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This article evaluates Charles Curran's proposal that there is an unjustifiable methodological split between recent official Catholic social and sexual teaching.1 Specifically, this study will argue that the dichotomy between recent Catholic social and sexual teaching is not so sharp as Curran and others suppose, and that the real differences which do exist between these two strands are neither arbitrary nor unjustifiable in light of a Thomistic view of the human good. This study will proceed by first providing an overview of Curran's thesis concerning the divergent methodologies employed in Catholic social and sexual teaching as he and other moral theologians have presented it. It will then offer a critique of this position by considering the unjustifiable dichotomies it creates between reason and nature, the physical and the personal, and historical consciousness and classicism. We conclude that while tensions exist between these two kinds of teaching, the social and sexual teachings of the church are held together organically rather than juxtaposed inconsistently.

I. CURRAN'S POSITION ON THE CHURCH'S MORAL METHODOLOGY

Two Interpretations of Natural Law
557
Throughout much of his work, Curran calls attention to two divergent understandings of natural law articulated in the history of Western thought and adopted by the Church.2 Similar observations have been made by other moral theologians.3According to this view, Cicero (43 B.C.) exemplifies one strand of the natural law tradition when he speaks of "true law which is right reason in accord with nature."4 The focus of this "order of reason" approach to natural law is on the rationality and prudential judgment of the agent in his or her own concrete situation.5 Ulpian (228 A.D.), who describes natural law as "that which  nature has taught all animals,"exemplifies a very different approach.6 This strand of natural law, the "order of nature" approach, inclines toward physicalism because of its emphasis on conformity to biological properties or finalities and because it focuses on the commonality between humans and animals.7
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For Curran and other moral theologians these differing strands of natural law have led, especially in recent thought, to markedly different worldviews, anthropologies, and moral methodologies. The focus on the "order of reason" has proved to be more in harmony with modern understandings of the world, with their awareness of growth, process, and historical consciousness.8 It likewise has proven receptive to an inductive and experiential approach to moral reasoning, and thereby emphasizes the particular and contextual character of moral choice over deductively derived absolute norms.9 The result is a greater emphasis on the open-ended character of the moral enterprise. As one's apprehension of reality changes, so should one's understanding of moral norms and reasoning. Echoing Curran in this regard, Gula points out that "insofar as reason's grasp of reality is always partial and limited, moral norms are necessarily tentative."10 These developments also encourage a greater focus on the person as moral agent. According to Curran, this type of "personalism" is characterized by a relationality-responsibility model that understands "the human person in terms of one's multiple relationships with God, neighbor, world, and self and the call to live responsibly in the midst of these relationships."11
In contrast, the "order of nature" strand of natural law sees reality as composed of static and immutable essences, from which one can deduce absolute moral norms. Insofar as it sees the physical qualities of actions or the natural finalities of biological processes as morally determinative, this strand is characterized by a kind of "physicalism."12 Physicalism, as opposed to "personalism," refers to the tendency in moral discourse to focus on the biological dimensions of the person or of human action in the process of moral judgment.

Application to Church Teaching
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Curran and other moral theologians maintain that elements of both the "order of reason" and the "order of nature" approaches can be found in the thought of Aquinas which has proved influential in the formulation of magisterial moral teaching.13 The "order of nature" with its inherently physicalist preoccupation with biological finality continues to inform the Church's prohibitions in the matters of sexual ethics, particularly in the encyclicals Casti Conubii (1930) and Humanae Vitae (1968).14 This understanding of the "order of nature" with its ahistorical and deductive orientation has also informed social encyclicals such as Rerum Novarum (1891), Quadragesimo Anno (1931), and to a lesser extent Laborem Exercens (1981).15 The church's social teaching after 1960, however, demonstrates an increasing dependence upon the "order of reason" approach to natural law.16 The decisive moment of this process is said to have been reached in Vatican II's Pastoral Constitution on the Church Gaudium et Spes which repudiated the classicist world view in favor of experience, personalism, induction, process, and historical consciousness--a shift evidenced in its appeals to read the "signs of the times." 17 This new approach has been carried forward in most subsequent social teaching However, this shift in the social teachings from the "order of nature" to the "order of reason" has not been paralleled in the church's teaching in sexual matters.
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Curran recognizes some development in recent official church teaching on sexuality. He points to the replacement of the language about the procreative end of intercourse as primary and the unitize end as secondary by an affirmation of their equal importance in Gaudium et Spes.18 Even though Humanae Vitae reaffirmed this position, Curran and many moral theologians uniformly reject its teaching that spouses must preserve the inseparable unity of these ends in each conjugal act.l9 In its continued focus on particular acts, and in its understanding that the conjugal act has a natural finality toward procreation, the encyclical reflects the physicalism of the older "order of nature" strand of natural law.20 Curran and others argue that the logic of personalism would allow the subordination of the physical end of procreation to the more personal demands of love and relationship.21 The procreative dimension of a couple's sexual relationship need not be realized in particular acts, but can be spread over the duration of their lives together.22 Sexuality, and particularly fertility,while important, are neither exhaustive nor determinative of the person.23 As a result these realities can be subordinated to other goods at stake in relationships.24 While commending the use of personalist language in recent church teaching, most notably in the thought of Pope John Paul II, some accuse the present pope of inconsistencies in his utilization of personalist ideas. In this view John Paul's advocacy of marital experience and personalism is at odds with a continued focus on particular acts, and hence his emphasis on the "dignity of the person" is in conflict with other aspects of his teaching.25
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Unlike the sexual teachings, Curran maintains that the church's social teaching has gone through a significant development from the order of nature (1891-1958) to the order of reason (1961-present) with John Paul II vacillating between the two orders.26 For Curran, this development can be seen by contrasting Pius XI's Quadragesimo Anno (1931) and Paul VI's apostolic letter Octogesima Adveniens (1971) . Pius's plan for social reconstruction was a particular plan proposed for all peoples and all times. Curran sees such a plan as flawed from the start since it was Euro-centric and failed to consider its own historical situation. In essence, according to Curran, Pius's corporatist plan was deductive and classicist. This approach, according to Curran, began to be abandoned in Catholic social thought with John XXIII. It was completely dismissed with Paul VI who demonstrated a historically conscious and inductive approach in his social teachings.27
Thus in Octogesima Adveniens, he writes:

In the face of such widely varying situations, it is difficult for us to utter a unified message and to put forward a solution which has universal validity. Such is not our ambition nor is it our mission. It is up to the Christian communities to analyze with objectivity the situation which is proper to their own country, to shed on it the light of the gospel's unalterable word, and to draw principles of reflection norms of judgment, and directives from the social teaching of the church.28
Curran goes on to explain that John Paul II fails to continue the sensitivity to the historical particularities of social problems, returning to a more static and classicist approach, by proposing official Catholic social "doctrine" for the whole church.29
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In summary, the thesis advanced by Curran and echoed by others is that there are basic methodological differences between Catholic magisterial teaching on sexual and social morality:" Whereas the official social teaching has evolved so that it now employs historical consciousness, personalism, and a relationality-responsibility ethical model, the sexual teaching still emphasizes classicism, human nature, and faculties, and a law model of ethics."30 Additionally, attention is also sometimes drawn to the apparent inconsistency between the highly specific nature of the church's sexual teaching which condemns particular acts and the more general principles and analysis contained in the social tradition.3l
Are the charges of an unwarranted dichotomy between the church's recent social and sexual teachings accurate ? While Curran and others considered thus far are undoubtedly correct in noting a divergence in tone and method between the two forms of teaching, it remains to be seen whether this divergence is as great and as unjustified as they suppose.

II. CRITIQUE OF CURRAN'S ARGUMENT

Our response to Curran is limited to two basic observations: first, the divergence between the social and sexual teachings of the church is not as great as Curran might suppose; and second, Curran overlooks significant differences between sexual and social issues that account for the differences in method which do exist. Curran's position arises from three dichotomies that underlie his arguments: reason versus nature, the person versus the physical, and historical consciousness versus classicism. In each, Curran exaggerates the differences and advocates one over the other. Considering those three in turn, we propose instead that an organic unity and interconnectedness exist for each of these pairs, while at the same time we recognize reasons for their difference and utilize them accordingly.

Reason/Nature: On Intrinsic Connection
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Curran's separation of human reason from human nature rests upon a misunderstanding of Thomas Aquinas's analysis of human inclinations within the framework of natural law. Curran attempts to separate "physical" from "rational" inclinations in Aquinas's analysis, assigning the former to the influence of Ulpian and the latter to the influence of Cicero.32 Such a separation overlooks the fundamental unity and integration of these inclinations already worked out by Aquinas. In his discussion of natural law Aquinas considers how there can be several precepts of natural law and several kinds of human inclinations all of which are known and unified through the exercise of reason.33 Human beings share with all created things an inclination to self-preservation. With the animals, human beings share an inclination to reproduce and to raise and educate offspring. Finally, insofar as people are rational, they have a peculiarly human inclination to live together in society and to know the truth about God. As expressions of various facets of human nature, these inclinations are designated by Aquinas as "good," and are all unified in the exercise of human reason.34 As Jean Porter points out, these inclinations are an outline of what a "human life should properly look like, what goods it will incorporate, and what relation those goods should have to one another." 35 An understanding of this properly ordered life requires an understanding of the hierarchical order of the inclinations. Porter points out that this hierarchy works in both an ascending order of excellence and a descending order of fundamentality. In the order of excellence, the inclinations are pursued in a way in which the lower inclinations are subordinated to the pursuit of the higher inclinations; namely, the pursuit of self-preservation and procreation is subordinated to the more excellent pursuit of society and God. But at the same time there is an order of fundamentality that prevents the lower inclinations from being destroyed by the higher inclinations, since it is on the basis of the lower inclinations that the higher inclinations are built. Hence, as the goods involved with the inclinations move from first to third in an order of increasing excellence, they also move in the same direction in an order of decreasing fundamentality. The lower levels are the necessary preconditions for the higher levels.36
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Thus in Aquinas's understanding of human nature, various inclinations (toward being, reproduction, society, and God) are integrated rather than opposed. In this light, the attempt to depict Aquinas as a "physicalist" is based on a fundamental misreading.37 Both reason and bodiliness (including sexuality) are integral components of human nature. Thus the order of nature and the order of reason are not two conflicting orders as Curran presents them, but two sides of the same coin. In other words, Curran only views the hierarchy of inclinations in one way, namely, in the direction of excellence, and fails to consider adequately the direction of fundamentality which reason also recognizes. This false dichotomy of nature and reason in turn underlies the dichotomies of personalism/physicalism and historical consciousness/classicism according to which Curran evaluates Catholic social and sexual teachings. While the reading proposed here does not preclude a certain fruitful tension between the various inclinations, it does reject Curran's depiction of them as polar opposites.

Personalism/Physicalism:
Unifying the Physical and the Relational
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In considering whether the official church's teaching concerning sexuality can rightly be accused of physicalism, a number of observations are in order. To a degree Curran's claim is correct, insofar as the church takes seriously the physical nature of the human body. Sexuality necessarily involves the human body. But like Aquinas the church does not base its teachings merely upon the animal nature of the body. It is noteworthy that the term which church teaching employs in describing marital intercourse is the "conjugal act" or "marital act" which means the marital love that informs sexual intercourse between husband and wife38.  It is not merely a sex act - that would be physicalism.  The conjugal act is a human act.  Animals cannot engage in conjugal acts (which carry out reasoned choices).39  They are incapable of human love and reason.  But should the love and reason expressed in the conjugal act subvert its procreative dimension?  Can one view the person as free from the constraints of human nature, including its embodied (and hence biological) aspects? Or is not human nature a condition of possibility for all that we do?

While Curran accuses official church teachings of physicalism, his separation of body and spirit forces him to advocate a kind of spiritualism. Curran tends to an ethic for human sexuality which does not account for its concrete embodiedness--in short, its physical character. Can we violate the physical laws of our bodies and still achieve authentic human development ? The church's teaching of the inseparability of the unitive and procreative ends of human sexuality recognizes both the dynamic role of sexuality in human relationships and the creative and physical dimension of procreation.
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Influenced by modern phenomenology in the 1920s and 30s, Catholic moral theologians such as Herbert Doms and Dietrich von Hildebrand began to develop a sexual ethic from the philosophy of personalism.40 They criticized the exclusive treatment of marriage in terms of ends, specifically the over-emphasis on the procreative end.41 These theologians maintained that an exclusive focus on the "ends" of marital intercourse failed to do justice to the profundity of human relationships. They affirmed the centrality of the couple's love in marriage without denying the integral value of procreation in conjugal love.42 The work of these theologians prepared for the affirmation of the equal importance of the unitize and procreative dimensions of intercourse at the Second Vatican Council.43
When Curran and some other moralists speak of personalism, however, they see the "personal values "of love, freedom, and reason as central to human life and "biological values" such as procreation as secondary and subordinate. In other words the logic of personalism, in this perspective, demands not the elimination of the older language of primary and secondary ends of conjugal love, but its inversion and a corresponding lessening of interest in particular acts.
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Such a view is problematic on two counts. First, the argument that personalism necessarily entails a focus on relationships rather than specific acts neglects the existential or reflexive character of human acts. That is, in making particular decisions or choices one shapes one's own character as a moral agent.44 Even though the person does not summarize or express himself or herself completely in particular actions, particular acts are nonetheless integral in shaping one's disposition and character. That one ought not be deeply concerned about whether particular acts express the procreative dimension of human sexuality but only whether this value is expressed over the course of a relationship begs an important question. Does not the failure to respect the value of procreation in particular acts of contraceptive intercourse lessen one's ability to respect this value and live it out in general? If contraceptive intercourse is a bad act, does it not create a disposition toward other bad acts in those who engage in it? 45
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A second problem with this particular version of personalism can be found in its presuppositions concerning human sexuality, nature, and personhood. Central to this account of the person is an interpretation of rationality, freedom, and various relationships that leaves the place of sexuality in this anthropology undeveloped or minimized.46 The implication is therefore that sexuality is to be equated with "the physical" or with "nature" and both ought to be viewed as extrinsic to the core of the person. Such an approach is beset by problems. This account of personalism reintroduces the false opposition between reason (here equated with the person) and nature (here equated with the body) criticized above. It also creates a further dichotomy between human nature and personhood. Such a dichotomy is unnecessary if nature is understood as a set of organically united inclinations that are possessed by individual persons as the very ground of their humanity.47 Finally, this account of personalism restricts sexuality to a physical or biological phenomenon. This ignores the growing awareness of the interpenetration of soul and body within the person and the resulting conclusion that sexuality is not merely a biological reality but also one that affects all areas of human personality and relationship.48 Hence the version of personalism advocated by Curran and others is rooted in an anthropology which appears unworkable.
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Curran maintains that, whereas the church's sexual teaching is plagued with the problem of physicalism, the church's social teaching is far more personalistic, escaping this problem. While he argues that this personalism is achieved through an emphasis on freedom, equality and participation, he does not examine the relationship of the physical nature of the person in the social teachings. This absence points to a failure to understand the importance of the physical in the socioeconomic area of morality and thereby appreciate the organic role of the physical in the moral teachings of the church.

There is little disagreement that sexuality is necessarily more physical and bodily than economic concerns. However, economic concerns cannot be understood outside physical and bodily boundaries. In the church's social teachings on wage justice, for example, the popes have emphasized the "necessary" or physical characteristic of wages. Wages are means to one's physical survival, that is, wages have a necessary and physical characteristic. Because work is necessary for the preservation of one's life and the procreation and education of offspring, any wage theory must envisage a wage commensurate with the necessary or physical character of human work. The proper object of justice is not the strict economic exchange of what is "due," but the person. One's due in reference to wages must be a living wage. The wage contract is not merely two parties bargaining for the best price, each attempting to maximize his or her self-interest. The wage contract is a means to further the perfection of the human person, which Leo XIII always sees in terms of providing the necessities of human existence to sustain workers and their families in a relatively comfortable life that includes adequate shelter, medical care, food, pension, etc.
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This necessary or physical characteristic of remuneration demands that justice guide the relationship between the worker and the firm as well as the state.49 Precisely because wages are necessary, they cannot be calculated by economics alone. Since people are physical beings, the physical dimensions of all their activities need to be taken into consideration. All physical or material goods have a "universal destination." The very "nature of creation" is directed toward the common use of all people. People do not have absolute control over their property, by the very fact that it is created by God. As John Paul II has pointed out, property has a "social mortgage" and people have the duty of stewardship to see that it is distributed to meet the needs of all people.50 In other words, wages are an important factor in fulfilling the inclinations toward self-preservation, procreation, and education of offspring.
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It should be pointed out that, just as Catholic sexual teaching has undergone development in changing its description of conjugal goods from primary and secondary to an affirmation of their mutual importance, so has Catholic social teaching altered its emphasis on wages and ownership from emphasizing the necessary, physical, or need aspect to a more personalistic criterion. This is particularly evident in John Paul's writings concerning worker ownership, although it is also found in John XXIII's Mater et Magistra. While worker ownership serves as a good means by which to distribute the goods of the earth for the needs of people, it serves other ends as well. Worker ownership also has a personal rationale which John Paul II refers to as the "personalist argument." The rule of ownership ought to be at the service of "personalistic values." Workers are not only concerned with what they receive from their labor (extrinsic benefits); they also want to work for themselves (intrinsic benefits). For John Paul II, it is difficult for workers to have a personal connection to what is not their own. He maintains that worker ownership contributes to the personal development of the individual worker--that is, to the formative dimension of work. Another aspect of this personalist component of worker ownership is that it creates stronger social relationships between employees and employers.5l Worker ownership is advocated by John Paul II not only because it distributes wealth and fulfills human needs, but because it serves well as a means to personalization by affecting positively the formative dimension of the person and creating stronger social relationships between worker and employer.52 In other words, the church has come to a fuller expression of the meaning of remuneration by stressing both the order of funda-[text missing in original article]
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Thus in developments of both the sexual and social teachings of the church, the emphasis has been on uniting and integrating the personal or relational and the physical, not on polarizing them. In the case of John Paul II, this continuity between his teachings in the sexual and social spheres is particularly evident since he employs the language of "the dignity of the person" (drawn from Gaudium et Spes) in each. Both contraception and unfair remuneration obscure the dignity of the person because both regard the person as a means rather than as an end in himself or herself. In the case of contraception, the spouses falsify the language of total self-giving which conjugal love is meant to express by withholding an essential aspect of themselves, namely their fertility, from one another. Therefore the person is neither given nor received in the totality which love demands.53 In the case of unfair remuneration, the person created in God's image and called to transform the world through work is subordinated to things or denied basic needs.54
While Curran does not deny the physical dimensions of moral teachings outright, his polarization of the physical and the personal prevents an integration that Aquinas's theory of inclinations demands. Curran's approach stands in marked contrast with the effort to integrate the physical and the personal evident in both the sexual and social teachings of the church.

Historical Consciousness/Classicism:
Different Structures, Same Person

Although Curran will remark in passing that there are differences between personal and social ethics, he nonetheless assumes that sexual and social ethics should use the same methodology.55 The focus of both social and sexual ethics in Catholic teaching concerns two fundamental elements-the structures and the person. Regarding its sexual teachings, the church's primary structural focus is the family with sacramental marriage at its center. The church has regarded sexual activity as limited to marriage between a man and a woman through whose umon in the conjugal act a family begins. The church understands the family as a foundational unit of society, with the sacrament of marriage uniting the fancily as a set institution throughout time.

On the side of Catholic social ethics, the church's primary structural focus has been the state, the market, associations, unions, and productive organizations.  Since the Industrial Revolution and Leo XIII's Rerum Novarum, the church has focused upon social structures and the effects they have on people.  Unlike the familial structure, the church has never ordained one particular social structure as the right one for all times.  At times the church has come close to baptizing one economic structure over another (corporatism over capitalism or free market over socialism), but never as the last word on the issue. The emphasis of the church in the social sphere has been on the principles on which structures of different ideologies can rest.56
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The structural concerns of Catholic social and sexual ethics are different in many ways. The familial structure of the church's sexual teaching is foundational and consequently unchanging. Imitating the love of Christ and His church, a man and a woman unite in the sacrament of God's love. For this reason the church contends that the family was "from the beginning" and is still today God's original plan for humanity.57 In contrast, particular social structures are not specified in the church's social teaching; rather, the church condemns or condones socioeconomic and political structures from the principles developed in its social tradition. The moral evaluation of social structures is contingent upon such principles and is provisional. Although there are developments in the understanding of the family in church teachings, they are minor in nature (reflecting social shifts such as that from extended to nuclear families) in comparison to developments or shifts in socioeconomic structures (agricultural to industrial to informational). With this said, Curran is correct that the church's social teachings are more historically conscious than its sexual teachings. However, to have it any other way, the church would either have to relativize the family or baptize a particular social structure or system.
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The point here is not to separate the family from the socio-economic concerns of society. On the contrary, the family serves as the fundamental structure of any society. But it is precisely in this fundamental role that the family has a more permanent position than other institutions in society. In other words, the social area has a flexibility that the sexual area cannot provide, because to procreate and educate offspring is more fundamental than the social (although not more excellent), and issues concerning life and death are even more fundamental and therefore provide even more permanence. This is not to say that the only role of the family is to procreate and educate offspring. This was treated above in discussing the importance of the unitize end of conjugal love. But to procreate and educate offspring is certainly a fundamental purpose for the family which demands more permanency in any given situation than social institutions such as the state, productive organizations, and other intermediary groups.
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On the personal level, one can also notice reasons for the different approaches in these two forms of teachings. In the realm of social ethics, the church has focused on general issues such as whether the person could participate within the structure and whether his or her dignity is respected. Thus, while recognizing a moral dimension to the problem of underdevelopment, for example, the church does not attempt to offer technical solutions to it.58 As Pius XI noted, the church's moral authority does not reside "in technical matters, for which she has neither the equipment nor the mission, but in all those [matters] that have a bearing on moral conduct." 59 While the social teachings of the popes are ultimately aimed at people, they are also aimed at structures. An organization is subject to political, economic, social, and technological changes which needs room for development. Because of the complexity of these variables, the popes have been reluctant to recommend specific programs, unlike the more determinate nature of sexual and familial teachings. What the church attempts, as a part of its mission of evangelization, is to exercise a prophetic role by speaking out on behalf of the person in defense of human rights and condemning evils and injustices embedded within social structures as well as facilitating particular projects that promote the dignity of peoples.60
In regard to the personal component of sexual ethics, the church is much more specific in proscribing certain acts as morally evil. The primary reason for this difference in tone and specificity has already been alluded to above. That is, the church sees a fundamental integration of the person with his or her concrete sexual specificity and human nature. Because the church holds that this nature and its meaning have been revealed by Christ, the individual person and his or her sexuality also stand illumined.61 As the one to whom this revelation is entrusted, the Church regards herself as an "expert in humanity" and is qualified to speak accordingly.62
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This is not to imply that the social nature of the person is secondary or peripheral to what it means to be a person. Indeed, John Paul II frequently quotes the teaching of Gaudiun1 et Spes in this regard: "man, who is the only creature on earth which God willed for itself, cannot fully find himself except through a sincere gift of himself." 63 We are only fulfilled in communion and community with others. However, as noted above, with the exception of the sexual community of man and woman in the family, this social dimension of human nature does not demand one specific form and the church has seen no reason to impose one.64
III. CONCLUSION
This study has sought to examine critically the proposal of Charles Curran and others that the Catholic church has arbitrarily applied two differing moral methodologies in its recent sexual and social teachings. While the point concerning the differing approaches is well taken and undoubtedly correct in certain respects, the idea that this difference is unjustifiable or arbitrary is open to question. We have argued that the differences between the two forms of church teaching are not as great as these thinkers suppose and that the attempt to portray them as such betrays questionable presuppositions concerning moral methodology, natural law, and personalism. We have also argued that there are reasons for the difference in tone and specificity between these two forms of teaching which have not been adequately considered by those offering this critique. For these reasons, this proposal is in need of further examination and perhaps revision.
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