Hello, and welcome back to Moral Theology: Where Are We, and How Did We Get Here?
Last week, we looked at moral theology in Thomas Aquinas’s Summa. We noted that, for Thomas, studying and doing moral theology is a process of formation, which is reflected in his pedagogical method.
We began with Thomas because he is a titanic figure in Catholic theology. 
By the end of his life in 1274, he was already held in high esteem. Yet he was not quite the monumental figure he is today. In this session, we will look at how Thomas moved from being a highly respected figure among a diverse field of medieval theologians to something of a universalised authority within Catholic theology during the 19th Century. This shift embedded his theology, and his moral theology more specifically, within a broader context of political controversy in which it functions as a tool for combatting the rise of secular liberalism.
Part 1 - The birth of secular politics
Thomas the universal authority is a product of modernity, arising out of the Church’s response to the challenges of the enlightenment. These challenges, however, were the end of a long arc in which the Church lost a great deal of its temporal power, both politically and intellectually.
After the fall of the Roman Empire, the Church became the main source of social cohesion in Europe. European society was united as ‘Christendom’ under the ‘two swords’ of temporal Imperial authority and spiritual Papal authority. While power struggles between the Emperor and Popes in the late medieval period put both the practical and juridical scope of these two powers into question, the Emperor’s temporal power was notionally validated by the Pope’s spiritual authority: Europe’s predominantly Christian society was united sacramentally as the Body of Christ, and part of the Pope’s ruling over that sacramental body involved anointing emperors to wield temporal power over the people from which it was made up. In this arrangement, the Emperor was known as a ‘secular’ authority, which here meant he was neither a priest nor professed religious (i.e. a monk or a nun).
The Protestant Reformation radically put this into question. In breaking with the Pope, Protestant churches offered an alternative spiritual sphere unbound from papal authority. Secular powers saw in Protestantism (among other things) an opportunity to rid themselves of subjection to the Pope, and helped protect the Protestant churches in their lands – creating national Churches tied to local secular powers.
The result was the birth of the modern nation state. The idea of a modern nation state is one of a territory ruled over by a secular power. This power then undergirds a national church, but this Church is not like the Church of the medieval period. Instead of integrating secular power within itself, it operates in a parallel ‘private’ sphere to the ‘public’ sphere of politics, leaving both broadly independent of one another.
However, this process was not without its problems. In particular, it created a crisis of legitimation, severing politics from the traditional institutions and ideas that staked out what made for good government and granted the right to rule to whoever was in charge. Secular power instead had to look to other resources to understand good governance and the nature of society. 
These resources came in the form of Classical thought.
For example the English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, drew on the ancient Greek philosophical concept of atomism to develop a new account of how society comes together. 
Atomism, as championed by philosophers such as Lucretius, is the idea that the world ultimately reduces to fundamental particles known as “atoms” – hence the appropriation of the name by modern physics for our own version of atomism. From this, Hobbes argued that society itself must reduce away to component parts, bottoming out at individuals all acting in pursuit of their own goals. This bottom-up view of society was radically at odds with the prior top-down political philosophy of Christendom, which saw society as united and legitimated by God – first through the creation of social human nature that inclines us to come together in pursuit of the common good, and then through the Pope and the sacraments.
Another English philosopher, John Locke, took this view of politics and argued that the relationship between these individuals could be mediated by human reason alone, which orients humans towards securing their fulfilment. Society need not be co-ordinated by a universal authority: humans will come together to create social order on their own.
Finally, the Prussian philosopher, Emmanuel Kant, drew on this view of humanity as made up of unconstrained individuals co-ordinated by their reason to outline a vision of humanity as defined by autonomy, and an ethical and political philosophy centred around respecting and exercising this autonomy.
The upshot of this process was therefore not only the loss of temporal power by the Church, but a corresponding rise of ‘free’ thought that looked to alternative sources to what had become the Roman Catholic tradition to outline how one’s moral and political life ought to be lived.
This ideology of secularism, free thinking, and individualism, which came to be embodied economically in capitalism and the free market, is known in political philosophy as ‘Liberalism’. Note that this is different to the common use of the word as meaning anything that is not ‘conservative’. Conservativism today is mostly a version of liberalism, simply offering an alternative view of how to create a secular, individualistic, capitalist society.
In turn, Liberal political philosophy promoted a world in which the Church wielded little or no temporal power. This included the active purging of nations of the remnants of the Church’s temporal power. For example, the French revolution in 1789 saw the trial and execution of the king by the secular courts, upending the previous model of a supreme monarch ruling by divine right.
In this way, Liberalism was integral to the period of history that we now call the “enlightenment”.
Also relevant to this week’s story, enlightenment liberalism later gave rise to the Marxist tradition. The German philosopher, Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel saw human autonomy as finding fulfilment in the State, which could co-ordinate human behaviour to secure the freedoms sought by individuals.
Karl Marx then argued that the true fulfilment of this process would lie in the overturning of the Liberal state itself. He thought that these freedoms would only be secured only in a Communist society. This would come about when private property and the means of producing or manufacturing goods are seized by the people who work them and turned towards meeting workers’ needs, rather than their being owned by capitalists who exploit their workers for profit. This revolution, for Marx, would lead to the construction of a new society initially ruled by the workers – what he called a dictatorship of the proletariat. But this workers’ state would eventually wither away in turn when the new order was stable enough to no longer need defending and enforcing. After this, everyone would naturally work to sustain this new society, labouring together to provide for everyone’s needs without exploitation – something Marx called Communism.
This provided an ideological alternative to Liberalism which critiqued its model of society in ways that the Church would find sympathetic – but which were also animated by the same secular impulses as Liberalism, and consequently became the object of Catholic anxieties.
Part 2 - The Leonine Revival
These developments posed two interrelated challenges to the Church. The first was an intellectual fragmentation: various new ways of thinking now vied for dominance with what had become the Catholic tradition, offering alternative accounts of the world to that promoted by the Church. Moreover, these ways of thinking validated politics not only at odds with those supported by the Church’s theology, but which challenged the authorities of both the Church itself, and those it legitimated – authorities which often protected the Church in turn.
The second was a political threat: this included secular politics, which sought justification in the new forms of thought extant in enlightenment Europe, and promoted them in turn against the Church’s intellectual tradition. In turn these produced secular authorities that were not only un-validated by the Church, but which acted independently of the Church’s guidance and were often actively hostile towards it.
These challenges were a source of great anxiety for the Church. It would also be unfair to simply reduce these anxieties to an expression of a cynical desire for power in the face of growing liberty. An important factor in understanding Catholic fears at this time was the memory of the Wars of Religion. The European wars of religion, which were waged in the aftermath of the Reformation during the 16th through to the 18th centuries, saw millions dead. It is hard to understate the impact of this period – for example, the Thirty Years’ War of 1618-1648 claimed 30% of the German population. The rise of secular liberalism introduced yet another potential political rival to Catholicism, and raised the spectre of similar conflicts – while the political and intellectual fragmentation this represented was a threat to the fragile social cohesion hard-won in the aftermath of these wars.
Likewise, the aftermath of the French Revolution saw the rise of a bitter anticlericalism which, while briefly abating during the latter years of Napoleon’s reign, arose again after his death. Across Europe, monastic orders were disbanded, clerics lost their historic privileges, Church schools were closed, and Church property was confiscated. The Church seemed under threat as it never had been before – indeed, many people saw its collapse as imminent. This was more than a threat to the Church as a political organisation. Catholics would have perceived this as an extension of the dangers faced by them during the Reformation and the Wars of Religion. Likewise, it would have been seen as a threat to a beloved institution and culture that had stood for almost 2000 years, and therein to their way of life. Finally, they would have seen it as a threat to souls through the destruction of the institution that saved them.
This scene of conflict animated the papacy of Pope Leo XIII, the man who would institutionalise Thomism and thereby bring Thomas to the status of universal authority with which he is associated today. Hence in his 1878 encyclical, Inscrutabili Dei consilio, Pope Leo XIII laments that “from the very beginning of Our pontificate, the sad sight has presented itself to Us of the evils by which the human race is oppressed on every side”. Among these, he includes: 
…the widespread subversion of the primary truths on which… human society is based; the obstinacy of mind that will not brook any authority however lawful; the endless sources of disagreement, whence arrive civil strife, and ruthless war and bloodshed; the contempt of law which molds characters and is the shield of righteousness; the insatiable craving for things perishable, with complete forgetfulness of things eternal, leading up to the desperate madness whereby so many wretched beings, in all directions, scruple not to lay violent hands upon themselves…
(no. 2)
That is, society has forgotten the fundamental truths that underly it. This, he claims, has given rise to an individualism that obstinately rejects law and lawful authority, the violence of the wars of religion which wracked Europe after the Reformation, and a moral drift towards worldliness and materialism.
The cause of this, according to Leo, is the de-Catholicisation of culture - particularly in the context of secularisation. He continues:
Now, the source of these evils lies chiefly… in this, that the holy and venerable authority of the Church, which in God's name rules mankind, upholding and defending all lawful authority, has been despised and set aside. The enemies of public order, being fully aware of this, have thought nothing better suited to destroy the foundations of society than to make an unflagging attack upon the Church of God, to bring her into discredit and odium by spreading infamous calumnies and accusing her of being opposed to genuine progress. They labor to weaken her influence and power by wounds daily inflicted, and to overthrow the authority of the Bishop of Rome, in whom the abiding and unchangeable principles of right and good find their earthly guardian and champion. 
(no. 2)
Amidst this, he is particularly alarmed by socialism. In his Quod apostolici muneris, published later in the same year, he writes that socialism is motivated by a greedy desire for the private property and rightful authority of others:
Lured, in fine, by the greed of present goods, which is "the root of all evils, which some coveting have erred from the faith,"(3) they assail the right of property sanctioned by natural law; and by a scheme of horrible wickedness, while they seem desirous of caring for the needs and satisfying the desires of all men, they strive to seize and hold in common whatever has been acquired either by title of lawful inheritance, or by labor of brain and hands, or by thrift in one's mode of life... Wherefore, the revered majesty and power of kings has won such fierce hatred from their seditious people that disloyal traitors, impatient of all restraint, have more than once within a short period raised their arms in impious attempt against the lives of their own sovereigns.
(no. 2)
Note how, as in his critique of secular society in Inscrutabili Dei consilio, Leo sees socialism as founded on a forgetting of fundamental truths about society. Key to Leo’s claims here is the idea that socialists reject the natural law which enshrines the right to private property and the right to rule of kings.
In this regard, he claims, the roots of socialism lie in enlightenment and secular thought – which he in turn roots in the social transformations around the wars of religion that followed the Reformation. He writes:
But the boldness of these bad men… finds its cause and origin in those poisonous doctrines which, spread abroad in former times among the people, like evil seed bore in due time such fatal fruit. For you know, venerable brethren, that that most deadly war which from the sixteenth century down has been waged by innovators against the Catholic faith, and which has grown in intensity up to today, had for its object to subvert all revelation, and overthrow the supernatural order, that thus the way might be opened for the discoveries, or rather the hallucinations, of reason alone. This kind of error… gives loose rein to unlawful desires of every kind... Hence, by a new species of impiety… states have been constituted without any count at all of God or of the order established by him; it has been given out that public authority neither derives its principles, nor its majesty, nor its power of governing from God, but rather from the multitude, which, thinking itself absolved from all divine sanction, bows only to such laws as it shall have made at its own will. 
(no. 3)
In his 1888 encyclical, Libertas, Leo would go on to warn that this all flows from an aspiration towards “license”, or a freedom shorn of responsibility towards the natural and divine laws, the human laws that institutionalise them in the political sphere, and truth. This, he writes, flows from a secularisation of morality and politics mirroring the rise of enlightenment naturalist philosophy. He claims that
What naturalists or rationalists aim at in philosophy, that the supporters of liberalism, carrying out the principles laid down by naturalism, are attempting in the domain of morality and politics. The fundamental doctrine of rationalism is the supremacy of the human reason, which, refusing due submission to the divine and eternal reason, proclaims its own independence, and constitutes itself the supreme principle and source and judge of truth. Hence, these followers of liberalism deny the existence of any divine authority to which obedience is due, and proclaim that every man is the law to himself; from which arises that ethical system which they style independent morality, and which, under the guise of liberty, exonerates man from any obedience to the commands of God, and substitutes a boundless license. The end of all this it is not difficult to foresee… For, when once man is firmly persuaded that he is subject to no one, it follows that the efficient cause of the unity of civil society is not to be sought in any principle external to man, or superior to him, but simply in the free will of individuals; that the authority in the State comes from the people only; and that, just as every man's individual reason is his only rule of life, so the collective reason of the community should be the supreme guide in the management of all public affairs.
(no. 15)
A common theme in examples of this “License” is the reduction or subjection of things that Leo sees as a matter of truth to the human will. Leo criticises a range of developments in these terms, including secular government, and particularly, secular democracy. Although he would later moderate his criticism of democracy, he objects to these as replacing the rightful, divinely-appointed authority of kings with majoritarian rule. The result is that authority itself is reduced to an expression of the human will, rather than flowing from the created order. Another object of this criticism is state marriage, which Leo argues removes the sacrament from its rightful ecclesial domain, and thus subjects it to the human will embodied in the secular state. He likewise rejects freedom of belief, speech, and teaching as seeking freedom from the obligation to seek and promote truth. Finally, Leo objects to the erosion of traditional gender roles in the form of women’s employment in the industrial workplace; something that he claims goes against women’s nature, and thus dignity. He folds this into a broader critique of industrial capitalism as ignoring the demands of the natural law to exploit workers for profit. His predecessor but one, Pope Pius XII, would expand upon this latter point in explicit reaction against the women’s liberation movement, making this a major theme of his papacy.
This week’s text, Leo’s 1879 encyclical, Aeterni patris, emerge within this context. It encapsulates his concerns when he states them in an explicitly moral register, noting that 
…since it is in the very nature of man to follow the guide of reason in his actions, if his intellect sins at all his will soon follows; and thus it happens that false opinions, whose seat is in the understanding, influence human actions and pervert them.
(no. 2)
That is, people act according to their reason – so when they are told falsehoods, they begin to act wrongly.
Aeterni Patris introduces another theme:
Moreover, to the old teaching a novel system of philosophy has succeeded here and there, in which We fail to perceive those desirable and wholesome fruits which the Church and civil society itself would prefer. For it pleased the struggling innovators of the sixteenth century to philosophize without any respect for faith, the power of inventing in accordance with his own pleasure and bent being asked and given in turn by each one. Hence, it was natural that systems of philosophy multiplied beyond measure, and conclusions differing and clashing one with another arose about those matters even which are the most important in human knowledge. 
(no. 24)
Here, Leo levels a critique at this new intellectual landscape: secular thought is fragmented and diverse, and this is the product of the fact that it is the product of individuals rather than a universal tradition.
This is a problem because, in being so fragmented, it cannot provide guidance. He writes:
From a mass of conclusions men often come to wavering and doubt; and who knows not how easily the mind slips from doubt to error? But, as men are apt to follow the lead given them, this new pursuit seems to have caught the souls of certain Catholic philosophers, who, throwing aside the patrimony of ancient wisdom, chose rather to build up a new edifice than to strengthen and complete the old by aid of the new-ill-advisedly, in sooth, and not without detriment to the sciences. For, a multiform system of this kind, which depends on the authority and choice of any professor, has a foundation open to change, and consequently gives us a philosophy not firm, and stable, and robust like that of old, but tottering and feeble.
(no. 24)
Here, we see the synthesis of the two themes I mentioned at the beginning of this section: intellectual and political fragmentation. It is because these new authorities are so diverse that they fail to provide a reliable guide to truth – in turn leading to wavering from and doubt of that truth. The result is a tottering, multiform system of thought that puts society at odds with the Catholic tradition from which it breaks, and thus both the Church and the truth that it teaches.
There is an interesting tension (although not strictly and incoherence) here: while Leo criticises secular thought for its pluralism, he nevertheless also treats it as a unified cultural and intellectual phenomenon. This undergirds his response, which is to seek a similarly unified, systematic response. And it is this response which is Aeterni patris’s main contribution to the history of Catholic thought, and the focus of this week’s lecture.
Leo argues that the Christian tradition has long appropriated philosophy as a tool, using it to demonstrate the truth of its doctrines. Conversely, theology has perfected philosophy by adjudicating on the disagreements, correcting the errors, and overcoming the inherent limitations that came with its diverse pagan origins. 
This, Leo claims, illustrates the harmony of faith and reason, and therein the inseparability of philosophy and theology.
In short, for Leo, it is only within the Christian tradition that the various schools of philosophy have been synthesised and reconciled to truth. It is only within the Christian tradition that philosophy has truly come into its own.
You can see how this vision of Christian philosophy speaks to Leo’s concerns around secular thought. Its fragmentation seems to him like a backwards step, moving away from the perfection granted by Christian theology.
According to Leo, Thomas Aquinas is chief among the Christian philosophers who perfected the discipline. Hence, he argues, returning to Thomas can address the ills that beset modern society:
Domestic and civil society even, which, as all see, is exposed to great danger from this plague of perverse opinions, would certainly enjoy a far more peaceful and secure existence if a more wholesome doctrine were taught in the universities and high schools - one more in conformity with the teaching of the Church, such as is contained in the works of Thomas Aquinas.
(28)
The tradition of Catholic theology defined by this recovery of Thomas came to be known as “Neo-Scholasticism”, or “Neo-Thomism”.
Part 3 - Neo-Thomism
I mentioned earlier that there are various schools of interpretation with regards to Thomas’s work.
Neo-Thomism drew from a school of interpretation associated with the Jesuit theologian Francisco Suarez, which was dominant at the time.
One of the defining features of this interpretation was a particular view of the relationship between nature and grace – i.e. creation, and how God interacts with it.
According to the Suarezian tradition, Thomas views nature as essentially self-contained and autonomous. Grace then acts upon it “extrinsically”. That is to say, grace comes from without to correct the effects of sin and bring it to perfection; something with which humans, in their natural autonomy, can accept or refuse. This had two implications which shaped the kind of moral theology that characterised Neo-Thomism.
The first is that it gives rise to what is known as a “voluntarist” ethics.
This is a model of the relationship between God and the world in which God imposes his will upon creation ‘from the outside’. Grace is the medium via which this will is imposed. Like a worldly ruler imposing order on a lawless country, God’s will in this is expressed in various moral laws. In this context, the moral life becomes a matter of discerning these laws and disciplining yourself to follow them, over and against your fallen nature. That is to say, moral life and moral formation becomes about discipline. The natural law, which we saw last week is human reason’s knowledge of God’s will in the eternal law, thus operates like a human law: a set of rules to be discerned and followed.
Reflecting this, the method of Neo-Thomism was also concerned primarily with ‘objective’ considerations like the laws themselves and the things about which they spoke. Correspondingly, it was relatively less interested in subjective factors; something we will return to next week as one of the driving factors for the collapse of Neo-Thomism after the traumas of World War II.
This is not to say that moral theology had no pastoral significance. This emphasis on subjection to God’s will as embodied in moral laws led to a corresponding focus in moral theology on navigating moral rules. This lent itself to use in the confessional, where priests were directly confronted with questions about rule-following. 
This was reflected by a gradual shift of focus in moral theology towards the kinds of sin-diagnosis useful to priests in a confessional context – and a corresponding separation of the discipline from the wider field of theology.
The second implication was a view of human reason. For Neo-thomism, grace was extrinsic to nature, needing to be ‘added to’ it from without to correct it. Likewise, natural reason was seen as autonomous from revelation, which God dispensed from on high to correct it ‘from without’. 
As a result, natural reason was seen as being able to effectively operate on its own, bringing us to knowledge of moral truths purely through natural law reasoning. The role of revelation in this was then to be a kind of grace, coming in ‘from without’ to correct our natural reason where it is in error, and supplement it with the divine law – which is otherwise unavailable to it. This last part, for Neo-Thomism, is the place of faith in human thought: just as grace is extrinsic to nature, faith is extrinsic to reason, and thus able to grasp what reason cannot. However, thus corrected and supplemented, Neo-Thomism thought that natural reason could then proceed without further reference to revelation, simply working out how to apply the laws it had learned in the various contexts of human life. 
Finally, this led to a conception of moral reasoning as akin to mathematical reasoning, simply deriving conclusions from premises with a certain degree of self-evidence. This led to a sense that the particular conclusions reached by moral theologians, at least if reliable, were necessarily part of the natural law. Correspondingly, the natural law started to be conflated with the specific rules and norms derived by moral theologians – particularly when recognised by the Church’s Magisterium itself. In this way, the natural law came to be seen in practice as less a way of knowing the world through human reason’s participation in the Eternal Law, and more simply as a set of moral rules to be taken as a given – like a suite of legislation, if you will.
It is fairly obvious how moral theology in this vein serves Leo’s purposes amidst the transformations and fragmentations of enlightenment secularism. First, Thomas’ moral theology provides a set of rules to follow, and demands that we discipline ourselves to follow them. That is to say, Neo Thomist moral theology disciplines society.
Second, this discipline is a matter of following the authorities which promulgate those laws. It presents a view of human reason as in need of correction, not least by the Church which authoritatively teaches these rules. Human reason is inadequate on its own: it needs grace to come in ‘from the outside’ to bring it to fulfilment. This confirms the Church’s moral authority in the face of enlightenment political and moral philosophy. It also then makes the discipline of the moral life one of following Church teaching – which is to say, assenting to its authority, often in the face of secular authority. Hence, citing Thomas’ teaching that proper recognition of God’s authority necessitates human law being made in conformity to the natural and divine law, Libertas no. 10 teaches that unjust laws have no force, and that Christians must disobey them. Among other things, Leo clearly has in mind here various secularising reforms that he sees as licentiously opposing human freedom to God’s will, as embodied in natural and divine law. 
Similarly, Neo-Thomism underpins a hierarchical dynamic within both Church and society: in order to be corrected by grace, we need to receive it. Neo-Thomism’s extrinsic view of the relationship between nature and grace lent itself to a view in which grace was encountered at specific points where it would ‘come in’ to nature. In the case of revelation, this was seen as a matter of a strict hierarchy of authority, with the Pope at the top as Vicar (i.e. ruling ‘vicariously’, as representative) of Christ. Likewise, Priests were seen as dispensing grace through the sacraments to a similarly passive laity.
In this respect, going back to the MacIntyrean language of our first session, we can see how Neo-Thomist moral theology emerged within the life of a community organised around the pursuit of the good life. Like Thomas himself, Leo saw the good life as ultimately being a matter of obtaining salvation. However, Leo saw the challenge of doing so in his time in a particular way. For Leo, it was a matter of living within a political order in which human law is conformed to natural and divine law. This meant defending a society structured around obedience to authorities legitimated by the Church, and guided by its teachings. Neo-Thomist moral theology helped with this by acquainting people with Church teaching about natural and divine law, and mandating human law that reflected the moral vision contained therein. It correspondingly served as a tool in a pastoral setting for identifying how successfully people lived according to this moral vision, and correcting that behaviour to ensure conformity. The ultimate goal was to help people to live according to the natural and divine law as a condition of our salvation - even amidst political transformations that Leo saw as actively hostile towards the subjection to the Eternal Law necessary for salvation.
In turn, this project shaped Neo Thomist moral theology as a discipline. First, focus on discerning and following laws rendered moral theology deeply “rationalist”, deducing its conclusions through natural reason alone from moral laws as intellectually held first principles. This also fed into the isolation of moral theology from the wider theological field, as moral theologians could simply work in this way without reference to ideas in other areas.
The irony of this separation is most clearly reflected in the way that Thomas’s Summa ended up being used to teach Neo-Scholastic moral theology. Because the focus was on addressing particular moral questions as encountered in the confessional, the second part of his Summa, which treated moral topics, was taught separately to the rest. Furthermore, this text was chopped up and re-presented around single-issue topics, collected in Manuals of moral theology that cited Thomas along with his authoritative interpreters. 
In this way, the Neo-Thomist recovery of Thomas’ moral theology undid the very innovation that marks the Summa out in the first place. Last week, we saw how the Summa has a dialectical flow that leads the student along a process of formation. Chopping up the Summa to focus on single issues disrupted this flow, restructuring it into something far closer in form to the penitential manuals from which moral theology first emerged. And indeed, it served confession very well, helping confessors to diagnose sins, culpability, and guilt. Correspondingly, this era of moral theology was associated with a certain pastoral style focusing less on a gradual growth in knowledge and other virtues, and more on everyone receiving and following moral laws in the same way – just as everyone is expected to learn and follow human laws.
This is not to say that Neo Thomist moral theology lacked virtues. For instance, Neo-Thomist moral theology’s attention to the confessional meant that the discipline was fundamentally oriented towards pastoral care. And although ideas of good pastoral care in this era may differ in certain respects from those of today, it was nevertheless a powerful tool for providing it.
Its well-defined parameters also enabled a clear sense of what constituted successful inquiry, and the development of a highly sophisticated set of shared conceptual tools that could be deployed with precision and nuance. This meant that the moral theology which emerged out of Neo-Thomism could be correspondingly sophisticated, with a deep sensitivity to subtle variations between moral situations that govern how various norms and principles apply within them. In this regard, the approach enabled well-trained confessors to make careful discernments, and both pastors and theologians who had mastered it to work with sensitivity and mercy - although this is not to say that everyone in these positions was able or inclined to do so.
I would like to leave you with two questions emerging from this, which reflect on some challenges of Neo-Thomism for us as students of moral theology today.
First, its history is a reminder that the Church exists in a tension with the secular world, and that these tensions are played out in its intellectual life. Neo-Thomism emerged from a context in which the Church was truly under threat by the social transformations of early modernity, which were characterised in places by violent anti-Catholicism. Despite its flaws, the paradigm was, I think, an understandable reaction to this context, and sought to play a protective role in the face of fears that I personally find at least somewhat sympathetic. This raises the question of the extent to which own theological approaches are a product not just of our time, but of the fears and other feelings which animate us within it. How are we to navigate this?
Second, despite its limitations around its detachment of moral theology from the wider life of faith, the best of Neo-Thomist moral and pastoral theology shows how a well-defined research programme can be a powerful tool that enables people to do good work. We might instinctively worry about putting limits on the kinds of inquiry we do. But the successes of Neo-Thomism show that limits can also be a source of productivity. What are we to make of this?
Part 4 - Questions
That’s all for this week! Our reading is Leo’s Aeterni Patris, the encyclical which inaugurated the Neo-Thomist project. As you read it, I would like you to consider the following questions:
1. Aeterni Patris as a document is very much of its age, but is there anything in it which still speaks to our contemporary era?
2. Aeterni Patris is full of combat language. What is the significance of this?
3. Leo has a very high view of philosophy and a great faith in the power of (particularly moral) philosophy to secure a just society. However, he also has a very particular view of what that philosophy should be like, both in terms of its relationship to theology, and in terms of its methodology. Do you think he is right in either of these things?
4. The Leonine Thomist revival indicates how moral theology as a tool for or project of inquiry can be a vehicle for authority. Does this shed light on any aspect of our contemporary context?
See you soon!
