  moral theology at the Vidya Jyoti 
College o f  Theology in Delhi, and was also its principal. He was the 
editor o f I idva Jyoti Journal o f  Theological Reflection  for many 
years, and was consu lter to the Federa tion  o f  A sian B ish o p ’s 
Conference (FABC). 1 le was also the President o f  the Association o f 
Moral Theologian o f India (AMT1). As Srampickal rightly points out, 
“His interest went beyond the confines o f  moral theology into wider 
socio-political areas. He was a forefront fighter for human rights, 
solidarity with the poor and religious harmony. He always worked 
forcontextualized and inculturated theology.”82

He has authored/coauthored eight books and over 70 articles. 
Some o f his books are Liberation in Asia: Theological Perspectives 
(ed.) (1987), Responding to Communal ism: The Task o f  Religions 
and Theology,' (ed.) (1991), Social Sin: I t ’s Challenges to Christian 
Life (ed.) (1991), Information on Human Development (1998), and 
Life fo r  AH: Ethics in Context. True to the spirit o f  Vidyajyoti, to the 
creation o f  which he him self too contributed much, he “not only 
taught justice but also fought for it along with others in the streets”83 
o f  Delhi. He has been an inspiration not only for generations o f  
students and colleagues but also to other moral theologians o f  India.

Felix l’od im a tta m , a s tu d en t o f  B ernard  H arin g , is 
undoubtedly one o f the most celebrated moral theologians in India. 
Although originally a fundamental moral theologian who wrote his 
thesis on the theme “The Relativity o f  Natural Law,” through more 
than four decades o f  teaching, theologizing and writing he mastered 
the various fields o f moral theology, and has contributed much to the 
Church and to the field o f  moral theology in general. Through his 
135 books he has created history by entering into the Limca Book o f  
Records, on October 4, 2013, as the person who has authored the 
most number o f books in moral theology in the world.84 He has written 
on varying subjects such as sexuality, bioethics, celibacy, priesthood, 
religious life, ecology, human rights, issues o f  women, and so on. 
He has been quite vocal against discrimination against women in the 
Church and society, and has published a six-volume work titled In 
Praise o f  the Woman (2009).85 He has another remarkable contribution 
m a 10-voume work on Bio-M edical Ethics (2014), and another five
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volume sequel on religious life and spirituality. Yet, his most remarkable 
and the latest contribution is a 20 volume work on the Decalogue 
titled The Ten Commandments in the Law o f  Christ (2013).

In his w ritings he “emphasizes the sacredness o f  life in all its 
forms.” They also “show a harmonious blending o f  the traditional 
wisdom with its em phasis on fundamental Christian values as well 
as the findings o f  m odem  sciences like psychology, sociology and 
anthropology .”86 His w ritings clearly  portray  his encyclopedic 
know ledge on varied  sub jec ts  he dealt w ith . H is approach is 
“Christocentric and pastoral at the same tim e.” Therefore, what we 
see in his writings “ is not moral rigidity, but a basic interior orientation 
to God in the person o f  Christ and he pays close attention to the 
internal dispositions and motivations o f the believer.”87 Another quality 
that he has displayed is his ability to “compare and integrate, as far 
as possible, the visions and views o f  other religions.”88

T hom as S ram p ick a l is another senior moral theologian in 
India who is known for his depth o f knowledge and his effort in 
creating an ‘Indian moral theological ethos,’ a moral theology that is 
contextual, reflecting important issues that face India. He too through 
his long teaching career that spans about four decades, and through 
his research and publications has influenced generations o f students, 
clergy and lay people. “According to him, in the Post-Vatican II 
period, though moral theology in India began to get out o f its slumber 
and resigned-mentality, it has not yet made an appreciable impact on 
the Indian theological horizon or created an ‘Indian moral theological 
ethos’.”89 Therefore, he insists on the need for evolving a common 
moral vision and approach in India focusing on important issues like 
social justice and hum an rights. His areas o f  special interest are 
fundamental moral theology, psychology, justice and human rights. 
In his book The C oncept o f  C onscience in T oday’s E m pirical 
Psychology and  in the Documents o f  the Second Vatican Council™  
his brilliance in interdisciplinary approaches is clearly visible. He has 
authored/co-authored three books and over 40 articles, mostly in 
moral theology and a few in psychological issues in priestly formation. 
In his writings and life he “ insists on promoting moral realism rather 
than idealism, listening to the faithful, well-reasoned and nuanced 
teaching, fostering personal responsibility and acknowledging the
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evolving character of moral theology as essential for the renewal and healthy 
growth of the discipline.”91

George Therukattil has always been a vocal proponent of one of the 
themes dear to the heart of the present Pope (Francis), compassion. He is a 
multifaceted and dynamic personality who is well versed in moral theology and 
philosophy. Being at the Chair of Christianity in the Mysore University, he has 
influenced a much more diverse group than many other moral theologians 
in India whose immediate influence have been in and through seminary 
campuses.

He has authored three books and over 20 articles in moral theology 
and has a number o f short write ups in popular weeklies and magazines. 
His short, yet informative articles dealing with moral issues in Truth o f  
Light, a Christian weekly from Kerala, have enriched many faithful, priests 
and religious alike.

Clement Campos, John C hathanattu  and George Kodithottam
are among the other senior moral theologian who have contributed to 
moral theology in India. Clement Campos takes into account the cultural 
diversity and social inequality that is prevalent in the country and makes 
a host o f issues like globalization, environmental degradation, lack of 
health care in the country, discrimination based on gender, caste and 
religion, religious violence and human rights violations, etc. the object of 
his moral theological reflection. He emphasizes the need for a dialogical 
approach in the face o f varied socio-political, cultural, religious and 
economic situation prevailing in India to develop a moral theology that is 
truly contextualized, Indian, authentically human and socially liberative.92

John C hathanattu  pays much attention to issues of social justice 
and human rights. He “argues that an Indian liberative inculturation must 
run to concre te  econom ic questions and stru c tu ra l issue o f  
marginalization.”93 According to him, in the face of institutionalized 
violence and marginalization of the poor, the low castes, minorities, and 
the abysmal record of human rights violations in Indian society, Indian 
moral theologians must turn to the language o f human rights and human 
dignity.

George Kodithottam is a resourceful moral theologian who divides 
his time between pastoral work and seminary teaching. Also, he is another 
moral theologian-pastor who is after the heart of our present Pope Francis, 
“who smells the sheep.” His ethical reflections are maturely blended 
between pastoral concerns and cultural sensitivity. He has been very
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resourceful and inspiring not only to his ‘sheep’ in his pastoral field and 
to his students but in a very special way to his colleagues and to the 
members of the Association o f Moral Theologians o f India (AMT1) whose 
annual conferences he attends unfailingly, where he also becomes an 
important resource person.

While there are a few more moral theologians who belong to older 
generation whose names are not taken here for lack o f space there are 
many more young and promising moral theologians who are all mostly 
caught up in sem inary teaching and adm inistration, and yet are 
contributing much to the development and flourishing of an inculturated 
and liberative moral theology. Let us hope that their ‘tribe may increase 
and multiply’ for the Church and the world.

C onclusion
Moral Theology is one of the areas that has really blossomed in the 
modem period. The fact that moral theology that once dealt primarily 
with confessional practices has diversified itself into areas that touch 
almost every aspect o f modem life, such as bioethics, medical ethics, 
sexual ethics, social ethics, environmental ethics, media/communication 
ethics, cyber ethics, etc. alone speak of the developments in the field. It is 
impossible to speak o f all the aspects o f the development that modernity 
has brought into moral theology. My attempt here has been to sketch 
some of the important people and events that have made significant 
contribution to moral theology, and some o f the important developments 
that have taken place because of them. Again, as James Keenan rightly 
points out since the present scenario in moral theology is marked by the 
non-clerical, non-seminary settings, with a large number of lay persons 
entering the field, it is almost impossible to pick and choose just a few. 
This is the reason why I chose to speak briefly only on Indian moral 
theologians in the post-Vatican period. I have attempted also to give a 
bird’s eye-view o f the developments in moral theology in modem times.
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