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CLEAR BELIEFS

Fifteen years ago, no more, the Catholic Church appeared to
many people as a stronghold of firm falth and clear rmoral prin-
clples in the midst of a drifting and disorlented world. One knew
what it meant to be a Catholic: in what things a Catholic believed.
and what things he rejected. A Catholic believed in the Blessed
Trinity, in the Incarnation, in an infallible Church. He believed
in original sin and in the redemption; in the sacraments and the
need for prayer. When he went to Mass on Sundays he knew he
was attending a sacrifice. He believed in the real presence of ocur
Lord In the blessed sacrament. He knew he could not go to com-
munion if he were in mortal sin, and he had a c¢lear notion of which
things were mortal sins, and which were merely venial; he had in
short a clear ldea of the nature of sin as an offence against God,
and of the need to confess one's grave sins. He venerated the
Blessed Virgin Mary, and trusted In the intercession of the saints
and the angels. He belleved that contraception, divorce and abor-
tlon were gravely wrong. And he belleved ever so many things
more.

WHERE HAS ALL THE CLEARNESS GONE?

No one, until recently, ever thought of presenting the way of
a follower of Christ as an easy way. Christ certainly did not present
it so. But, at least in the Catholic Church, it seemed a clear way.
One saw where it went and where It could not go. The steps by
which one followed it could at times be difficult steps, but one knew
which steps to take. That 1s how things were, until recently.
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Suddenly (so it must seem to many Catholics) everything has
changed. This clear way has been plunged Into darkness. The
clarity and unanimity have disappeared. It Is as if one no longer
knew — because one is no longer taught — what it maens to be a
Catholic and what is incompatible with being one. Or rather, if
one were to go by certain publications which claim to represent
a “Catholic” viewpoint or certain “religlous Instruction” textbooks
published for the use of Catholic schools, or certaln sermons, one
can say that there is Indeed a new ldea, a sort of new lideal, of
what it means "to be a Cathollc.” To be a Catholic today means
to protess a vague bellef In God wlthout any speclal type of duty
towards him, and a general sense of community towards other men.
It means to be a follower of a rellgion whose main demands seem
to be formulated on a soclal level, belng directed as often as not
towards “structures,” and at times taking on a markedly political
character. '

What do we hear now of those things that were considered
fundamental In the formation of a Catholic consclence fifteen years
ago? Practically nothing: practically nothing about the worship we
owe to God and to the blessed sacrament nor about the obligation
to go to Mass. nor about the need for personal prayer, nor of the
nature of sin as an offence against God, nor of the need for repen-
tance and purpose of amendment and sacramental confession. The
disorlentation is particularly striking, well-nigh complete, in the
fleld of sexual conduct. It Is a well-known fact, for instance, that
students in some “Cathollc” schools are belng taught that masturba-
tlon Is not a sin. Nor does one have to go far nowadays to find
a priest who maintains that contraception 1s lawful, and that
dlvorce, and even abortlon, should be permlitted in certain cases.

What is one to make of thlg new situation? Above all, in the
midst of such confusion, is it possible to find any sure guidellnes
for our consclence and for our conduct?

COME OF AGE?

We cannot overlook that fact that some people regard this
sltuation as highly positive. For them, It constitutes a very definite
progress, and is proof that we in the Church have at last “come
of age” and achieved a real maturity. They applaud this new and
fluld situation that they see within the Church as one that favours
indlvidual freedom. And their attitude towards questions of faith
or moral conduct (which, they say, were formerly subjected to rigid
and monolithic rules) iIs that they should now be left to the free
decision of personal conscience,
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Now, perhaps the flrst comment to be made about this attitude
is that it Is highly ambiguous. In one extreme it may represent
nothing new. At the opposite extreme it could be pure heresy.
And, In any case, it evidently solves nothing.

If this attitude means no more than what it says — that personal
decisions should be freely made by personal conscience — this is
indeed to say nothing new. It Is simply to say what the Church
has always taught. Catholics have always made their decisions
personally and freely. If they did not, the decislons would not be
theirs, nor could they be considered responsible for them.

If, however, this new attitude means that Catholics have acquired
2 new maturity in their free moral decisions because they need no
longer listen to or follow the teaching of the Church, this is plain
heresy. It Is the Lutheran heresy of private interpretation applled
not only to holy Scripture, but to any and every rule of faith or
morality. But it Is not just heresy, it is an aberration. Far from
representlng an advance or a conquest for freedom, It marks a piti-
ful retrogression.

BEING SINCERE IS NOT THE SAME AS BEING RIGHT

It would help to explain this If we first say a few words about
consclence Itself, which Is that faculty we possess of judging the
morality of our actlons: their moral goodness or badness. It is
obvious that conscience. In making its judgments, must follow
certain principles or norms. And it is equally obvious that. if
conscience is governed by mistaken principles, its judgments will be
mistaken. If someone, in such a sltuation, acts according to his
conscience his conduct wlll be sincere, but it will also be mistaken
(or misgulded); and it may well do harm to others.

One could glve thousands of examples: a teacher who thinks
that raclal discrimination Is 2 good thing, a politician who believes
in class warfare, a businessman who thinks he is justifled in sharp
practices, a father (such as Bertrand Russell) who bhelieves that free
love is a good thineg and educates his children accerdingly Can
a person ‘who maintains such viewpoints be sincere? Can he be
‘really following his conscience in professing them? It is possible.
We cannot know; only God (and perhaps the person himself) knows.
But we do know that such a person Is mistaken, and that if he is
really following his conscience, hils conscience has deceived him.

All of thls underlines a self-evident principle (and the fact thai
some people today derny it, or seem to overlook it, does not make
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it any less self-evident). that to be sincere Is not always the same
as to be right; these are two different concepts that do nol neces-
sarlly coincide.

CONSCIENCE IS NOT INFALLIBLE

This brief parenthesis should make It easler to assess the sug-
gestion we are examining: that conscience has reached a new
maturity that frees it from any need to look to the Church’s teach-
ing for guldance.

This suggestion could pass If we had any guarantee that our
conscience is infallible and cannot deceive us. If this were the case,
then we could solve any problem of moral conduct without the
slightest obligation or need to look for standards of conduct out-
side ourselves. Our own infaliible consclence would be the all-relia-
ble source of these standards.

Does any of us really believe things are so? Does experience
not teach us that, far from belng infallible, cur consclence can go
wrong and does in fact frequently and easlly go wrong? Qiven
this, then, the attitude of those who maintain that each Indlvidual
consclence should solve all moral questlons on its own (that is,
without any reference whatsoever to any type of external guldance
or advice or authority) can only be classified as a foolish and empty
attitude. It appears as an attitude elther of enormous pride — the
attitude of those who despite all evidence to the contrary, endow
their own consclence with intallibllity (precisely with the infallibllity
that they themselves resolutely deny to the Church), or else of
enormous chlldishness: the attitude of those who, when faced with
the evidence, prefer not to think.

Such an attitude, in any event, can only appear as a solutlon
to those who prefer not to be burdened with any genuilne moral
norm, who do not want to be given any true standard of goodness
and badness whereby to govern thelr actlons.

DECIDING FOR ONESELF

It is really only _pride, or a reluctance to think, that can com-
plicate a matter which, when 21l is said and done, a little common
“ense shows to be very simple. I think we can make this clear if
we suggest a parallel in another area. Let us imagine that two
people set out on a trip together and come to a crossroad. One
says to the other: “And now, which road should we take?” And the
other replies: “Let us decide by ourselves. Lt us declde the matter
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on our own account, but, whatever we do, do not let us think of
looking at that map in the glove compartment, or of asking that
policeman. Let us not admit that we are men of such immature
and limited personality that we have to look to other people to help
us. Let us not undermine our freedom by consulting others. Let
us decide the matter by ourselves, in all freedom, exclusively on our
own account.”

Hls companion will probably reply, “Surely, you don’t mean what
youre saying? Of course it's we who are going to decide. That's
not the problem. The problem is to know how to make the right
decision. Of course I want to exercise my freedom and I mean to
do so0. But in doing so, I don't want to make a mistake. Look,
here we have several roads before us, and I know that only one
can lead us to our destination. Therefore it is easy for us to go
wrong here; I would like to be certain that in choosing I am not
going wrong. What I therefore need right now is more information;
then I will feel free to decide. This does not mean that I am
prepared to accept information from any source. But it does mean
that I will accept it from anyone or anything that deserves my
confidence. Those road signs over there; I imagine they are reliable.
I doubt they have been put there in order to mislead the drivers.
Or that map: my feeling is that it must be the result of a lot of
study and experience. Or that policeman; he ought to know where
the roads lead to; it's his job: and I doubt that he is going to lic
to us. Therefore, I will read the signs, I will look at the map, 1 will
ask the policeman and, according to their directions, I will drive
on .. Do you really think that I have proved myself to be a man
of weaker personality or lesser freedom for doing so?”

KNOWING WHERE THE ROADS LEAD

Similarly, when faced with a moral decision, one is faced with
the possibllity of making a right decision or a wrong one, of pleas-
ing God or placing obstacles between him and us, of creating a
happier human life for ourselves or of ruining that life. In such
a2 sltuation any thinking person will try to foresee where his choices
may take him; he will want information about the consequences
of the various possible decisions before him.

To react so, in the face of any problem of personal conduct, is
to act both in conscience and Intelligently. To act otherwise is the
result of pride or stupidity. It is certainly not the result of think-
ing.
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Some people today, In the name of freedom, of the pergonal
right of each one to decide freely by himself, seem bent on tearing
down all the road signs, on defacing any type of Indication culled
from the experience of the past. Buch “liberalism” seems truly
grotesque to me. Nevertheless, it seems to take In quite a few
people. Or Is it that guite a few people prefer to he taken In by
tt?

I cannot help feellng that it is a poor service to¢ humanity and
to the cause of freedom to cry out to those who stand at the cross-
roads of moral choice, crossroads now stripped of all slgns: “Now
you can do what you like”. Surely what the vast majority of people
llke to do at the crossroads 1s precisely to know where the roads
lead to: whether this road, despite its apparent steepness, will lead
me to my destination; whether this other road, however attractive
it may appear, wlll not lead me there because it eventually runs
out in the sands of the desert.

I know that I can do what I llke. But I also know too that
there are many things by which I am easily attracted (things that
appeal 1o my ambition or my passions, for instance) but which are
incapable of giving me elther earthly happiness or that of heaven
and are qulte capable of destroylng my potential for any type of
happiness whatsoever.

Therefore the only sensible thing to do at a moral crossroad,
is to find out exactly where the various roads go, and so be able
to foresee the conseguences of what one is about to do or choose.
Whence or from whom can we get that more accurate information
which we need if we are to make the rightl cholces? Fromn varlous
sources.

THE RIGHTS OF CONSCIENCE

We can get that information, In part, from our conscience itself,
always provided we bear in mind that to listen to one’s consclence
Is 2 much more demanding process than some people may think,
Some of those who appeal to consclence today seem to regard it
as a seal of approval that they can, at will, stamp on any action
they feel like doing. Conscience is not that: tt is not a servile
appendix of our selfishness or comfort, a ready Yes-man to our
passions or prejudices. It is an imperious volce whose message is
often expressed in an implacable No.

. We hear a lot today about the rights of conscience. Yet, I
feel that we hear little about what seems to me the main right
among all conscientious rights: the right of consclience to be taken
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to have a keen ear if one is to catch all that conscience is saying.
seriously, to be heeded, even when it is saying. No to us. And one
needs to have an upright will if one is to follow it.

EXTERNAL SOURCES OF INFORMATION

At the same time, not all the information that we posses or
azqulre, In order to judge the goodness orr badness of our actions,
comes from our conscience. All of that information ought to be
imn our conscience, but all of it comes from our conscience as
from its primary source. It comes from outside. Let us try to
explain what we mean.

We have a certain Innate sense of moral good and evil, but it
Is rather rudimentary. Some people, in a similar way, posses a
peculiar sense of geographical orientation which undoubtedly helps
them at the crossroads, when they have to choose between the
several roads before them. If they are sensible, however, they will
not rely excluslvely on this simple sense of direction (which, In
any case, Is probably largely based on something exterior; on the
position of the sun for instance). If they are sensible, they will
act as we suggested earlier on; they will look around to see if there
are any signs, or they will buy a map, or consult a traffic police-
men. And they will pay heed to the indications that they receive
in this way, to the extent they feel these external sources of In-
formation are indeed reliable.

At the crossroads of our moral decislons it is only natural that
we should act similarly. It is loglcal that we examine our con-
science, to see what It has to turn us. But it is also logical that
we should look to see If anyone else besldes our conscience, any-
one worthy of trust can advise us about those decisions and their
possible consequences. If it turns out in the end that no one has
anything to say, then we will have td declde the matter on our
own, despite the fact that we know our conscience may be mis-
taken and may be urging us down the wrong path.

WHEN IT IS GOD WHO SPEAKS

For a Catholic, situation is clear. We are not alone at the
crossroads. We have not been left on our own before our decisions.
God Is with us. He has something to say to us, more or less clearly,
at each crossroads, at each moral decision.

It Is In fact God himself who wishes to speak to us, from with-
in, in our consclence. That Is why conscience is sometimes described
as the volce of God speaking Inslde us. This is alright as far as
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it goes. But the very fact that conscience is fallible means that
we can misinterpret that voice of God when he tries to speak to
us from within.

So conscience 1s not enough. There must be something else
And this brings us to a point of the greatest importance. The main
guilde we possess to help us In our moral declsions, speaks to us
not from within, but from without. The voice of God has spoken
about so0 many, so very many, moral questions. And that volce has
spoken outside us, and outside (over and beyond) any slmply sub-
jective iImpressions. It has spoken In the most objectlve and
clearest terms. That volce spoke already In the Old Testament
(what are the Ten Commandments but divinely glven moral stand-
ards) and it has spoken above all in Jesus Christ.

If Jesus 1s God, he Is, as indeed he clalmed to be, the very
Truth itself! who can neither be mistaken nor lead us astray.
When he speaks clearly about some moral question — about divorce,
for example: “let man not separate what God has jolned together”,:
that absolutely settles the matter for any Christlan. It becomes
a sublect about which there can no longer be the slightest doubt.
If God prohibis divorce as contrary to the essential nature oi
marriage, then all the opinion polls or referendums or parliamen-
tary votes in the world cannot cancel or affect that divine pro-
hibitlon. Referenduins or laws can make divorce, or abortion or
euthanasia, legal in ten countrles, But there is nothing that can
make them moral. When we have God's word about the lawfulness
or unlawfulness of something, the contrary votes of men are always
votes in the minority.

WHEN GOD SEEMS TO HAVE NOTHING TO SAY

There are however, matters about which God seems not to
have spoken to us in Scripture. Despite suggestions to the con-
trary contraception is not one of them, for God handed down the
clearest possible sentence in this matter in the case of Onan.? But
it is not hard to think of other examples such as drug-taking or
the problems posed by population growth. Here certainly are two
subjects of which no mention seems to be made Ln Scripture, Does
this mean, we ask, that God has nothing to say to us about these
matters?

1 John 14, 6.
2 Matt. 19, 6.
*Cf. Gen. 38, 9.
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It is worth noting that this question can be put in two ways
or, rather, in two tones. It can be put as if it were the question oi
someone who reaches a crossroad, looks around, sees {(or thinks he
sees) no signs, and says to himself: “Hard luck! God apparently
has not yet ¢come this way. He has forgotiten this crossing. Here
he has said nothing. And that leaves me free to do whatever I feei
like”. Or one can put the same question, but in the tone of voice
of someone who, on arriving and seeing no visible directions, asks
himself: “But is it possible that there are no signs here? Is it
possible that at this crossroad, where I have {0 make an important
declsion, God has nothing to say to me, that he Is not prepared
to help me or guide me?”

This is the tone in which I feel the guestion should be put.
I imagine that, on some occasion or other, we have all felt that
Christ's contemporaries had the enormous advantage of being able
to consult God himself about their doubts, and of being able to
recelve his advice directly. If is only natural to feel a sort of envy
towards them. Anyone who follows the elementary Christian custom
of devoting a few minutes each day to reading Christ’s life in the
gospels, will feel himself drawn by cur Lord’s voice with its accent
of infinite tenderness, love and encouragement; and sooner or later
he is bound to ask himself: “Where is that voice today? Is it pos-
sible that it has ceased to sound in this world of ours?” And he
will not rest content until he discovers it and can follow it. As
one thinks of the apostles in their daily conversation with our Lord.
It is only natural to reflect, “How lucky they were!”, and perhaps
even to pose the question: "Is it not a little bit unfair that we
cannot enjoy the same advantage? Has I been our bad luck to
have arrived too late or that he should have come too early., for
us to be able to hear his voice?"

The answer is that we are mot @eprived of that privilege. Christ
also speaks for us. He also speaks today. He does, so through his
Church. When the Church speaks to us in the name of Christ, we
have the guarantee that it Is the volce of Christ that is speaking
to us. He gave us that guarantee when he said to his apostles:

“Whoever listens to you, listens to me, and whoever rejects you.
rejects me" .4

It makes sense. The truth of Christ does not vary, but it has
to be applied to each new situation. Human nature and destiny
are always the same, but each epoch can bring new human sltua-
tlons which have to be focused in the light of salvation.

1 Luke 10, 16.
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In the world of 2,000 years ago the problem posed by demo-
graphic growth dld not exist; the pill did not exist, nor did so many
modern methods of euthanasia or abortlon. But God has not per-
mitted that these problems, or others that may arise in the fulure,
should be problems appearing at crossroads devold of any type
of divine directions; problems whose complexity makes us look
in anguish to God In the hope that he will tell us how we should
deal with them_ only to see him turn his back on us and utter a
disconcerting “No comment.”

No. Our Lord who said “I will be with you always even unti
the end of the world”,® has not left us In the dark about these
problems. He has spoken, and speaks, about them In all clearness.
And he has done so, and contlnues to do so, in and through hls
Church.

CHRIST CONTINUES TO SPEAK
THOUGHT SOME HAVE CEASED TO LISTEN

- But, someone may well object, how can you assert that Christ
in his Church speaks clearly to us about contraception or even
about divorce or abortion, In a moment when the Church itself
seems to be a babel of contradictory volces about these problems?
The objection brings us back to the point at which we began our
essay.

It is true that many voices are ralsed in the Church afflrm-
ing contradictory things about these subjects. But this should not
represent the slightest difficulty for a Cathollc with a minimum of
basic grounding in his faith. Thls does not mean that Christ has
ceased to speak in his Church, that he has somehow lapsed into
silence. It simply means, at the worst, that some Christians have
ceased to listen to him. Or perhaps what has happened is that
they have forgotten where they should turn their ears in order to
hear his voice. It could also mean, insofar as there has been a
lapse Into silence, that it has been on the part of some pastors
whose misston and responslbility to be spokesmen for the truth of
Christ. But even If this were to occur fn some particular case, it

should not disconcert a moderately Informed Catholic, let alone
shake hls faith.

It is all a question of ¥nowing where the volce of Christ 1S to
be heard; through which organs he sSpeaks. And this Is a simple
matter. Chrlst's volce speaks to us not only in the Gospel, but in

6 Matt. 28, 20.
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the falth of always: in the tradition and teaching that the Church
has maintained clearly and constantly throughout the centuries, and
in those genuine acts of the Magisterium which, from time to time,
give an answer to what Is or appears to be a new question.

CAN THE CHURCH BE MISTAKEN

When the Church as a whole believes some point of faith or
morals, it is not possible that the entire Church should be mis-
taken on that point. Such an error would imply that Christ had
not been capable of fulfilling his promises: “Whoever listens to
you listens to me”.¢ and "“The gates of hell (which particularly
means the powers of error) will not prevail against my Church”.7
And this is, simply, impossible.

For example, it was not possible (and I am referring to the
centuries prior to the definltions of the Council of Trent) that the
Church should have been in error about the real presence. It was
not possible that Christ should have allowed his followers, during
more than a thousand years, to worship ldolatrously what was no
more than a bit of bread. Simllarly it was not possible that the
Church, even before the dogmatic definition of 1950, should have
been wrong in its belief in the assumption of our Lady.

I would emphasize that these points of Catholic belief enjoyed
a guarantee of infallibility even before they had been dogmatically
deflned. This polnt needs to be Insisted upon in order to chaillenge
the idea that the binding aspect (as some would term it) or the
guarantee of the truth (as I would prefer to express it) of a point
of faith only arises after a dogmatlec detinition has been handed
down. Thils Is not so0. Dogmatlc deflnitions are surely infallible,
But they are only given about polnts of faith that are already be-
lleved In, And the only things that they add In regard to these
points of (alth Is a greater precision in the way of expressing them
(which makes it really difficult to misinterpret their genuine mean-
ing), and the consequence — for anyone who denles them — of
commitung formal heresy.

THE FOFPE'S MISSION

The popes and ecumenical counclls under the popes have been
defining points of bellet from the earltest times. Practically twenty
centuries of dogmatic deflnitlons have In fact made It extremely

8 Luke 10, 16,
T Cf. Matt. 16, 18,
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difficult to find a single poilnt of Cathollc doctrine whose content
is not unmistakably clear. Nevertheless, if an apparently new
problem were to turn up and there did not seem to be any clear
and unanimous teaching about it, any Catholic would know that one
person alone is qualifled to clarify the question and pass judgment
on it In the name of Christ, for this misston has been entrusted
by our Lord to one person alone. And that person is the Pope:
“You are Peter, and it is on this rock that I will bulld my Church. ..
I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever
you bind on earth will be bound In heaven, and whatever you loose
on earth will be loosed In heaven.? Feed my lambs. Feed my sheep.?

The Church has always believed (and 100 years ago the First
Vatican Council finally defined it as a divinely revealed dogma)
that “The Roman Pontlff, when he speaks ex cathedra (that Is, when
in the fulfillment of his misslon as pastor and teacher of all
Christlans he exerclses his supreme apostollc authority to define
that some doctrine of falth or morals should be maintained by the
whole Church), In virtue of the divine assistance which was pro-
mised to him in the person of the blessed apostle Peter, enjoys that
infallibllity with which the divine Redeemper wished his Church
be endowed in *the definition of doctrine concerning faith and
morals; and therefore the definltions of the Roman Pontiff are
irreformable of themselves and not in virtue of the consent of the
Church”.’¢ Furthermore, the Church has always believed that the
Pope has full power to govern the Church Itself, and that the same
respect and obedience are due to his authority as are due to the
authority of Christ: “whatever you bind on earth will be bound
in heaven’.l!

HUMANAE VITAE

It would not be surprising if all of this were to make us think
of the Humanae Vitae controversy. As is well known, some Catho-
lics maintain that since the Pope did not expressly say in the ency-
clical that he wished to give an Infallible definition, its teaching
may be fallible and we are therefore free to differ from it. 1
would make three comments on this viewpoint:

1) The encyclical appears as a solemn act of the Pope’s Magis-
terium. It is addressed to all the falthful. And it sets out to
give a judgment on a moral question of the greatest importance
for everyday life. In the encyclical the Pope, having weighed up

8 Matt. 16, 8-19.
® John 21, 15-17.
12 Denz 1859.

1 Matt. 16, 19.
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the apparent arguments which are generally adduced in favor of
contracpetion, says: “We, by virtue of the mandate entrusted to
us by Christ, intend to give Our reply to this series of grave
questions™.1?

NUMANAE VITAE SAID NOTHING NEW

2) In any case, what is at stake here is not the red herring
issue of whether an encyclical is infallible or not. After all.
Humanae YVitae said nothing new. It simply reaffirmed the previous
teaching of the Church, l.e. what the Church had been teaching
for centuries. This can be easily checked up on; it is simply a
question of consulting any Catholic textbook of moral theology
published before 1960. Not a single one will be found that defends
the lawfulness of contraceptives. For hundreds of years, the Church,
the whole Church, has been teaching and believing explicitly that
contraception is a grave sin. It is simply inconceivable that Chrlist
should have perrmitted his Church to be in error in this belief, so
burdening many people’s consclences with a sense of sin where In
reallty there was no sin. Obviously it is not the value of an ency-
clical, but the infallibility of the entire Church that is at stake.

What then is to be said about those priests who teach that
contraception is licit? What is to be said, and it should be said quite
clearly, is that they are teaching contrary to the Church teaching,
and that they are, therefore, in error. The mission and respon-
sibility of the ordinary priest as of the ordinary layman, is to follow
the Maglsterium of the Church: and these priests set themselves up
against the Mapgisterium.

THOSE WHO DO NOT OBEY

3) I would say, in the last place, that even iIf someone failed to
se¢ how the Church's teaching on contraception is neceessarily
endowed with infallibility, another motive should alone be suffi-
clent to make him accept this teaching, and that is the motive of
discipline. Even if he believed that this is a “reformable” point
of Catholic teaching, and was tirmly convinced that in time it will
be modlfied he sins it he does not observe it and when it has not

in fact been modified when it is stlll at least, a disciplinary law
of the Church.

The Church's laws concerning Sunday Mass Lenten fasting, or
priestly celibacy for example, are disciplinary laws. The Church

2 Humanae Vitae, n. 6.
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could modify or abolish them. But, as long as It does not do so,
they bind in conscience. And If a laymen or priest does not observe
them on the grounds that he does not see thelr point, that they
do not seem to him sulted to our *“modern mentality”, he sins.
The same sin of disobedience Is committed by those who fall to
observe, or who preach against, the jJaw glven by the Church about
contraception. However, much they may regard it as a “modifiable”
Jaw, for as long as it has not been modified, they sin by breaking
a law that is still binding.

Some of those priests who preach the lawfulness of contra-
ceptives may not perhaps be prepared to acknowledge that they are
in error; but they cannot deny that they are disobeying in opposition
to what God and the Church ask of them, and In opposition also
what they themselves solemnly and freely promised at their ordina-
tion.”¥ Let them recail the words which the Pope addressed to them
towards the end of Humanae Vitae; “It s your principal duty (We
are speaking especially to you who teach moral theology) to expound
the Church's teaching with regard to marrtage in its entirety and
with complete frankness. In the performance of your minlstry you
must be the first to glve an example of that sincere obedience,
inward as well -as outward, which is due to the Magisterium of the
Church’ .14

It Is sad that such cases of disobedience should occur. Never-
theless, the disobedlence of a priest, however much a motive of
scandal for the falthful, is not a sufficlent motlve to justify their
dlsobedience. If a Jayman has to choose between trusting In the
word or opinion of a priest or a theologlan (whoever he may be,
and however great his reputation) and trusting in the word and
the teaching of the Pope, he well knows whom he should trust and
whom Christ wants him to obey.

THINGS THAT CHRIST CAN ASK OF US

Christ, as we have pointed out contlnues to speak to us in
the times of the apostles; he continues to speak to us in the volce
of his Church. And it is as urgent as ever to want to hear his
voice and follow his commandments. It ought to be obvious that
the voice of Christ can ask us for loyalty and obedlence, not only
when an ex cathedra point of doctrina s at issue... not only
In matters of faith or morals... but also in matters of discipline:
for example the way in which the sacraments are to be adminis-

13 Cf. 11 Vat. Counc., decree on Priestly Ministry and Life, no. 16.
14 Humanage vitae, no, 28.
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tered or Holy Mass celebrated or heard. There, at least in princlple
no dogmatic matters may seem to be In question.

Our Lord endowed his Church with power not only to teach
but also govern. And his words *whoever listens to you listens
to me; and whoever rejects you rejects me"'s — apply equally to
the disciplinary measures or declsions of government taken by the
Church. Nevertheless, it seems as if some priests are no longer
capable of recognizing Christ’s voice in the dispositions of the Holy
See. For Instance, there is the whole matter of communion in
the hand. It Is well known that this is licit only when the Holy
Bee has expressly authorlzed it for a particular country; and yet
in certaln countries where no such authorization has beeen granted,
priests are to be found who regularly distribute communion in
the hand. Similarly, one not infrequently comes across cases of
priests who openly ignore recent specific indications of the Holy
See. There are those who forget that it is obligatory to follow
one of the four approved canons or eucharistic prayers without
varying them, that it 1s specially forbidden to change the words of
consecration that the obligation remalns of wearing liturgical vest—
ments when saying Mass etc.

In virtue of what principle or of what spirit is one no longer
bound to obey the laws of the Church? Certainly not in virtue of
the spirit of Christ; nor in virtue of a supposed conciliar spirit,
however, much some persons seem to believe (and if they do not
belleve it, they certailnly imply it) that the recent Council gave the
green llght for any and every type of llturgical innovation. It would
be good to remind them that the Councli stated, in the most un-
ambiguous terms, that “absolutely no other person, not even a priest,

may add, remove, or change anything in the lturgy on his own
authority".1¢

If prlests do not heed thelr bishops, or bishops do not heed the
Holy See, It is only common sense to suppose that the ordinary
falthful will have little Inclination L0 heed thelr priests. Nothing
destroys the prestige of authorlty so quickly as arbitrariness. And
‘when an authority does not obey the authority that lies above it,
It acts arbitrarily. The most curlous part of it all is the persistent
attempts to justify such arbitrary actlons in the name of a supposed
“community sense”, when their blatantly obvious effect is to rupture
the ecclesial unity willed by Christ.

16 Luke 10, 16.
16 [I Vat, Counc., const. on the Sacred Liturgy, no. 22
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AN UNMENTIONABLE WORD?

Obedience 1s a word that no popular preacher (or. rather, no
preacher whose concern is to be popular} would dream of men.
tioning nowadays. Nevertheless, popular or unpopular, it is and
will always be a subject or more accurately, a virtue which needs
to be emphasized, simply because without obedlence we are nol
golng to be saved. Salvatlion does not depend on having humani-
tarian or pious sentiments, and still less on having squeezed one-
self a place on the latest ecclesiastical bandwagon. Salvation
depends on fulfilling the willl of God. Our Lord himself has told
us so in words that should set us on our guard agalnst possible
self-deception: “Not every one who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ shall
enter the kingdom of heaven, but he who does the will of my Father
is in heaven...”.\7

These words of our Lord could hardly be stronger or clearer:
And they simply shoot to pleces many of the “arguments” by which
some people today feel they can reduce the demands of Christlan
llving; the argument, for example, with which some Christians feel
they have demolished the Third Commandment: “But can‘t one
speak with God anywhere? Then I don’t see any need for goilng
to Mass on Sundays.” Without going deeper Into the matter, it
should be enough to reply to these people, reminding them of the
passage just quoted from St, Matthew: “You are quite right in
saying that one can talk to God anywhere, But that Is not the
point. The polnt is that If you talk to God elsewhere (do you?),
but do not go to Mass on Sundays you are saying ‘Lord, Lord, but
you are not fulfilling the will of God. And you will not enter the
kingdom of heaven”. And that Is the word of the Lord.

Let us emphasize the point. If one wishes to obey God’'s will,
then it Is essentlal to obey those whom he has constituted in autho>
rity with the mission to govern his Church. St. Paul also reminds
us of thls, and his words can scarcely be said to be lacking In force:
“Let every person be subject to the governing authoritles. For
there Is no authority except from God, and those that exist have
been instituted by God. Therefore he who resists the authorities
resists what God has appointed, and those who resist will incur
judgment”.18 In the text, St. Pau] is speaking of obedience to
legitimate clvll authority. HIs words have evidently much greater
force when it is a question of obedience to authority within she
Church. He goes on immediately to add a remark that Is worth
nothing: “Therefore one must be subject, not only to avold God's

17 Matt. 7, 21.
12 Rom, 13, 1.2
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wrath but also for the sake of conscience”.'® Some contemporary
Christians, especially those lay people and ecclesiastics who seem
to specialize in conscientious objection, would do well t0o mediate
on these last words of the Apostle. He preaches obedience 1o
authority. He insists that it is essentlal to salvation. But he does
not want us to obey out of fear or with a sense of coercion. He
wants us to obey precisely out of motives of conscience; because our
conscience has understood that it is reasonable and good and noble
to obey, and encourages us to do so; and we have listend to our
consclence, and have obeyed personally and freely.

“LOVE MEANS DEEDS”

It Is an extraordinary fact, but some people nowadays seem
to regard obedience as something that necessarily degrades man
and destroys his personality and freedom. They do not seem cap-
able of understanding that a man can obey because he chooses to,
because he feels that it is worthwhile placing his possibilities, above
all, his mind and his will, at the service of something greater, of
someone greater, than his own ego. In a word, they do not under-
stand that a man can obey out of love because he wants to love
another person, and he reallzes that the distinctive exercise of
love is to want to do the will of the loved one.

The person who does not understand love, as the effective desire
to do the will of the loved person, and does not try to exercise
it In this way, does not have the slightest idea of what love means.
He is an egolst, and will not find happines either here or hercaiter.

“Love means deeds".2* In the gospel, our Lord time and again
asks us for deeds. Let us recall some of his words which tell us
that if we want to love him, we must,K keep his commandments,
we must fulfill his will; and that whoever does not fulfill it, who-
over does not obey, does not love him. In the first place, he him-
self sets the example. He tells us that he has not come to do his
own will, but the will of his Father2! Loving us with deeds, he
loved us, In his passion, “to the end/ 22 obeying “unto death”32d
and desplte the repugnance It caused him, he persevered In that
voluntary and total obedlence: “Not my wll but yours be done'.24

He could truly say: “I have given you an example, so that you

1 fbid., 5, 5

20 Cf, Eacriva de Balagueer, The Way, no. 933,
20 Cf. John 6, 38; 5. 30.

22 John 13, 1.

23 Phil. 2, 8.

24 Luke 22, 42
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also may do as I have done”.2¢ But then he insists, and there Is
not getting away from his Insistence: “If you love me, you will
keep my commandments”.2¢ He repeats it: “Whoever has my com-
mandments and keeps them, it §s he who loves me”.27 And still
again: “If any one loves me, he will keep my word”.2¢ And once
more: “He who does not love does not keep my words” 30

RELUCTANCE TO LOVE GOD?

In certaln sectors of the Church today there are Individuals,
or groups of individuals whose attitude is one of constant protest
against authority. Has 1t ever occurred to them that, whatever
may at tlmes be said In favour of thelr protest one thing can
certainly pe sald against it: that It shows a clear disinclination
to love God?

IT we are really Interested In achleving that princlpal aim of
our Christian existence which Is to love God above all things, what
are we protesting against? That the Commandments prevent us
from loving him? That the Magisterlum prevents us from loving
him? Far from making it difficult for us to love God, these are
the channels through which he himself wants us to prove our
love for him. Nothing can stop us loving Geod iIf we want to obey
him. Therefore, if we want to love him, let us obey. And if we
do not obey, then the fact Is that we do not want to love him;
we do no want to love God above all other things, but rather want
to put our love for other things su¢h as our opinlons, our sen-
suality, or our pride, above our love for God.

No one should be surprised if he finds It hard to fulfill a com-
mandment, After all, If it were somethlng simple that we were
being asked to fulflll, there would be no need to raise tt to the
rank of a commandment. Glven the weakness of our human nature,
it may also be logical that we find it hard to obey authority. But
it 1s Jesus Christ himself who points out that it is preclsely there
— in the fulflliment of the commandments, In obedience or dis-
obedlence towards hls Church — that the difference lies hetween
Joving him or not loving him.

I think that, in all reverence, we can say that our Lord was
never one to beat about the bush. Fence-sitting or nonalignment

28 John 13, 15.
28 John 14, 15
27 John 14, 21.
28 John 14, 23.
2 John 14, 24.
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postures just don’'t go down, where he is concerned. “Whoever is
not with me, is against me,; 3 may be unpalatable words to some
ears, but they are certainly quite clear. After reflecting on them
it is easler to grasp the deep truth expressed by that phrase in
The Way “Jesus: wherever you have passed, no heart remains
indifferent. You are either loved or hated”.’t

TO BE... CHRISTS'S... OR NOT TO BE

One of the descriptions which Jesus applies to himself is that
of the Good Shepherd.’? If we are to judge from St. John’s Gospel,
it was a description our Lord was particularly fond of. It is not sur-
prising then that the early Christians specially cherished this image
of Christ the Good Shepherd. 1t is also obvious that, as they fol-
lowed out the gospel parable, they must have had no objection to
consldering themselves ‘“‘sheep” of Christ's flock.

It is possible that some Christians nowadays may not be over-
enthusiastic at the idea of considering themselves sheep. Never-
theless, since it is a figure that our Lord used on more than one
occasion, 1t looks as if it has to be taken in earnest. This con-
clusion becomes well-nigh inescapable when we recall that when
Jesus describes those who are saved in the Last Judgmenti? he
once again used the term “sheep” and the only alternative classifi-
catlon, in that tremendous moment, is that of a “goat” separated
for ever from the vision of God.

Our Lord is not being trite in using the metaphor of the Good
Shepherd and the sheep. He is not just being merely poetic either.
He wishes to teach us a deep lesson. He wants to reveal consoling
truths to us, and ask us for a mature response and a readiness to
face up to difficult demands. In narrating the parable, our Lord
already anticipates the fact of his death® “the good shepherd lays
down his life for his sheep™;31 he indicates the infinite reward
which he gives to those who follow him: “my sheep hear my
voice... and I give them eternal life”;3* but he asks us to recognize
his voice and to following him: “the sheep follow him, because they
recognize his voice.. .3 my sheep hear my voice, and follow me".37

e Matt. 12, 30.

31 Eseriva de Balaguer, op. cit., no, (B7.
< John.

D Cf. Matt. 25, 33 ff.

34 John 10, 11.

25 John 10, 27-28.

i John 10, 4.

3 John 10, 27.
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There may be other sheep-like characterstics which our Lord
wants us to imlitate, but I doubt it. What one cannot doubt, be-
cause it is the very essence of the parable, is that he wants us to
imitate the sheep's typical docllity. To recognize the voice of the
Good Shepherd and follow it readily: that is what he asks of us.
At times, that can be hard, because human pride is reluctant to
be docile. Nevertheless, there will be one further occasion still
when our Lord returns to the subject, and maintalns the same
Iimage in doing so. After the resurrection he confirms Peter, despite
his evident defeats, in his position as visible head of his Church.
He confirms hilm as head and shepherd: he tells him three times:
‘“Feed my lambs... Feed my sheep... Feed my sheep ... "3

Could our Lord glve us clearer teachings or guarantees or
criterla? “I know mine and mine know me”.3® And he wants the
sheep to be able to know that they are his; because, recognlzing
the voice of the Good Shepherd, they follow It docilely.

Each one of us should ask himself: “And how about me? Have
I the right to count myself among those who are his? Do I know,
do I recognize, his voice? Do I follow It? Am I able to distinguish
where that voice sounds? Do I know who has the mission to echo
it here on edarth?...

To be his.., To be Christ's, which means to be God's.. .1
How terrible it would be to earn that devastating reproach which
our Lord addressed to the Pharisees: “He who is of God hears the
words of God,; the reason why you do nof hear them is that you
are not of God'” 1

TO0 DOUBT THE CHURCH IS TO DOUBT GOD

A Christian is expected to have the elementary capacity to see
and hear Christ in the Church, above all in the Pope and in the
dispositions of the Holy See. That capacity endows us with a God-
given standard of right and wrong, of truth most changing circum-
stances with certainty, confldence and peace. All of this of course,
depends on our faith. But we ought to have this faith; and man’s
shortcoming should not take it from us. Speaking of those human
defects which necessarily appear in the Church, the author of
Christ is Passing By says that they do not entitle anyone “to judge
the Church in a human fashion, without theological! faith, simply

43 Cf. John 21, 15-17.
3% John 10, 14.

10 Cf, 1 Cor. 3, 23.
41 John B, 47.
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letting oneself be impressed by the qualities, or the defects of
certain clerics or certain lay people.” That would be an over-
superficial judgment. It is not the response of men, but the action
of God, that matters in the Church; and this is what we should try
to see. “For that is the Church: Christ present among us.., We
can end up by mistrusting men, and each of us is personally obliged
to mistrust himself and to add a mea culpa, a sincere act of con-
trition, to the balance sheet of his day. But we have no right to
doubt God. And to doubt the Church, to doubt its divine origin
or the saving effectiveness of its preaching and its sacraments, is
to doubt God himself; it amounts to a refusal to believe fully in
the fact of the coming of the Holy Spirit”.12

CONSCIENCE AND AUTHORITY

The Church is Christ present among us... It is what we said
earller: Christ has not abandoned us, He is present. He continues
speaking to us. He continues being our guide. That Is why we also
said that the guide’s voice, in which we can and should place
absolute trust, does not speak to us from within, but from without:
Christ speaking to us in the teaching of his Church. This brings us
to an important point which needs to be clearly grasped. It is
commonplace to draw a vivid contrast between conscience and
authority, to present them as so Irreconcilably opposed that if
conscience cannot avold the clutces of authority, if it cannot
“liberate” itself, then there is no course open to it but to submit,
with all that thls implles in terms of humiliation, depersonalization,
degradation ... Now, if this is applied to the authority of the Church
understood as the authority of Christ, as the voice of the Good
Shepherd, it is false... The teachings of the Church are not imposed
on us from outside. We accept them freely. And in accepting
them, we make them ours. Just as the driver, who reads and
follows the roadsigns, does not feel that he is having anything
imposed on him. Just the contrary: he was looking for guidance,
for information. And now he has found it. He takes possession
of that Information. It is now his. Now he knows which is the
right road. And he freely chooses it. It js the same with us and
our consclence. The indlcations given by the Church, ie. indica-
tions guaranteed by Christ, exist outside us, They are objective.
But when we listen to them, because we trust them, we make our
conscience. They become part of the elements of judgment which
€o to make up our conscience. It Is false therefore in the case of

42 Escrivi de Balaguer, Christ ia Paasing By, no. 131.
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a Catholic, to oppose personal consclence and Church authority.
The authorlty of the Church, the trust that he has in the authority
of the Church, Is a part of his personal conscience.. When we
apply all of this to the question of freedom, we see that what
happens to a person who incorporates Christ's teaching Into his
consclence, is paradoxically just the opposite of what so many
people seem to imagine. He feels freer (and not less free) In
his very consclence; he feels more secure in hls actions. He feels
liberated from insecurity and error.

DIVINE COMPETENCE

We could sum this up by saying that it resolves itself into
matters of trust and of competence. We tend to trust competent
people. We put our trust in persons whom we believe know what
they are speaking about and what they practise. We trust a com-
petent doctor when he advises us about our health, or a Nobel
Prize winner in physics when he speaks about his speciality. Like-
wise, we trust the Pope and the Magisterium, when they speak to
us about Gad -and the way of salvation, because we believe that
they are competent precisely in these fields. They have a com-
petence which comes to them from God. Thelr competence is
divine. And our trust in them should therefore know no limits.

BELIEVING JOYFULLY

To doubt the Church would mean to doubt God. Simllarly,
to believe in the Church is to believe in God. And how does a
Christian believe in God? Freely, and joyfully. Joyfully, because
he knows that God loves us, we can be sure, absolutely sure, that
he is leading, us forward towards happiness. So it is then, with
that same joy and for these same reasons, -that we should believe
in the Church and follow her teachings. It Is worth repeating
what we said at the beginning: the Christian way is not always
easy, but it is a clear way; and we know that it leads to heaven.
It one meets disgrunted Christians today who seem ready to protest
about everything, could thls not be because they are thinking too
much about the demands or the difficultles ot Christian living,
and not encugh about the clearness and sureness of the way and,
above all, about where it is golng?



