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The Meaning of the Concept “Following Christ”
in Moral Theology

——Its Interpretation and Development from F. Tillmann to Today——

Yoshitaka HaMacGucH:

In the history of spirituality in the Christian Church the follow-
ing of Christ was certainly one of the most important concepts for the
Christian life. However, this concept was not deeply studied theolog-
ically. But in the pre-conciliar movement of moral theology within
the Catholic Church “Following Crhist” became a keyword for discus-
sion in Christian morality. The present article attempts to summarize
the understanding of the term “Following Christ” historically from F.
Tillmann to today, a period of about fifty years, and to show how
the interpretation and trend moved from a Christo-Theocentric to a
Christo-Anthropocentric view.

First, it is shown that F. Tillmann intended to renew Christian
moral theology for the laity, that is, for all Christians, and emphasised
more strongly Christian virtue according to the New Testament. For
this purpose he chose the idea of “Following Christ® and attempted to
reform the textbook of moral theology. For him “Following Christ”
signifies the realisation of being a child of God, the basis of Christian
personality. It began in baptism. The realisation of Christian person-
ality, the new being in Christ, is possible by following Christ in rela-
tion to His Father and in the Christian community. Therefore to
fulfill the will of God became the mission of Christians in their way
of life. At the end some criticism and evaluation of F. Tillmann's
work are enumerated.

Secondly, it is shown that under the influence of F. Tillmann the
term “Following Christ” is examined from another aspect also. G.



Ermecke thought that “Following Christ” is a moral obligation “to
become similar to Christ” or “to form the image of Christ” as in a
sacramental character. L.B. Gillon showed that the moral thought of
St. Thomas has also a personalistic and Christocentric character.
“Imitation of Christ” is closely connected with the concept of partici-
pation. Thomas’ moral theology is centered on “imago Dei”. Imitating
Christ, “imago Dei”, is to participate in the divine life or beatitude.
R. Hoffmann showed that following Christ is a personal decision by
one's answer to God's call in Christ. Christian morality is a personal
relationship in following Jesus.

And so moral norms and precepts are a personal calling by Jesus
Christ to live out the Christian life. Thirdly, it is shown that Christian
morality according to the Second Vatican Council and after is also
Christocentric in the sense of a call to all men to salvation in Christ.
Influenced by the development of exegetical research, the accent is
put on vocation and personal relationship to Jesus Christ as a person.
J. Kraus put emphasis on the Theocentric character rather than the
Christocentric of Christian morality and called it a Theocentric Being-
in-Christ. Following of Christ is an ethic of being, mamely that a
Christian is to be like the divine nature by imitating Christ as God’s
image. ]J. Fuchs thinks that following Christ means to be a Christian
in one's call to salvation. Christ is thus the fulfillment of human and
Christian existence, so following Christ in faith, in hope and in love.
There is another interpretation, that Following Christ is a living for
others. H. Schiirmann sees Jesus' existence as a “being-for”, that is,
Jesus lived for others, for all men. Thus our Christian life is also to
be a “being-for”.

At the end it is suggested that the understanding of “Following
Christ” needs to be studied in relation to Christology, Ecclesiology,

Sacramentology and with an ecumenical dimension in today’s world.



