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A New Pentecost for Moral Theology: 
The Challenge of Inculturation of Ethics 

Rev. James T. Bretzke, S.J. 

Ihave c o m e to the profess ion o f m o r a l t heo log i an somewha t ind i r ec t ly . M y first 
ass ignment after o rd ina t ion w a s to Sogang U n i v e r s i t y i n Seoul , K o r e a — a n insti-
t u t i on f o u n d e d by the A m e r i c a n s o f m y h o m e P r o v i n c e but i n the p rocess o f 

changeove r to K o r e a n leadership w h e n I a r r ived i n 1982. T h e p rocess was hardly 
painless , a n d I l ea rned m u c h about the ve ry real , c o n c r e t e chal lenges o f incul tur -
a t ion a n d cross-cul tural encounte rs . W h e n I w a s sent to the Pon t i f i ca l G r e g o r i a n 
U n i v e r s i t y i n R o m e i n 1986 for m y doctora te i n m o r a l theo logy ( b o t h the l ocus and 
subject mat ter w e r e c h o s e n by m y K o r e a n super iors ) , I d e c i d e d that the best train-
i n g I c o u l d ob ta in for t each ing m o r a l theo logy b a c k i n K o r e a w o u l d be to immerse 
m y s e l f i n the sacred c l a i m en joyed by the anc ien t e th ica l t r ad i t ion o f K o r e a , 
C o n f u c i a n i s m , a n d see i f I c o u l d b r i n g that in to d i rec t in te rac t ion w i t h the sacred 
c l a i m o f a sc r ip tu ra l a p p r o a c h to R o m a n C a t h o l i c m o r a l theology. In this project I 
w o r k e d in ten t iona l ly at t ry ing first to read for under s t and ing the o the r cul ture ' s 
sacred text o n its o w n terms, as far as poss ib le , espec ia l ly by p a y i n g a t tent ion to 
the ways i n w h i c h the sacred tex t enjoys w h a t I c a l l a "sacred c l a i m " o n those 
w h o h o l d the text as "ho ly" ( ra ther than t ry ing t o ident i fy i m m e d i a t e l y h o w this 
t ex t c o u l d be translated o r t r y i n g to ident i fy c lose parallels f o u n d i n terms o f 
W e s t e r n p h i l o s o p h y o r theo logy) . M y c h o s e n texts came f r o m the C o n f u c i a n 
c a n o n , e spec ia l ly the Analects a n d the Doctrine of the Mean, bu t i n different parts 
o f the w o r l d the sacred texts themselves w o u l d differ as w e l l . 1 

M y c o m b i n e d e x p e r i e n c e s o f l i v i n g for a decade i n A s i a a n d E u r o p e con-
f i rmed for m e the pa rad igm shift that K a r l R a h n e r h a d ar t icula ted i n w h a t might 
be ca l l ed his last major ar t ic le o n Va t i can II. R a h n e r spoke o f the w a t e r s h e d the 

1. For example, I have just had a student present a paper on reconciliation in his home 
country of Mozambique drawing heavily upon the African Ubuntu philosophy of the 
human person, w h i c h has been articulated by Bishop Desmond Tutu in his No Future 
Without Forgiveness (London: Doubleday, 1998). 

Reverend James T. Bretzke, S.J.. S.T.D., is Associate Professor of Theology and Religious 
Studies at the University of San Francisco in California. He is the  author of Consecrated 
Phrases: A Latin Theological Dictionary and the forthcoming A Morally Complex World 
(both from liturgical Press). 



C o u n c i l represen ted i n m a r k i n g the b e g i n n i n g o f the C h u r c h as a t ruly w o r l d 
c h u r c h , and the chal lenge this presented for the in tegra t ion o f non-Western cu l -
tures: "[E]ither the C h u r c h sees and recognizes these essential differences o f o ther cul tures for w h i c h she shou ld b e c o m e a w o r l d C h u r c h and w i t h a Paul ine bo ld -
ness d raws the necessary consequences f rom this r ecogn i t i on , o r she remains a 
W e s t e r n C h u r c h a n d so i n the final analysis betrays the mean ing o f Vat ican II."2 If 
Rahner ' s theo log ica l analysis o f C h u r c h h is tory is o n target, then o n e ramif ica t ion 
for m o r a l theo logy i n the n e w m i l l e n n i u m w i l l be that w e must not on ly pay 
greater a t tent ion to h o w ethics is app roached i n var ious parts o f the w o r l d , but 
also to change h o w w e v i e w the nature a n d task o f R o m a n Ca tho l i c mora l theolo-
gy itself, taking in to greater account places l ike As ia , A f r i c a , M i c r o n e s i a — i n short 
i n eve ry geograph ica l and cul tura l area that has not t radi t ional ly been seen as the 
cen te r o f o u r theo log ica l t radi t ion. 

T h i s w i l l i n v o l v e m o r e than a s i m p l e p a r a d i g m , ye t w e do no t have to 
b e g i n ab ovo. M o r a l t h e o l o g y i n the twenty-f i rs t c e n t u r y s h o u l d w o r k ou t o f 
founda t iona l d e v e l o p m e n t s i n the last ha l f o f the t w e n t i e t h cen tu ry . V a t i c a n II. 
i n at least th ree k e y d o c u m e n t s , set the scene for this r e v i s i o n i n g o f the task 
a n d s cope o f m o r a l theo logy : Lumen Gentium, Gaudium et Spes, and 
Dignitatis Humanae. Lumen Gentium represents a p a r a d i g m shift i n the 
unde r s t and ing o f the nature o f the C h u r c h itself, e x p r e s s e d as the P e o p l e o f 
G o d . T h i s P e o p l e o f G o d l ives i n , a n d no t idea l ly apart f r o m , the m o d e r n w o r l d . 
Gaudium et Spes ar t iculates a m o r e engag ing a n d pos i t i ve in t e rac t ion w i t h 
this m o d e r n w o r l d . F ina l ly , Dignitatis Humanae reverses the long-s tanding 
af f i rmat ion that "e r ror has n o r ights" by f o r m u l a t i n g a n e w d o c t r i n e that b r ings 
toge ther f r eedom a n d sanct i ty o f c o n s c i e n c e w i t h a n i n d i v i d u a l ' s c h o i c e to fo l -
l o w h i s o r her c o n s c i e n c e i n one o f the mos t i m p o r t a n t arenas o f h u m a n l ife , 
n ame ly the c h o i c e o f r e l i g i o n . Soc io log i s t o f r e l i g i o n Jose Casanova expresses 
the i m p o r t a n c e o f Dignitatis Humanae for the C h u r c h ' s ro le i n p u b l i c r e l i g ion 
i n these te rms: 

F r o m a world-his tor ical perspective, the Declarat ion o n Religious 
Freedom, Dignitatis Humanae, is perhaps the most consequential and 
the most radical departure from tradition. It establishes the very condi-
tions o f possibi l i ty for a modern type o f Ca tho l ic pub l i c religion.. . . T h e 
recogni t ion o f the inalienable right o f every individual to freedom o f 
consc ience , based o n the sacred dignity o f the h u m a n person, means 
that the c h u r c h abandons its compulsory character and becomes a 'free 

2. Karl Rahner, "Towards a Fundamental Theological Interpretation of Vatican II," 
Theological Studies 40 (1979): 724. The text is also found under the title "The Abiding 
Significance of the Second Vatican Council ," Theological Investigations, vol. 20 
(London: Darton, Longman and T o d d , 1981): 90-102; and in Vatican II: The 
Unfinished Agenda, A Look to the Future, ed. Lucien Richard, with Daniel Harrington 
and John W. O'Malley (New York: Paulist Press. 1987): 9-32. 



c h u r c h ' . T ru th c a n n o longer be imposed , n o r is it permissible to 
coerce ind iv idua l consc iences to fo l l ow external dictates. 3 

Cer ta in ly s ince J o h n X X I I I ' s first soc ia l encycl icals—Pacem in Terris and 
Mater et Magistra—up th rough the pont i f ica te o f J o h n Pau l II, the C h u r c h has 
sought to r e ach ou t to the m o d e m w o r l d i n this m o r e o p e n manner . T h e m a n y 
apos to l i c travels o f J o h n P a u l II have h a d the effect o f p u t t i n g a v i s ib le , h u m a n 
face o n the C h u r c h ' s m o r a l message, espec ia l ly effective i n its soc ia l teachings. 
T r u t h , as the g o s p e l a n d the best o f the C a t h o l i c t r ad i t ion have l o n g aff i rmed, does 
a i m to set us free, and c o m i n g to a ful ler rea l iza t ion o f the s p l e n d o r o f that t ru th 
cal ls for a n e w Pentecos t for the d i s c i p l i n e o f m o r a l theo logy , one that w i l l take 
ser iously the task o f i ncu l tu ra t i on o f e th ics . 

P e n t e c o s t a n d M o r a l T h e o l o g y 
A s a c l u e to w h a t this e th ica l Pentecos t m i g h t i n v o l v e , let us reca l l the 

events o f the b i r t h o f the C h u r c h . O n that Pentecos t , the first conc re t e manifesta-
t i o n o f the gift o f the Spi r i t w a s that the d i s c ip l e s "began to speak i n o the r lan-
guages [ ] , as the Spi r i t gave t h e m ab i l i ty . " 4 In o the r w o r d s , the p resence 
and gift o f the Spi r i t enab led the d i sc ip les first to find thei r o w n v o i c e to r e s p o n d 
to Jesus" m o r a l mandate to teach a l l that h e h a d taught t h e m . O f course , w h a t they 
p r o c l a i m e d w o u l d be the g o s p e l message as they h a d c o m e to in ternal ize it 
t h r o u g h the i r in t ima te assoc ia t ion w i t h Jesus, but the key m o v e m e n t o f the 
Pentecos t event w a s that n o w it w o u l d be the d i sc ip l e s speak ing o n the i r o w n . 
T h i s m e t h o d o l o g i c a l finding o f one ' s t heo log ica l v o i c e leads t hen to the nex t step, 
namely speak ing effect ively i n that v o i c e . W e l l before L a w r e n c e K o h l b e r g ' s w o r k 
o n m o r a l pedagogy, the C h u r c h rea l ized that to speak c o n v i n c i n g l y one mus t first 
locate one ' s aud ience , and t hen address t h e m i n a language that is c o m p r e h e n s i -
b le to them. 5 O n the first Pentecos t the d i sc ip l e s tu rned to the "devout J e w s f rom 
every na t ion u n d e r heaven" (Ac t s 2:5) and s p o k e to t h e m i n a revo lu t ionary w a y , 
that is " i n the nat ive language [ ] o f each" (Ac t s 2:6). Speak ing i n these 
"dialects" s h o u l d not b e seen as an ear ly Pa les t in ian feat o f s imul taneous transla-
t ion i n w h i c h the in i t i a l p r o c l a m a t i o n o f the gospe l message was s o m e h o w 
r e p r o d u c e d e x a c t l y a n d iden t i ca l ly i n to m o t h e r tongues o f the audience . 6 O n e o f 

3. Jose Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World (Chicago and London: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1994), 72. 

4. Acts 2:4b. All biblical quotations are taken from the NRSV. 
5. For a discussion of the necessity of "comprehensibility" in developing moral discourse, 

see James T . Bretzke, S.J., "Life Matters: 6 'C's' o f Moral Discourse," New Theology 
Review 15 (May 2002): 48-59. 

6. The Greek text itself lends support to this interpretation. Note that from the Apostles' 
point of view they are speaking in other "languages" ( ) , but from their hearers' 
perspective these other "languages" ( objectively-speaking are transformed 
subjectively-speaking into the "native language" ( ) of each listener. The shift 
is theologically clearly more significant than a mere semantic choice of vocabulary. 



the k e y insights o f incu l tu ra t ion is that i f the gospe l ke rygma is to be p reached 
effectively i n different cu l tura l settings, i t w i l l have to interact differently w i t h 
each cu l tura l m i l i e u . Therefore , the m o r a l message o f the g o s p e l p r o c l a i m e d i n a 
variety o f loca t ions w i l l necessari ly "sound" different to different audiences. Thus 
an effective gospel-based m o r a l theology 7 w i l l requi re u s i n g a language, that is, a 
nat ive dialect , that is genu ine ly c o m p r e h e n s i b l e b y those w h o are b e i n g 
addressed. T h e H o l y Spir i t has b e e n present i n a l l cul tures s ince the d a w n o f t ime, and so it is i n c u m b e n t no t just u p o n evangelists but also m o r a l theologians to discern these ways i n w h i c h the Spiri t has manifes ted i tself i n any g i v e n cul ture . D i s c e r n i n g the p resence o f the Spir i t means w e mus t find and then "decode" those ways i n w h i c h G o d has opera ted and cont inues to opera te i n and th rough a g iven cul ture . 

T h i s successful finding o f one 's v o i c e for those w h o have not t radit ionally 
been "heard" is the first ha l lmark o f the deve lopmen t o f a Pentecost-based, i n c u l -
turated mora l theology; that is, w e have to at tend to and ser iously cons ide r h o w 
others are speak ing . T h u s , d e v e l o p i n g an incu l tu ra ted m o r a l theo logy is at least a 
two-way street, i f not a m o r e compl i ca t ed in te rsec t ion s u c h as a traffic rotary: W e 
need to b r ing theo log ica l vo i ces f rom a round the w o r l d in to a safe, secure, and 
order ly in tersec t ion . It w i l l no t be sufficient for incu l tu ra t ion to be essentially a 
one-way street i n w h i c h those non-Wes te rn cul tures are encouraged to l o o k 
in to thei r o w n t radi t ions to try and d i scove r an au thent ic a p p r o a c h for d o i n g a 
moral theology that 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.8 In short. I am arguing that 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 o f these concep t s i n tu rn . A l t h o u g h m u c h o f the 

vocabulary c o n n e c t e d w i t h incu l tu ra t ion was no t c o i n e d u n t i l the last ha l f o f the 
twen t i e th century , Chr i s t i an i ty has s t ruggled f r o m its earliest days w i t h the mora l 

7. Cf. Pope Paul VI, Evangelii Nuntiandi (On Evangelization in the Modern World, 
1975), especially no. 20 and no. 63; Catholic Church, Vatican Counci l II, Ad Gentes 
(On the Church's Missionary Activity. 1965), especially no. 22; Vatican Council II, 
Gaudium et Spes (The Church in the Modern World , 1965). especially ch . 2; and 
Vatican Counci l II, Optatam Totius ( O n Priestly Formation, 1965). no. 16. 

8. O f course some important work in this regard has already been undertaken. I would 
call attention to the series of geographic "Notes on Moral Theology" published in the 
last several years in Theological Studies. See, for example, James T . Bretzke. S.J., "Moral 
Theology Out of East Asia." Theological Studies 61 (March 2000): 106-21; William 
O'Neil l , S.J., "African Moral Theology," Theological Studies 62 (March 2001): 122-39; 
James F. Keenan, S.J., and Thomas R. Kopfensteiner, "Moral Theology Out of Western 
Europe," Geological Studies 59 (1998): 107-35. See also Thomas L. Schubeck, S.J., 
"Ethics and Liberation Theology," Theological Studies 56 (1995): 107-22. 



ramif ica t ions a r i s ing f rom cross-cul tural conf l ic t . 9 In o u r o w n t ime, despi te some 
misg iv ings and miscues , incu l tu ra t ion c lear ly has establ ished i tself as a p r i m a r y the-
o log i ca l c o n c e r n . 1 0 W h i l e m u c h has b e e n d o n e i n the name o f incu l tu ra t ion i n litur-
gy, art a n d m u s i c , a n d b i b l i c a l and dogmat i c theology , to date the f ie ld o f Chr i s t i an 
e th ics has t ended to b e ra ther w a r y o f i m m e r s i n g i tself i n these potent ia l ly trou-
b l i n g theo log ica l waters . M y opera t ing p r e m i s e is that c o n t e m p o r a r y Chr i s t i an 
e thics , g r o u n d e d i n a genu ine t rad i t ion o f t heo log ica l educa t ion , b o t h c a n and 
mus t take m u c h m o r e ser iously the cha l lenges p o s e d b y incu l tu ra t ion a n d the 
o n g o i n g d e v e l o p m e n t o f the C h u r c h as a t ru ly g loba l ent i ty . 

Incu l tu ra t ion , h o w e v e r , i f it is to be t ruly m u l t i d i r e c t i o n a l a n d d ia log ica l , 
mus t be f o r m e d a n d i n f o r m e d by , as w e l l as f o r m and i n f o r m , o the r m o r a l theo-
log i ca l ref lect ions . T h i s p rocess i nvo lves w h a t I t e r m "cross-fert i l izat ion," a n d it is 
s u p p o r t e d b y the a p p r o a c h o f cross-cul tural e th ics . Cross-cul tura l e th ics differs 
f rom the es tab l i shed academic sub-d isc ip l ine o f compara t ive e th ics i n b o t h its 
objec t a n d m e t h o d o l o g y . C o m p a r a t i v e e thics is usual ly under t aken in one o f t w o 
ways : e i the r as an inves t iga t ion o f a different cu l tu re ' s mores , b e l i e f systems, and 
the l ike (often done w i t h i n the d i sc ip l ine o f cu l tu ra l anthropology) , o r as an "ethical" 
t reatment o f an issue f rom a s u p p o s e d l y "neutra l" (o r "universalist" o r "global") 
stance. T h u s , compara t i ve e th ics i n the first v e r s i o n is p u r s u e d ch ie f ly as an acad-
e m i c interest object , w h i l e compara t ive e th ics i n the s e c o n d ins tance often aims 
at the es tab l i shment o f some c o m m o n p h i l o s o p h i c a l p l a t fo rm for d i scuss ion 
a n d / o r pos s ib ly adjudica t ion o f c o n c r e t e e th ica l issues, w h i c h seem to invo lve 
m a n y i f no t a l l c o n t e m p o r a r y cul tures . M u c h o f the cu r ren t w o r k i n the so-called 
g loba l i za t ion o f e th ics a n d h u m a n rights as the language o f universa l mora l i ty is an 
example o f wha t I c a l l compara t ive ethics i n the second instance. These approaches 
and projects have ra ised a n u m b e r o f s ignif icant ques t ions regarding its method-
o logy , i m p l i c i t c o n c e p t i o n s o f cu l tu re , as w e l l as the ne t t lesome issue o f attempt-
i n g to c o m p a r e different cu l tu ra l e th ics f r o m a s tandpoin t that i tself is never 
a-cultural a n d therefore can n e v e r c l a i m to be c o m p l e t e l y neutral . 1 1 A n u m b e r o f 

9. E.g., the N e w Testament's evidence concerning debates over circumcision, consump-
tion of food sacrificed to idols, and the neglect of the Greek-speaking widows in the 
sharing of the community's resources can all be interpreted, at least to a certain degree, 
in terms of cross-cultural moral conflict. 

10. For a good overview of the genesis and development of inculturation as a theological 
term, see Nicholas Standaert, S.J., "L'histoire d'un neologisme: Le terme «Inculturation» 
dans les documents romains," Nouvelle Revue Theologique 110 (1988): 555-70. See 
also the set of monographs edited by Arij A . Roest Crollius, S.J., Inculturation: 
Working Papers on Living Faith and Cultures, 14 vols. (Rome: Centre "Cultures and 
Religions," Pontifical Gregorian University, 1982-1993). 

11. Hans Kung's project for the globalization of ethics is perhaps one of the most widely 
known works in this area. See his Global Responsibility: In Search of a New World 
Ethic (London: S C M , 1991). Many authors have raised a number of questions regarding 
the globalization of ethics project. For one good example, see June O'Connor. "Does a 
Global Village Warrant a Global Ethic? (An Analysis of A Global Ethic, the Declaration 
of the 1993 Parliament of the W o r l d s Religions)." Religion 24 (1994): 155-64. See also 



recent studies u t i l ize var ious he rmeneu t i ca l and c o m m u n i c a t i v e theories to sketch 
out v iab le paradigms for deve lop ing a fundamental e th ics as a w h o l e , as w e l l as its 
various c o m p o n e n t s s u c h as prac t ica l m o r a l reasoning 1 2 ; yet the accent o f most o f 
these studies falls o n the universality o f e th ica l d iscourse and its impac t o n no r -
mativi ty , values, a n d so o n . Surpr is ingly scant a t tent ion seems to have b e e n g iven 
to the particularity o f the ind iv idua l cu l tu re , w h i c h is f o u n d necessari ly at the 
very c o r e o f each ethos and e th ica l system. W e migh t w o n d e r , therefore: H o w 
c o u l d w e h o p e to realize e i ther the project o f an au thent ic g lobal iza t ion o f 
ethics, o r pay the p r o p e r at tent ion to the ind iv idua l i ty o f the par t icular si tuation 
o f a loca l Chr i s t i an c o m m u n i t y , w i t h o u t t ak ing better s tock o f this essential aspect 
o f cu l tu ra l part iculari ty? 

O n the o t h e r h a n d , c ro s s - cu l t u r a l e t h i c s s t resses the c o n c e p t o f 
cu l tu re and many o f its re la ted a spec t s—such as e thos a n d e thnocen t r i c i t y 
(and h o w these in teract i n par t icu la r e t h i c a l systems o f m o r a l re f lec t ion) , e n c u l -
tu ra t ion ( the processes b y w h i c h h u m a n s b e c o m e m e m b e r s o f a g i v e n 
cu l tu re and are s o c i a l i z e d in to this o r that m o r a l c o m m u n i t y ) , and accu l tu ra t ion 
(i .e. , the p roces s o f cross-cul tura l i n t e r a c t i o n — w h i c h is some t imes v i o l e n t — 
and the resu l t ing changes that take p lace i n a l l o f the par t ies i n v o l v e d i n these 
in terac t ions) . 1 3 

Compara t i ve e thics i n the second vers ion , d o n e f rom a cross-cultural per-
spect ive , must pay spec ia l at tention to d e v e l o p i n g a be t ter dialogue process as 
part o f its fundamental me thodo logy . T h i s cross-cultural d ia logue is necessary so 
that each cu l tu re c a n have its mora l say, w i t h o u t be ing p re jud iced or forced in to 
a c o n c e p t u a l f r amework o f another cu l ture ' s e th ica l t rad i t ion . T h i s i n tu rn may 
obscure and /o r distort the insights that the first cu l tu re has to offer i n deepen ing 
o u r shared unders tanding o f not just the gospe l and its e th ica l ramifications, but 
the w h o l e natural l aw t radi t ion as w e l l . These cu l tura l f r ameworks con ta in many 
of w h a t K a r l Rahner terms "global pre-scientif ic conv ic t i ons , " w h i c h often tend to 
be "smuggled i n (hineingechmuggelt)" to the d i scuss ion i n s u c h a way that the 
se lec t ion and use o f data is done i n a w a y that s k e w s the in fo rma t ion u t i l i zed , and 
i n tu rn leads to i n c o m p l e t e and /o r imper fec t e th ical conc lus ions . 1 4 T o p u t Rahner 
into s i m p l e r language, it often is not so m u c h a ques t ion o f what peop le bel ieve, 
but how they bel ieve . 

Felix Wilfred, "The Language of Human Rights—An Ethical Esperanto?" Vidyajyoti 56 
(1992): 194-214; and Simeon O . Ilesanmi. "Human Rights Discourse in Modern Africa: 
A Comparative Religious Ethical Perspective," Journal of Religious Ethics 23 (1995): 
293-322. 

12. See Gene Outka and John P. Reeder, ed., Prospects for a Common Morality 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993). 

13. For a discussion of h o w many of these cultural concepts can function in a fuller under-
standing of Christian ethics, see James T . Bretzke, "Cultural Particularity and the 
Globalisation of Ethics in the Light of Inculturation," Pacifica 9 (1996): 69-86. 

14. Karl Rahner, "On Bad Arguments in Moral Theology," in Theological Investigations, 
vol. 18 (New York: Crossroad, 1984), 74. 



A s o n e means o f t ry ing to a v o i d the pitfalls o f o u r g loba l pre-scient i f ic con-
v i c t i ons w h i l e a c h i e v i n g a better cross-cul tura l c o m m u n i c a t i o n , I p r o p o s e enter ing 
i n t o a p rocess o f w h a t Rober t Schre i te r terms "inter-cul tural hermeneut ics . " 
Schre i te r descr ibes cross-cul tural c o m m u n i c a t i o n as the abi l i ty b o t h to speak and 
to unders tand across cu l tu ra l boundar ies , w h i c h invo lves the l ack o f a c o m m o n 
w o r l d shared by b o t h the speaker and the hearer. S u c h cross-cul tural c o m m u n i -
ca t ion t h e n p re sumes a n in te rcu l tu ra l he rmeneu t i c s that "exp lo res the cond i t ions 
that m a k e c o m m u n i c a t i o n poss ib le across cu l tu ra l boundar ies . It also presses the 
ques t ions o f the nature o f m e a n i n g a n d o f t ru th u n d e r those c i rcumstances ." 1 5 

It is o b v i o u s that cross-cul tural e th ics seen i n this m o d e w i l l have to navi-
gate b e t w e e n the Scy l l a o f m o r a l re la t iv i sm, i n w h i c h the ex i s tence o f a trans-cul-
tura l a n d trans-historical m o r a l o rde r o f values and n o r m s is effect ively d e n i e d , and 
the C h a r y b d i s o f e t h i c a l i m p e r i a l i s m , i n w h i c h o n e cu l tu re absolut izes its w h o l e 
w o r l d - v i e w , mores , cus toms , a n d s u c h a n d seeks to i m p o s e it o n o the r cul tures . 
S ince those w h o f ind themselves navigat ing these t r o u b l e d waters are often 
a c c u s e d o f d r i f t ing t o w a r d e i ther o n e o r the o the r o f these hazards, let m e under-
score that m y p r o p o s a l for cross-cul tura l e th ics is f ounded o n the g r o u n d i n g asser-
t i o n o f the na tura l l a w t rad i t ion , name ly a c k n o w l e d g m e n t o f the ex i s t ence o f an 
ob jec t ive a n d un iversa l m o r a l order . T h u s , I a m not a rgu ing for a p o s i t i o n o f ethi-
c a l re la t iv ism, i n w h i c h mora l t ruths , goodness , n o r m s , and so for th change f rom 
right to w r o n g o r g o o d to bad d e p e n d i n g so le ly o n c u l t u r a l factors. Rather , I h o l d 
that cross-cul tural e th ics s i m p l y h igh l igh t s e p i s t e m o l o g i c a l l imi ta t ions and cond i -
t ions about the k n o w a b i l i t y o f the objec t ive un ive r sa l m o r a l order . In o the r words , 
cross-cul tural e th ics may cal l i n to ques t i on some o f o u r assert ions about c o n c l u -
s ions based o n this universa l m o r a l order . F o r e x a m p l e , a natural l a w e th ics , s u c h 
as that used t radi t ional ly i n R o m a n C a t h o l i c m o r a l theo logy , stresses w h a t is sup-
posed ly c o m m o n to a l l humans i n e a c h age and p lace . T h i s c lass ic natural l a w 
a p p r o a c h , h o w e v e r , tends to o v e r l o o k o r m i n i m i z e the founda t iona l aspect o f the 
essent ia l pa r t i cu la r i ty o f any a n d every cu l tu re ; the h i s to r ica l a n d cu l tu ra l aspects 
o f the e m p l o y m e n t o f the natural l a w i tse l f also have b e e n under -emphas ized . O u r 
s tudy o f h i s to ry a lso reveals that at t imes th roughou t the centur ies natural l aw 
arguments have b e e n i n v o k e d to suppo r t some so-cal led "universa l" m o r a l no rms 
that w e n o w real ize m o r e c lea r ly w e r e actual ly c u l t u r a l mores t i ed to a par t icular 
t ime a n d p lace . It is the m e t h o d o l o g y i tself o f cross-cul tural e th ics that becomes 
the m a p fo r in t e rcu l tu ra l c o m m u n i c a t i o n a n d co l l abo ra t i on . 

T h e m e t h o d o l o g i c a l p r e s u p p o s i t i o n o f cross-cul tura l e th ics m i g h t also be 
expres sed w i t h a c o m p u t e r m e t a p h o r o f " in ter fac ing," w h i c h is the process and 

15. Robert J . Schreiter, The New  Catholicity: Theology between the Global and the Local 
(Maryknoll: Orbis Books, 1997), 28. This book is a revised edition of lectures given at 
the University of Frankfurt in 1995. See also his first chapter, "Globalization and the 
Contexts of Theology," for some excellent reflections on the process of globalization 
involved in contemporary theologies. 



the abi l i ty o f one c o m p u t e r p rog ram to access and w o r k w i t h another p rogram. In 
cross-cultural e th ics , the a i m o f interfacing is ach ieved first t h rough establ ishing a 
basis for d ia logue a n d then m o v i n g th rough this cross-cultural dia logue to authen-
t ic inter-cul tural c o m m u n i c a t i o n . If c o m m u n i c a t i o n , t hough , is go ing to be in-
dep th , then it mus t c o m m u n i c a t e "cul tural ly ," and this cu l tu ra l c o m m u n i c a t i o n 
w i l l necessari ly c o v e r a w i d e range o f issues, op in ions , beliefs, cus toms, mores, 
myths , and stories, as w e l l as wha t are h e l d as mora l n o r m s and the natural l aw . It 
is my c o n t e n t i o n that most , i f not a l l , cul tures cast m o r a l n o r m s a n d e th ica l argu-
ments i n terms o f a " th in" rather than " th ick" desc r ip t ion , to b u i l d o n an thropolo-
gist C l i f fo rd Geer tz ' s w e l l - k n o w n te rminology , but that the process b y w h i c h most 
arrive at the c o g e n c y o f the l o g i c o f these t h i n de sc r ip t i on arguments is more , and 
more often, t h r o u g h an induc t ive rather than a formal deduc t ive process. 1 6 T h e tra-
d i t i on o f casuistry, as related to the n o t i o n o f in t r ins ica l ly ev i l acts ( immora l 
regardless o f i n t en t i on and ci rcumstances) , w o u l d be a g o o d e x a m p l e o f a thin-
desc r ip t ion a p p r o a c h to m o r a l ca lculus . " T h i n " does not mean "bad" w h i l e " thick" 
means "good"; rather, it refers p r imar i ly to the process o f w h a t features are 
cons ide red mora l ly relevant a n d h o w . I w o u l d argue mere ly that the induc t ive 
process is fo rmed a n d i n f o r m e d by the w i d e range o f factors that are better 
grasped i n terms o f a th ick desc r ip t ion . Thus , a cross-cultural e th ica l methodolo-
gy, w h i c h a l l ows for interface w i t h b o t h the th ick a n d th in cu l tu ra l descr ip t ions , 
is necessary for va l id , in-depth c o m m u n i c a t i o n i n cross-cultural e thics . A s in-depth 
cross-cultural c o m m u n i c a t i o n takes place , b o t h parties i n the d ia logue w i l l learn 
and change . 

A s an e x a m p l e o f cross-ferti l ization o f o u r mora l languages, cons ider the 
mora l c o n c e p t o f vir tue. 1 7 F o r St. Thomas , v i r tue tends to be seen more funct ion-
ally, a n d thus he refers to the vir tues i n terms s u c h as "habits." T h e verbs associ-
ated w i t h these vir tues are l ikewise expressed funct ional ly ; h e n c e , w e t end to find 
terms s u c h as "exercise" and "acquire" used frequently i n this regard. Possession 
and /or t echn ica l p ro f i c i ency are the ways i n w h i c h vi r tues relate to humans i n the 
T h o m i s t i c s cheme , w h i l e the basic unit o f mora l agency i n T h o m i s t i c (and 
Western!) e th ics has always b e e n the ind iv idua l , l'homme tout seul. 

16. Thick and thin are concepts that, even if a bit "fuzzy," have nevertheless established 
themselves in the academy. See for example Michael Walzer's Thick and Thin: Moral 
Arguments at Home and Abroad (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 
1994), and Russell B. Connors Jr., "Thick and Thin: A n Angle on Catholic Moral 
Teachings," Louvain Studies 21 (1996): 336-55. 

17. A number of good works have come out on this theme in recent years. See, for exam-
ple, Alasdair MacIntyre, "Incommensurability, Truth, and the Conversation Between 
Confucians and Aristotelians about the Virtues," in Culture and Modernity: East-West 
Perspectives, ed. Eliot Deutsch (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1991): 104-23; 
Lee H . Yearley, Mencius and Aquinas: Theories of Virtue and Conceptions of 
Courage, SUNY Ser., Toward a Comparative Philosophy of Religions, (Albany: SUNY 
Press, 1990), as well as several articles that discuss aspects of Yearlcy's book that were 
published in the Journal of Religious Ethics 21 (1993): 343-95. 



In t r ad i t iona l C o n f u c i a n e th ics , h o w e v e r , b y coun te r - example , the basic 
un i t o f m o r a l agency is n e v e r the i n d i v i d u a l tout seul. Rather , the i n d i v i d u a l is 
u n d e r s t o o d always and only i n te rms o f a m a t r i x o f r e l a t ionsh ips . T h u s , the 
m o r a l agent is c o n c e i v e d as s o m e o n e ' s son , father, e l d e r b ro the r , y o u n g e r sib-
l i n g , f r i end , a n d so fo r th . V i r t u e , t oo , is c o n c e i v e d re la t iona l ly , a n d it w o u l d 
p r o b a b l y be m o r e accura te to speak o f the v i r tues themse lves i n m o r e o n t o l o g i -
c a l te rms. 1 8 C o n s e q u e n t l y , C o n f u c i u s speaks o f m o r a l " sagehood" a n d the ideal 
o f the Cb'un-tzu ( w h i c h is d i f f i cu l t to translate, bu t w h i c h m i g h t be r e n d e r e d as 
the " S u p e r i o r P e r s o n " o r e v e n "Parad igmat ic Ind iv idua l " ) . 1 9 C o n t r a s t e d to this 
m o r a l i dea l w o u l d be the Siao-jen ( the " m e a n " p e r s o n , i n the sense o f be ing 
"smal l -hear ted" o r ego i s t i c ) . 

V e r b s associated w i t h c o n c e p t s o f v i r tue i n C o n f u c i a n e th ics of ten have a 
m o r e aesthet ic n u a n c e to t h e m . Consequen t l y , one finds te rms taken f rom g e m o l -
ogy, s u c h as "cut a n d p o l i s h , " "g r ind a n d hone ," "cul t ivate ," and so o n used 
th roughou t the b o o k s o f the C o n f u c i a n C a n o n . 2 0 Possess ion o f a n d t e c h n i c a l pro-
ficiency i n the vir tues are not i n c o n c e i v a b l e i n the C o n f u c i a n scheme, bu t the 
artist ic nuance o f the language o f a gem-cut ter suggests m o r e accura te ly that mora l 
"vi r tuos i ty" is the truest goa l o f the p e r s o n w h o strives to be t ru ly a n d fully human . 
T h e C o n f u c i a n language o f m o r a l v i r tuos i ty and artistry w o u l d resonate w e l l w i t h 
m u c h o f the b i b l i c a l W i s d o m li terature, and thus the cross-fer t i l izat ion o f these 
t w o canons c o u l d h e l p furnish us, a l o n g w i t h the i n c l u s i o n o f T h o m a s ' systematic 
ins ights , w i t h w h a t t rue h u m a n v i r tue ac tual ly embraces . 

C o n c l u s i o n 
M y a p p r o a c h o f cross-cul tural e th ics suggests at least t w o impor tan t con-

c lus ions : first, that a cer ta in p lura l i ty o f v i e w s o n impor t an t mora l c o n c e p t s such 
as v i r tue , duty, the c o m m o n g o o d , the natura l l aw , and so for th is a pos i t ive value 
i n itself, ra ther than an obstac le to be o v e r c o m e , s ide-stepped, o r obl i tera ted; and 
s e c o n d , that a p rocess o f cross-cul tural d ia logue based o n m u t u a l respect for 
the va r ious cu l tures w i l l facilitate the cu l t i va t ion o f the richness o f this mora l 

18. For a fuller discussion of this point, see my article. "The Tao of Confucian Virtue 
Ethics," International Philosophical Quarterly 35 (1995): 25-41. Through an investi-
gation of Confucian ethics, I raise issues, such as the communal grounding of virtue 
ethics, which might help to clarify and/or expose some of the philosophical difficulties 
in the current Western debate on ethics of virtue vs. ethics of duty. 

19. For one of the best contemporary interpreters of the Confucian notion of the Superior 
Person (Ch'un-tzu), as well as possible applications in Western ethics, see Antonio S. 
Cua's Dimensions of Moral Creativity: Paradigms, Principles, and Ideals (University 
Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1978). 

20. For one instance of this usage, sec the exchange between Confucius and one of his 
prize disciples, Tsze-kung, as recorded in The Analects (1:15) (James Legge, Confucian 
Analects, The Great Learning and the Doctrine of The Mean [New York: Dover 
Publications. 1971) [Chinese text; translation with exegetical notes and dictionary of 
all characters; republication of the second revised edition, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1893, as vol. 1 in The Chinese Classics Series].) 



plura l i sm. If such an a p p r o a c h is adop ted and f o l l o w e d , t h e n e thical p lura l i sm 
itself c a n be t ransformed and w e shal l be able to move f rom a p lu ra l i sm o f "co-
exis tence" i n w h i c h several m o r a l ou t looks exis t alongside o n e another, and 
w h o s e p r imary m o r a l c l a im is for mutua l tolerance, to a heal th ier p lu ra l i sm w h o s e 
cent ra l value is bet ter expressed b y the me taphor o f "cross-ferti l ization." T h r o u g h 
e th ica l cross-fert i l ization, a ful ler unders tanding o f the r i chness and c o m p l e x i t y 
o f the m o r a l w o r l d w o u l d deve lop b o t h w i t h i n ind iv idua l cu l tures as w e l l as 
across cul tures . 2 1 

Besides increas ing o u r grasp o f the r ichness a n d c o m p l e x i t y o f the m o r a l 
w o r l d , the cross-fert i l ization i n v o l v e d i n cross-cultural e th ics c a n h e l p cor rec t 
some persistent and tenacious p r o b l e m s c o n n e c t e d w i t h the da rke r side o f any cu l -
ture 's m o r a l w o r l d - v i e w and e th ica l values and pract ices . E th i c s never exists s im-
p l y a n d mere ly as a p h i l o s o p h i c a l system bu t is a lways e m b o d i e d i n a par t icular 
cu l tu ra l e thos. T h e ethos i n t u r n has b o t h pos i t ive and negat ive aspects: T h e pos-
it ive aspects suppor t and facilitate o u r m o r a l l i v i n g , but the negat ive aspects are 
often diff icul t to see clearly, no t to m e n t i o n to avo id . In t heo log i ca l terms w e c o u l d 
speak o f the negative d i m e n s i o n o f ethos as i n v o l v i n g aspects o f o r ig ina l s in . 
T h o u g h e thnocen t r i sm may be a bi t l ike o r ig ina l s i n i n that it is i n b o r n and to some 
extent i r removable , this fact does not c o n d e m n us to a m o r a l fatalism o r deter-
m i n i s m . W e d o need , h o w e v e r , to take spec ia l pains to mit igate its negative 
effects, a n d this f rankly has been for far too l o n g a neg lec ted aspect o f me thodo l -
ogy i n ethics . In this respect the mutua l exchange e n v i s i o n e d b y cross-cultural 
e thics c a n p lay an impor tant ro le i n b o t h ident i fying o u r i n d i v i d u a l and co l l ec t ive 
m o r a l b l i n d spots and cha l l eng ing us to h e e d vo ices w e o t h e r w i s e might t end to 
d i scount . 

Final ly , b y w a y o f summary I w o u l d h igh l igh t four indispensable cond i t ions 
for a me thodo logy o f cross-cultural Chr i s t i an e thics . T h e first c o n d i t i o n w o u l d be 
the d ia log ica l c o n v e r s i o n I d iscussed br ief ly above . In o rde r to enter i n to this sort 
o f d ia logue , w e must h u m b l y admit that def ini te ly w e d o not have a l l the answers , 
and that o u r w a y o f seeing some th ing is no t the on ly w a y . A n in t r ins i c part o f this 
c o n v e r s i o n to d ia logue is a ccep t i ng a n d be l i ev ing o u r partners as equals i n the c o n -
versat ion, and this means w e must be ready to l is ten as w e l l as to speak. 

T h e s e c o n d c o n d i t i o n I see as absolutely necessary is c o m i n g to learn the 
o the r cu l tu re o n its o w n terms, by u t i l i z ing b o t h a " th ick" d e s c r i p t i o n o f e thics and 
w h a t Schre i te r terms " in tercul tura l hermeneut ics . " Th i s w i l l i n v o l v e a c o m b i n a t i o n 

21. By "cross-fertilization" I mean something akin to Jeffrey Stout's notion of moral creole, 
which he develops in his Ethics after Babel: The Languages of Morals and Their 
Discontents (Boston: Beacon Press. 1988). For an example of h o w cross-fertilization 
might inform our moral theological tradition, see James T . Bretzke, "The Common 
G o o d in a Cross-Cultural Perspective: Insights from the Confucian Moral Community," 
in Religion, Ethics & the Common Good. Annual Publication of the College Theology 
Society, vol. 41, ed. James Donahue and Theresa Moser (Mystic C T : Twenty-Third 
Publications, 1996). 83-105. 



of study and experience, done with a lot of reflection, discernment, and patience. 
Any attempt to rush to judgment w i l l most probably result in arrival at a misjudg-
ment. Acceptance of this criterion of cultural reciprocity leads in turn to a third 
condition, a radical openness to accept a newer approach for doing moral philos-
ophy 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.2 2 A naive reading of these traditions or a simplistic acceptance or rejection of such sacred texts wil l only impede a genuine inculturation of Christian ethics. At the same time, however, 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, wi l l find it impossible to dialogue wi th 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 wi l l 
have made an important first step in developing a coherent and practical method-
ology 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 the best tradition of Christian ethics and/or moral theology, and that this 
cross-cultural ethics is a field that merits greater attention in the future. • 

22. For additional reflections on this point, see Hendrik M . V r o o m "Religious 
Hermeneutics, Culture and Narratives," Studies in Interreligious Dialogue 4 (1994): 
189-213. 


