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Introduction

I have come to the profession of moral theologian somewhat indirectly. My first assignment
after ordination was to Sogang University in Seoul, Korea—an institution founded by the Americans
of my home Province, but in the process of change-over to Korean leadership when I arrived in
1982. The process was hardly painless and I learned much about the very real concrete challenges
of inculturation and cross-cultural encounters, and when I was sent to the Pontifical Gregorian
University in Rome in 1986 for my doctorate in moral theology (both the locus and subject matter
were chosen by my Korean superiors) I decided that the best training I could obtain for teaching
moral theology back in Korea would be to immerse myself in the sacred claim enjoyed by the
ancient ethical tradition of Korea, Confucianism, and see if [ could bring that into direct interaction
with the sacred claim of a Scriptural approach to Roman Catholic moral theology. In this project I
worked intentionally at trying first to read for understanding the other culture's sacred text on its
own terms, as far as possible, especially by paying attention to the ways in which the sacred text
enjoys what a call a “sacred claim” on those who hold the text as “holy,” rather than trying to
identify immediately how this text could be translated, or close parallels found in terms of Western

philosophy or theology. My chosen texts came from the Confucian canon, especially the Analects



and the Doctrine of the Mean, but in different parts of the world the sacred texts themselves would

differ as well.'

The seminary we had hoped to open in Korea was much delayed (it has yet to open), and so
after my graduation I was taken on the faculty of my recent alma mater where I taught for several
years before moving to my present location in Berkeley. While Rome sometimes is uncharitably
caricatured as the “dead center” of Catholicism I found it in fact to be quite diverse in terms of not
only the different cultures represented in both the student body and faculty, but also in the variety of
approaches one saw in grappling with the various sub-disciplines of fundamental moral
theology—not to mention the particularities of concrete ethical decision-making.

My combined experiences of living for a decade in Asia and Europe though confirmed for
me the paradigm shift that Karl Rahner had articulated in what might called his last major article on
Vatican II. Rahner spoke of the watershed the Council represented in marking the beginning of the
Church as a truly world church, and the challenge this presented for the integration of non-Western
cultures: "either the Church sees and recognizes these essential differences of other cultures for
which she should become a world Church and with a Pauline boldness draws the necessary
consequences from this recognition, or she remains a Western Church and so in the final analysis
betrays the meaning of Vatican I1."* If Rahner’s theological analysis of Church history is on target,
then one ramification for moral theology in both the new millennium and the new century will be
that we must not only pay greater attention to how ethics is approached in various parts of the world,
but also to change how we view the nature and task of Roman Catholic moral theology itself taking
into greater account places like Asia, Africa, Micronesia—in short in every geographical and cultural

area which has not traditionally been seen as the center of our theological tradition.



This will involve more than a simple paradigm, yet we do not have to begin ab ovo. Moral
theology in the 21 century should work out of foundational developments in the last half of the 20™
century. Vatican Il in at least three key documents set the scene for this revisioning of the task and

scope of moral theology: Lumen gentium, Gaudium et spes, and_Dignitatis humanae. Lumen

gentium represents a paradigm shift in the understanding of the nature of the Church itself, expressed
as the People of God. This People of God lives in, and not ideally apart from, the modern world,

and Gaudium et spes articulates a more engaging and positive interaction with this modern world.

Finally, Dignitatis humanae reverses the long-standing affirmation that “error has no rights” by

formulating a new doctrine which brings together freedom and sanctity of conscience with an
individual’s choice to follow his or her conscience in one of the most important arenas of human life,
namely the choice of religion. Sociologist of religion José Casanova expresses the importance of

Dignitatis humanae for the Church’s role in public religion in these terms:

From a world-historical perspective, the Declaration on Religious Freedom,

Dignitatis Humanae, is perhaps the most consequential and the most radical

departure from tradition. It establishes the very conditions of possibility for a
modern type of Catholic public religion. ... The recognition of the inalienable right of
every individual to freedom of conscience, based on the sacred dignity of the human
person, means that the church abandons its compulsory character and becomes a

‘free church’. Truth can no longer be imposed, nor is it permissible to coerce
individual consciences to follow external dictates.’

Certainly since John XXIII’s first social encyclicals of Pacem in Terris and Mater et

Magistra up through the pontificate of John Paul II the Church has sought to reach out to the

modern world in this more open manner. The many apostolic travels of John Paul II have had the



effect of putting a visible, human face on the Church’s moral message, especially effective in its
social teachings. Truth, as the Gospel and the best of the Catholic tradition have long affirmed does
aim to set us free, and coming to a fuller realization of the splendor of that truth I would argue calls
for a new Pentecost for the discipline of moral theology, one that will take seriously the task of

inculturation of ethics.

Pentecost and moral theology

As a clue as to what this ethical Pentecost might involve let us recall the events of the birth
of the Church. On that Pentecost the first concrete manifestation of the gift of the Spirit was that the
disciples "began to speak in other languages [yA®oowic], as the Spirit gave them ability."* In other
words, the presence and gift of the Spirit enabled the disciples first to find their own voice to respond
to Jesus’ moral mandate to teach all that he had taught them. Of course, what they proclaimed
would be the Gospel message as they had come to internalize it through their intimate association
with Jesus, but the key movement of the Pentecost event was that now it would be the disciples
speaking on their own. This methodological finding of one's theological voice leads then to the next
step, namely speaking effectively in that voice. Well before Lawrence Kohlberg’s work on moral
pedagogy the Church realized that to speak convincingly one must first locate one's audience, and
then address them in a language that is comprehensible to them.” On the first Pentecost the disciples
turned to the "devout Jews from every nation under heaven" (Acts 2:5) and spoke to them in a
revolutionary way, i.e., "in the native language [d1aAektw] of each" (Acts 2:6). Speaking in these
"dialects" should not be seen as an early Palestinian feat of simultaneous translation in which the
initial proclamation of the Gospel message was somehow reproduced exactly and identically into

mother tongues of the audience. One of the key insights of inculturation is that if the Gospel



kerygma is to be preached effectively in different cultural settings it will have to interact differently
with each cultural milieu. Therefore, the moral message of the Gospel proclaimed in a variety of
locations will necessarily "sound" different to different audiences. Thus an effective Gospel-based
moral theology’ will require using a language, i.e., a native dialect, that is genuinely
comprehensible by those who are being addressed. The Holy Spirit has been present in all cultures
since the dawn of time, and so it is incumbent upon not just upon evangelists but also moral
theologians to discern these ways in which the Spirit has manifested itself in any given culture.
Discerning the presence of the Spirit means we must find and then "decode" those ways in which
God has, and continues to operate in and through a given culture.

This successful finding of one's voice for those who have not traditionally been “heard” is
the first hallmark of the development of a Pentecost-based inculturated moral theology, i.e., we have
to attend to and seriously consider how others are speaking. Thus, developing an inculturated moral
theology is at least a two-way street, if not a more complicated intersection such as a traffic rotary:
we need to bring into a (safe, secure, and orderly) intersection theological voices from around the
world. It will not be sufficient for inculturation to be essentially a one-way street in which those
non-Western cultures are encouraged to look into their own traditions to try and discover an
authentic approach for doing a moral theology which speaks to this or that culture. We must bring
this conversation into dialogue with similar efforts in other places around the world, including North
America, Europe, and the Vatican.® In short, I am arguing as a key task for moral theology in this

century is to develop a methodology and practice of an inculturated and cross-cultural ethics.

Inculturation and Cross-Cultural Ethics




Let us take each of these concepts in turn. Though much of vocabulary connected with
inculturation would not be coined until the last half of our century, Christianity has struggled from
its earliest days with the moral ramifications arising from cross-cultural conflict.” In our own time,
despite some misgivings and miscues, inculturation clearly has established itself as a primary
theological concern.'” While much has been done in the name of inculturation in liturgy, art and
music, biblical and dogmatic theology, to date the field of Christian ethics has tended to be rather
wary of immersing itself in these potentially troubling theological waters. My operating premise is
that contemporary Christian ethics, grounded in a genuine tradition of theological education, both
can and must take much more seriously the challenges posed by inculturation and the ongoing
development of the Church as a truly global entity.

However, inculturation if it is to be truly multidirectional and dialogical must be formed and
informed, as well as form and inform other moral theological reflections. This process involves
what I term cross fertilization and is supported by the approach of cross-cultural ethics. Cross-
cultural ethics differs from the established academic sub-discipline of comparative ethics in both its
object and methodology. Comparative ethics is usually undertaken in one of two ways: either as an
investigation of a different culture's mores, belief systems, and the like (often done within the
discipline of cultural anthropology), or as an "ethical" treatment of an issue from a supposedly
"neutral” (or "universalist" or "global") stance. Thus, comparative ethics in the first version is
pursued chiefly as an academic "interest" object, while comparative ethics in the second instance
often aims at the establishment of some common philosophical platform for discussion and/or
possibly “adjudication” of concrete ethical issues which seem to involve many if not all
contemporary cultures. Much of the current work in the so-called globalization of ethics and human

rights as the language of universal morality is an example of what I call comparative ethics in the



second instance and these approaches and “projects” have raised a number of significant questions
regarding its methodology, implicit conceptions of “culture,” as well as the nettlesome issue of
attempting to “compare” different cultural ethics from a standpoint which itselfis never “acultural”
and therefore can never claim to be completely “neutral.”'" A nurber of recert studies, utilizing varias
hermeneutical and communicative thearies tosketch aut viable paradigns far develaping a fundamental ethics as a whole, as well s its
various compenents such as practical moral reasoning,' yet the accent of most of these studies falls on the universality of ethical discourse
and its impact on normativity, values, andsoon. Surprisingly scant attention seerrs to have been given to the partiadarity of the individual
aulture which is found both necessarily at: the very core of each and every ethos and ethical system W might wonder, therefare, howwe
cauld hape torealize either the project of an authentic glabalization of ethics, or pay the proper attention to the individulity of the
particular situation of a local Christian conmunity, without taking better stock of this essential aspect of cultural particularity?

On the other hand, cross-cultural ethics stresses more the concept of culture and many of its
related aspects—-such as ethos and ethnocentricity (and how these interact in particular ethical
systems of moral reflection), enculturation (the processes by which humans become members of a
given culture, and are socialized into this or that moral community) and acculturation (i.e., the
process of cross-cultural interaction--which is sometimes violent--and the resulting changes which
take place in all the parties involved in these interactions).”” Second, an ethics done from a cross-

cultural perspective must pay special attention to developing a better dialogue process as part of its

fundamental methodology. This cross-cultural dialogue is necessary so that each culture can have
its moral say, without being prejudiced or forced into a conceptual framework of another culture's
ethical tradition, which in turn may obscure and/or distort the insights which the first culture has to
offer in deepening our shared understanding of not just the Gospel and its ethical ramifications, but
the whole natural law tradition as well. These cultural frameworks contain many of what Karl
Rahner terms "global pre-scientific convictions," which often tend to be "smuggled in
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(hineingechmuggelt)" into the discussion in such a way that often the data selected and used is done

in a way skews the information utilized, and in turn leads to incomplete and/or imperfect ethical
"conclusions.""* To put Rahner into simpler language it often is not so much a question of what
people believe, but how they believe.

As one means of trying to avoid the pitfalls of our global pre-scientific convictions while
achieving a better cross-cultural communication I propose entering into a process of what Robert
Schreiter terms “inter-cultural hermeneutics.” Schreiter describes cross-cultural communication as
the ability both to speak and to understand across cultural boundaries, which involves the lack of a
common world shared by both the speaker and the hearer. Such cross-cultural communication then
presumes an intercultural hermeneutics which “explores the conditions that make communication
possible across cultural boundaries. It also presses the questions of the nature of meaning and of
truth under those circumstances.”"’

Now it is obvious that cross-cultural ethics seen in this mode will have to navigate between
the Scylla of moral relativism, in which the existence of trans-cultural and trans-historical moral
order of values and norms is effectively denied, and the Charybdis of ethical imperialism, in which
one culture absolutizes its whole world-view, mores, customs, etc. and seeks to impose it on other
cultures. Since those who find themselves navigating these troubled waters are often accused of
drifting towards either one or the other of these hazards, let me underscore that my proposal for
cross-cultural ethics is founded on the grounding assertion of the natural law tradition, namely
acknowledgment of the existence of an objective and universal moral order. Thus, I am not arguing
for a position of ethical relativism, in which moral truths, goodness, norms, etc., change from right to
wrong or good or bad depending solely on cultural factors. Rather, I hold that cross-cultural ethics

simply highlights epistemological limitations and conditions about the knowability of the objective



universal moral order. In other words, cross-cultural ethics may call into question some of our
assertions about conclusions based on this universal moral order. For example, a natural law ethics,
such as that used traditionally in Roman Catholic moral theology, stresses what is supposedly
common to all humans in each age and place. However, this classic natural law approach tends to
overlook or minimize the foundational aspect of the essential particularity of any and every culture,
and the historical and cultural aspects of the employment of the natural law itself also have been
under-emphasized. Our study of history also reveals that at times throughout the centuries natural
law arguments have been invoked to support some so-called "universal" moral norms which we now
realize more clearly were actually cultural mores tied to a particular time and place. Itis the
methodology itself of cross-cultural ethics that becomes the map for intercultural communication
and collaboration.

The methodological presupposition of cross-cultural ethics might also be expressed with a
computer metaphor of “interface.” Interface is the process and the ability of one computer program
to access and work with another program. In cross-cultural ethics the aim of interface is achieved
first through establishing a basis for dialogue and then moving through this cross-cultural dialogue
to authentic inter-cultural communication. If communication though is going to be in-depth, then it
must communicate “culturally” and this cultural communication will necessarily cover a wide range
of issues, opinions, beliefs, customs, mores, myths, stories, as well as what are held as moral norms
and the natural law. Itis my contention that most, if not all, cultures cast moral norms and ethical
arguments in terms of a “thin” rather than “thick” description, to build on anthropologist Clifford
Geertz’s well-known terminology, but that the process by which most arrive at the “cogency” of the
logic of these thin description arguments is more, and more often, through an inductive rather than a

formal deductive process.'® The whole tradition of casuistry related to the notion of “intrinsically



evil acts” (immoral regardless of intention and circumstances) would be a good example of a “thin
description” approach to moral calculus. “Thin” does not mean “bad” while “thick” means “good”;
rather it refers primarily to the process of what features are considered morally relevant and how. I
would argue merely that the inductive process is formed and informed by the wide range of factors
which are better grasped in terms of a thick description. Thus, a cross-cultural ethical methodology
which allows for interface with both the thick and a thin cultural descriptions is necessary for valid,
in-depth communication in cross-cultural ethics. As in-depth cross-cultural communication takes
place both parties in the dialogue with learn and change.

As an example of cross-fertilization of our moral languages consider the moral concept of
"virtue."!” For St. Thomas, virtue tends to be seen more functionally, and thus he refers to the
virtues in terms such as "habits." The verbs associated with these virtues are likewise expressed
functionally: hence, we tend to find terms such as "exercise" and "acquire" used frequently in this
regard. Possession and/or technical proficiency are the ways in which virtues relate to humans in the
Thomistic scheme, while the basic "unit" of moral agency in Thomistic (and Western!) ethics has

always been the individual, 'hnomme tout seul.

However, in traditional Confucian ethics, by counter-example, the basic unit of moral

agency is never the individual tout seul. Rather, the individual is understood always and only in
terms of a matrix of relationships. Thus, the moral agent is conceived as someone's son, father, elder
brother, younger sibling, friend, etc. Virtue, too, is conceived relationally and it would probably be
more accurate to speak of the virtues themselves in more ontological terms.'® Consequently,
Confucius speaks of moral "sagehood" and the ideal of the Ch'in-tzu (which is difficult to translate,

but which might be rendered as the "Superior Person" or even "Paradigmatic Individual")."”
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Contrasted to this moral ideal would be the Siao-jen (the "mean" person, in the sense of being
"small-hearted" or egoistic).

Verbs associated with concepts of virtue in Confucian ethics often have a more aesthetic
nuance to them. Consequently, one finds terms taken from gemology, such as "cut and polish,"

nn

"grind and hone," "cultivate," and so on used throughout the books of the Confucian Canon.*
Possession of, and technical proficiency in, the virtues are not inconceivable in the Confucian
scheme, but the artistic nuance of the language of a gem-cutter suggests more accurately that moral
"virtuosity" is the truest goal of the person who strives to be truly and fully human. I believe that the
Confucian of language of moral virtuosity and artistry would resonate well with much of the biblical

Wisdom literature and thus the cross-fertilization of these two canons could help furnish us, along

with the inclusion of Thomas' systematic insights, of what true human virtue actually embraces.

Conclusion

My approach of cross-cultural ethics suggests at least two important conclusions: first, that a
certain plurality of views on important moral concepts such as virtue, duty, the common good, the
natural law, etc. is a positive value in itself, rather than an obstacle to be overcome, side-stepped, or
obliterated, and second, that a process of cross-cultural dialogue based on mutual respect for the
various cultures will facilitate the cultivation of the richness of this moral pluralism. If such an
approach is adopted and followed then ethical pluralism itself can be transformed and we shall be
able to move from a pluralism of "co-existence" in which several moral outlooks exist along-side
one another, and whose primary moral claim is for mutual tolerance, to a healthier pluralism whose

central value is better expressed by the metaphor of "cross-fertilization." Through ethical cross-
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fertilization a fuller understanding of the richness and complexity of the moral world would develop
both within individual cultures as well as across cultures.”'

Besides increasing our grasp of the richness and complexity of the moral world, the cross-
fertilization involved in cross-cultural ethics can help correct some persistent and tenacious problems
connected with the darker side of any culture's moral world-view and ethical values and practices.
Ethics never exists simply and merely as a philosophical system, but is always embodied in a
particular cultural ethos. The ethos in turn has both positive and negative aspects: the positive
aspects support and facilitate our moral living, but the negative aspects are often difficult to see
clearly, not to mention to avoid. In theological terms we could speak of the negative dimension of
ethos as involving aspects of original sin. Though ethnocentrism may be a bit like original sin in
that it is inborn and to some extent irremovable, this fact does not condemn us to a moral fatalism or
determinism. However, we do need to take special pains to mitigate its negative effects, and this
frankly has been for far too long a neglected aspect of methodology in ethics. In this respect the
mutual exchange envisioned by cross-cultural ethics can play an important role in both identifying
our individual and collective moral blind spots and challenging us to heed voices we otherwise
might tend to discount.

Finally, by way of summary I would highlight four indispensable conditions for a
methodology of cross-cultural Christian ethics. The first condition would be the dialogical
conversion I discussed briefly above. In order to enter into this sort of dialogue we must humbly
admit that definitely we do not have all the answers, and that our way of seeing something is not the
only way. An intrinsic part of this conversion to dialogue is accepting and believing our partners as

equals in the conversation, and this means we must be ready to listen as well as to speak.

12



The second condition I see as absolutely necessary is coming to learn the other culture on its
own terms, by utilizing both a “thick” description of ethics and what Schreiter terms intercultural
hermeneutics. This will involve a combination of study and experience, done with a lot of reflection,
discernment and patience. Any attempt to rush to judgment will most probably result in arrival at a
misjudgment. Acceptance of this criterion of cultural reciprocity leads in turn to a third condition of
a radical openness to accept a new approach for doing moral philosophy and/or Christian ethics than
has been traditionally the case in the West. Recognition and acceptance of the possibility of doing
our "moral" theology in another way is an important condition for inculturating Christian ethics, as
well as developing a viable framework for cross-cultural ethics.

A final condition would be a greater respect and consideration for the sacred texts and
traditions of the groups involved. In East Asia, for example, this would mean respect for, and study
of, Buddhism and Confucianism.”> A naive reading of these traditions or a simplistic acceptance or
rejection of such sacred texts will only impede a genuine inculturation of Christian ethics. Yet, at
the same time we must also affirm that the key sacred text for all Christians is the Bible. Any
Christian ethics that is not biblically nourished runs the grave risk of remaining tied to one particular
time and place, and moreover, will find it impossible to dialogue with people of other cultures
involved in evangelization, the process of hearing and responding to the Good News preached to all
men and women, in all times, and in all cultures.

If these conditions are recognized and adopted then I believe we will have made an
important first step in developing a coherent and practical methodology for adapting our Christian
ethics to many of the challenges posed by our contemporary world. Cross-cultural ethics is not
meant to supersede or replace all the other important fields of fundamental moral theology or

Christian ethics. Rather, I have hoped to demonstrate simply that cross-cultural ethics stands within
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the best tradition of Christian ethics and/or moral theology, and that this cross-cultural ethics is a

field which merits greater attention in the future.
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