
Where religious caricatures are still 
triumphant 

Ethical Ghettos 
in the Ecumenical Age 

George H. Tavard 

ince Vatican Council I1 issuec its De- S cree on Ecumenism, the rapprochement 
between churches has moved many a step forward. 
To be sure, one no longeifinds the enthusiasm of the 
1960's, 'but the dialogues between churches have 
gained in depth and seriousness what they have lost 
in facility and popularity. Again, the statements is- 
sued by the Lutheran-Catholic Conversations in 
America (on The Eucharist as Sacrifice, 1967; Eu- 
charist and Ministry, 1970), or by the Anglican- 
Roman Catholic Intemational Conversations (Wind- 
sor Statement on the Eucharist, December, 1971; 
Canterbury Statement on Ministry, December, 1973) 
may be neither complete nor final; yet they witness 
to a growing consensus which would have been un- 
thinkable twenty years ago. This consensus gives the 
lie to what had been for years an axiom in one 
stream of the ecumenical flow: Doctrine divides, 
service unites. The current ecumenical moment has 
put this maxim to the test and uncovered its inade- 
quacy. It is not too optimistic to say now that doc- 
trine is in the process of uniting. 

What of the other panel of the maxim? Does ser- 
vice truly unite? In the paternalistic atmosphere of 
the nineteenth and the' earlier twentieth centuries 
service implied little more than bringing assistance 
to the needy. In the name of Christian charity it was 
relatively easy for the different confessions to join 
in philanthropic projects. Today, however, service 
means much more. I t  implies, for Christians, placing 
themselves individually and collectively at the ser- 
vice of the world. Without falling into the horizontal- 
ism which threatens to reduce Christianity to an 
unnecessary (and unwanted?) appendix to progres- 
sive social and political endeavors, one can accept 
this new sense of service which fits the cosmic con- 
cerns of our times. 
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Service in the c Aa sense still unites t..e givers 
without difficulty as long as they can agree on pri- 
ority of needs and availability of resources: a catas- 
trophic flood obtains relief from all confessions. But 
service in the newer sense, far from uniting, divides; 
for it raises moral questions about Church and so- 
ciety on which no common answers have been 
reached. If dialogues on doctrines, especially on 
sacraments and ministfy, are now thriving, dialogues 
on ethics are either nonexistent or at a standstill. 
For example, the Anglican-Roman Catholic Intema- 
tional Conversations have made better headway in 
their broad area (the 'doctrines that have divided 
the two communions ) than the Anglican-Roman 
Catholic Commission on the Theology of Marriage 
and Its Application to Mixed Marriages, with its 
more restricted and concrete concern (the pastoral 
approach to mixed marriages). Although the prob- 
lem in this case is not yet complicated by the cosmic 
dimension, nontheological factors slow down what- 
ever progress might be made at the theological level. 

Admittedly the ecumenical or interconfessional 
dimension is not absent from contemporary ethical 
research. Catholic moral theologians listen with 
eagemess to Protestant voices. Indeed, reading the 
works of Charles Curran, one can wonder if there 
is any difference between Catholic and Protestant 
ethics. Likewise, Protestant ethicists, such as Paul 
Ramsey or James Gustafson, pay attention to Catho- 
lic authors and may profit from their insights. I am 
not so sure about Helmut' Thielicke or, on these 
shores, Joseph Fletcher, neither of whom shows 
much understanding of classical Catholic moral the- 
ology, Yet, on the whole, Catholics can no longer 
complain of not being taken seriously by Protestant 
ethicists. 

This does not solve the question before us, how- 
ever. The problem is not that of individual authors, 
no matter how influential or representative they may 
be, but of churches. There were many4Catholic 
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ecumenists before the Second Vatican Council, but 
their church remained uninvolved. An ecumenical 
convergence concerns communities, not just individu- 
als. Major differences in point of view and interest 
arise whenever church leaders face the problem of 
legalized abortion or try to decide on a policy regard- 
ing the Supreme Court ruling on the matter, In  the 
field of ethics, we remain in a pre-Vatican I1 situa- 
tion, The efforts of individual ethicists must prepare, 
but they cannot replace, an ecumenical encounter 
of their churches. 

uch an encounter was explicitly favored S by the Vatican Council: “And if in moral 
matters there are many Christians who do not always 
understand the Gospel in the same way as Catholics, 
and do not admit the same solutions for the more 
difficult problems of modern society, they neverthe- 
less want to cling to Christ’s word as the source of 
Christian virtue and to obey the command of the 
Apostle: ‘Whatever you do in word or in work, do 
all in the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks to 
God the Father through Him’ (Col. 3: 17). An ccn- 
menical diaIogue concerning the moral application 

’ of the Gospel can begin here” (Decree on Ecirmcti- 
ism, 23). Less pointedly, but with an urgency COM- 
mensurate with the importance of the issues .it ex- 
amined, the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 
the Modern World, Gaudiuni et Spes, looking at a 
number of moral problems in their contemporary 
social setting, insisted that Catholics should not work 
alone but must cooperate with all members of tlic 
human family in the areas addressed by this docu- 
ment: human dignify, the human community, mar- 
riage and the family, economic and social life, PO- 
litical life, war and peace. When we look at what 
has happened, however, we find that more has been 
done toward such an ecumenical cooperation at the 
university level of the ecclesiastical hierarchy ( with 
the papal encyclicals Pacem in Terris of John XXIII 
and Popu2orum Progressio of Paul VI, and with the 
Commission for Justice and Peace) than in national, 
diocesan or parochial judicatories. Here, little if any- 
thing has been attempted. 

Of course there are obstacles. Mutual trust is neces- 
sary if an ecumenical dialogue is to face the ethical 
questions which modern society has thrust in the 
face of the churches. Such trust no doubt exists here 
and there. I believe, however, that most professors 
of moral theology in Catholic seminaries (more so 
than in colleges, but in colleges too) distrust the 
moral concems of Protestant churches, ministers and 
theologians. Either because they do not understand 
the existential background of much Protestant ethi- 
cal thinking, or because they simply do not read 
Protestant authors, they tend to assimilate the ethical 
thought of Protestant Christians to purely secular 
ethics, where moral concems are developed, however 
sincerely and deeply, without reference to the re- 

ligious dimension of mankind or to the moral impli- 
cations of Christian revelation, and where the search 
for objective norms is often replaced by a factual 

. statement of the socially acceptable. It also remains 
generally true that many professors of ethics in 
Protestant seminaries and in upiversities still identify 
Catholic moral theology with a Scholastic deductive 
system arrived at  apart from real life, offering little 
relevance to concrete moral. dilemmas, and yet en- 
forced by authoritarian priests and bishops. The 
mutual caric‘atures that Catholics and Protestants 
have largely overcome in the area of faith and doc- 
trine are still fashionable when it comes to the moral 
implications of faith and doctrine. 

Should this situation continue, I foresee that all 
churches will soon be faced with a situation that may 
we1.J be catastrophi-c for their future, As the year 
9000 approaches, moral problcms seem to gain 
gigantic proportions. With some problems the pub- 
lic is fairly familiar: the ’morality of means of popu- 
lation control, the morality of abortion practices and 
legislation, for example. Yet if, as it would seem, the 
question of birth control has been shelved in the 
public mind, it has not been solved at the level of 
serious thinking, for the current solutions prescind 
illegitimately from considering the major question of 
the morality of the means. Likewise, the aliortion 
legislation (or, following the Supreme Court, the 
obligatory absence of legislation, which is tantn- 
mount to the broadest legislation possible) raises 
the problem of the means, together with that of the 
end and of the intention: Is abortion morally per- 
missible? If so, by what means? 

The question of the means of action is raised by 
other contemporary developments as well. h3any a 
Christian, friend of Jews, who favored a pacifist at- 
titude during the Vietnam war, suddenly bumped 
against the limits of pacifism when Egypt and Syria, 
on the day of Yom Kippur, attempted to rccovcr 
thcir own territories. Indeed, different weights and 
measures are often applied to the retaliatory violcnce 
of the State of Israel, which is condoned, and to the 
terrorist violence of Palestinian organizations, which 
is condemned. Yet, allowing for the bias of legitimate 
political choices, one should still look at the problem 
of violence as an (immoral?) means to n (moral?) 
end. 

In another field, Paul Ramsey, among others, has 
drawn attention to the moral prolilems arising, es- 
pecially in the area of genetics, from medical dis- 
coveries and practices (Fahricofed hian, 1970). This 
type of question is compounded by the still largely 
ignored consequences of the availability of aborted 
live fetuses. In a statement made in hilarch, 1972, a 
French doctor revealed that during a visit to Wash- 
ington he was handed instructions issued by the 
National Institutes of HeaIth on laboratory experi- 
ments with live fetuses:.“The live fetuses , . . must 
be considered and treated like any other element 
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removed from a non-pregnant woman’: (quoted by 
Edith Gosselin: Le Droit de Viorc pour tous, in 
Sat;oir et Serxir, Paris, March, 1973). In other words, 
live fetuses, having been declared nonpersons by the 
Supreme Court, have been made by the National In- 
stitutes of Health into slaves over which experimen- 
tors hold the right of life and death, Once this be- 
comes a socially accepted principle, there is no in- 
trinsic reason not to treat young infants the same 
way. A Ihitisher, Francis Crick, Nobel Prize winner 
for hledicine in 1969, has already made the proposal: 
Legal birth should be officially defined as taking place 
two days after the natural birth, thus giving society 
tlie chance to test the humanity of infants and de- 
stroy those who do not meet thk required standards. 

Such developments raise a question which future 
historians of civilization will no doubt answer: Al- 
though he died in the process, did not Adolf Hitler 
really win the Second World War? The question is 
not academic. Nearly all the experiments made on 
human beings in the extermination camps of the 
Third Reich are now allowed (like fetus experimen- 
tation) or condoned (like euthanasia) in the coun- 
tries that officially won the war. Healthy adults are 
not killed in gns chambers, but one wonders how 
long the Supreme Court can ban the death penalty 
for the guilty while widespread destruction of the 
innoccnt-young, old or sick-is allowed. 

notlier major area of ethical concern A will face us in the years to come. Per- 
haps lic~ause I have recently returned from a visit 
to South America, where I made a study of the so- 
cnllccl fcologia de la lileracidti, I am at the moment 
very much aware of the ethical choices posed to 
Christians b y  contemporary liberation movements. 
Whnt should be the Christian’s moral attitude in 
countries or areas where he unwillingly reinforces 
the violence of the oppressors unless he sides with 
the violence of the oppressed? The literature of tlie 
“tlirology of libcration” argues for the necessity of a 
choicc in favor of the oppressed, but it fails to pro- 
vide moral guidance before the appalling historical 
record of the oppressed who have become opprcssors 
in turn. The moral problem of violence is not only 
that of South America; it is real in the ghettos of . 

North America, among Catholics and Protestants in 
Northern Ireland, in relations between Israel and its 
opprcsssed neighbors, the Pales tinians, and among 
impotent minorities throughout the world, who see 
no alternative to violence. 

The moral questions I have mentioned do indeed 
touch individuals, but they must be asked also in 
relation to collectivities. If abortion is a major prob- 
Icm, this is not primarily because an unwed mother 
may wish to have no child, but because the very 
structure of modern society makes it possible and 
convcwient to promote aliortion on a wide scale. If 
the conflict in the Middle East poses moral problems, 

it is not only because Israelis and Arabs are fighting 
for the same Lebensraum, but also because the ve* 
nature of a Jewish state appears to the one as a 
moral necessity and to the others as a moral aberra- 
tion. Thus modem society as such should be looked 
at critically from the angle of Christian moral think- 
ing. The social optimism which marked, to varying 
degrees, Vatican 11’s Gaudium et Spes and Harvey 
Cox’s Seciilar Zit!/ seems to run afoul of the current 
realities of “man comes of age.” We face a planetary 
crisis of ethics. 

The problem of the means of action is raised in 
the several areas that have been mentioned. But this 
ikoblem hides a yet more fundamental question: Can 
tlie human person be protected from the oppression 
of contemporary means of action? Thus present cir- 
cumstances give a natural focus to an ecumenical 
dialogue on ethics: What is the Christian conception 
of the human being? Is there a normative Christian 
anthropology? 

iven this urgent dimension of morality, G it seems irresponsible to leave investi- 
gations of moral theology to individuals, no matter 
how competent and devoted they may be. Individual 
work must, of course, continue, for in the long run 
nkw insights come only from individuals. Neverthe- 
less a corporate approach in which the churches are 
involved might even make it possible to avoid some 
of the heat which occasionally arises from the con- 
frontation of individual points of view. The recent 
controversy about Daniel Berrigan’s ethical ques- 
tions to Israel and to the Arabs shows that individu- 
als, even within the same church affiliation, easily 
and needlessly los‘e their objectivit‘y when confronted 
b y  a question they did not expect. They tend to focus 
their answer on peripheral aspects of the question 
and, having dissected the question, to criticize the 
dissected fragments and to forget the question itself. 
In il community approach to ethical problems, just 
as in an. ecumenical dialogue from church to church, 
the vagaries’ of individuals are absorbed in the com- 
mon tradition out of which they speak. Then genuine 
dialogue and learning from each other can replace 
a mere confrontation of points of view. 

I have recently suggested that the ecumenical agen- 
cies of the churches should begin planning for ecu- 
menical dialogues in ethics ( “Ecumenism in Ethics,” 
Journal of Ecumenical Studies, October 3, 1973). 
A similar point had already been made by a com- 
mittee of the Catholic Theological Society of Amer- 
ica in a report on the present state of bilateral con- 
versations ( “The Bilateral Conversations,” in Pro- 
ceedings of the Tt6enty-Seoenth Annual Convention, 
Catholic Theological Society of America), In view 
of the budget limitations bein2 felt by all ecumenical 
agencies, the feasibility of such a proposal may ma- 
terialize only when ‘the existing dialogues have ex- 
hausted their present agenda. Yet the time is now. 


