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"The image of the 'seamless garment' has been used by
some theologians and Catholic politicians, in an
intellectually dishonest manner."

That’s a sentiment that many Catholics, particularly in
the pro-life movement, have expressed.

What’s significant about this expression of the sentiment
is the person who uttered it: the pope’s own doctrinal
watchdog.

Here are 11 things to know and share . . . 

 

1) What is the “seamless garment” argument?

It’s the claim that Catholic teaching on life is like a
seamless garment, so that if you accept one part of it,
you need to accept it all.

This is sometimes referred to as having a “consistent
ethic of life."

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Consistent_life_ethic

 

2) Where does the image of the seamless garment come from?
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The image of the seamless garment is taken from the Gospel of John, where we read:

When the soldiers had crucified Jesus they took his garments and made four parts, one
for each soldier; also his tunic.

But the tunic was without seam, woven from top to bottom; so they said to one another,
“Let us not tear it, but cast lots for it to see whose it shall be.” This was to fulfill the
scripture, “They parted my garments among them,and for my clothing they cast lots”
[John 19:23-24].

 

3) How has the Church historically used this image?

It has been commonly used as a symbol of the Church’s unity. You’ll see that in various
Magisterial documents. For example, in 2007, Benedict XVI stated:

An indispensable characteristic of the Church is unity, symbolized by Christ's seamless
garment [General Audience, June 6, 2007].

 

4) How did this image get applied to the Church’s teaching on life?

Apparently, the image was first applied this way in 1971 by Catholic pacifism activist Eileen
Egan.

In 1983, this use was popularized by Cardinal Joseph Bernardin.

 

5) What kinds of “life issues” have been proposed as belonging to the seamless
garment?

Numerous things. Among them are abortion, euthanasia, nuclear war, capital punishment, and
even poverty.

 

6) Who is the pope’s “doctrinal watchdog”?

This is a common way of referring to the head of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith,
the department in Rome that is charged with protecting the Church’s teaching.

This is the position that Benedict XVI held before his election to the papacy. Today it is held by
Cardinal Gerhard Muller (pictured).

 

7) Where did Cardinal Muller address the seamless garment argument?

He did so in an address he gave at a workshop sponsored by the Pontifical Academy for Life in
2013.

You can read the full text of his remarks here (pdf).

 

8) What did he say about it?

He began by giving an overview of the subject, saying:

We are all familiar with the image of the “seamless garment” which is used to illustrate
how Catholic moral teaching is a consistent whole - uniting ethical, religious, and
political threads in a unified moral vision.

Attributed to Cardinal Bernardin, the “seamless garment” image was used to great effect
to root the Church’s response to various moral issues - from nuclear proliferation to
poverty - within the overarching teaching on the sanctity of human life, from natural
conception to natural death.

 

9) What did he say when he accused some of using it in an intellectually dishonest
manner?

He said:

Unfortunately, however, it is also true that the image of the “seamless garment” has
been used by some theologians and Catholic politicians, in an intellectually dishonest
manner, to allow or at least to justify turning a blind eye to instances of abortion,
contraception, or public funding for embryonic stem cell research, as long as these were
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simultaneously accompanied by opposition to the death penalty or promotion of
economic development for the poor - issues which are also part of the fabric of Catholic
moral teaching.

 

10) Did he say anything about why people use the argument this way?

Yes. He stated:

Often this abuse of the “seamless garment” theory stems from a natural tendency on the
part of some in the Church to look for “common ground” with the surrounding culture;
that is to say, to emphasize in their teaching and preaching those elements of Catholic
doctrine that are acceptable to the non-Catholic ambient culture; for example, social
justice, human rights, and other similar issues.

This is understandable and sometimes it is an appropriate pastoral strategy.

But what also must be taken into account is the difference which exists between those
elements of Catholic teaching that may be attractive to the surrounding culture and
those elements which are profoundly counter-cultural and which Catholics themselves
need to hear proclaimed by their pastors.

 

11) What solutions did he propose?

He stressed that Church teaching must be presented as a whole, without turning a blind eye to
particular aspects of it.

He particularly emphasized the need to proclaim the Church’s teaching on human sexuality as
found in Paul VI’s 1968 encyclical Humanae vitae, saying:

The experience of the Church . . . demonstrates that where the Church has tried to
accommodate her teaching to this secular understanding by deemphasizing the specific
witness of her moral teaching, this has lead neither to a greater societal acceptance of
the Church nor to a renewal in her own life.

Rather where the teaching of Humanae vitae has been down-played, or worse still
ignored, we have witnessed a collapse of family life, an increase in extra-marital
infidelity and a diminishment of vocations to the priesthood and consecrated life.

He had much more to say on this and related subjects, so be sure to check out the full text of
his remarks, linked above.

What Now?
If you like the information I've presented here, you should join my Secret Information Club.

If you're not familiar with it, the Secret Information Club is a free service that I operate by
email.

I send out information on a variety of fascinating topics connected with the Catholic faith.

In fact, the very first thing you’ll get if you sign up is information about what Pope Benedict
said about the book of Revelation.

He had a lot of interesting things to say!

If you’d like to find out what they are, just sign up at www.SecretInfoClub.com or use this
handy sign-up form:

 

Just email me at jimmy@secretinfoclub.com if you have any difficulty.

In the meantime, what do you think?

Watch this Register video, and see the behind the scenes, with insights you likely
haven’t heard from us before. Then, try 6 FREE ISSUES!
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