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UNIT 6:  MAKING MORAL DECISIONS  




             Part 1
In this lesson, we will identify and discuss the various elements involved in making a decision about right or wrong conduct BEFORE the fact, or judging that decision AFTER the fact.  If we are going to think and speak clearly about moral decisions, we must first understand these factors:
THE SUBJECT—THE INDIVDUAL RESPONSIBLE FOR THE DECISION

THE ACT

THE INTENTION

THE SITUATION

THE CONSEQUENCES
Each of these factors is important but no one of them is enough to guide a moral decision.  Any one of them, taken by itself, can be exaggerated or made into a phoney excuse for a lazy or selfish decision.  For example:

“It’s right if you think it’s right for you”  (Subject)

“I didn’t mean to. . .” (Intention)

“It seemed right at the time” (Situation)

“Nobody got hurt” (Consequences).
THINKING A BIT MORE CLOSELY………..SOME QUESTIONS TO ASK:

ABOUT THE SUBJECT: Am I mature?  Mentally capable?  Am I free or constrained in my decision?  How much information do I have to make the decision?  Have I sought information and deliberated or have I simply made a rash decision?

Do I  have clear values?  (Value: a good that one always strives to choose (e.g.  Life, Truth, Justice)  Values are expressed as Norms: universal rules.  E.g., “Always respect a person’s human dignity.”

A Christian’s conscience is informed by God’s Word (Scripture); especially by the teaching and example of Jesus as presented in the New Testament.  2000 years of Church teaching have provided guidance for applying the Bible to life’s decisions.  What are the strengths and weaknesses in asking “What Would Jesus Do?” Where do you go to find out what Jesus would do?  How do you approach situations that the Bible never imagined (e.g., identity theft? Cloning of human embryos?)

We are not born with a conscience.  Conscience is formed slowly as we mature.  Original sin has left us morally weakened.  Left to ourselves, we are prone to make short-sighted, selfish decisions.  We must work at forming our consciences.  Life experience goes some way in helping us form our conscience but we must challenge our impulses.  We must seek guidance from reliable moral authority and especially from the teaching of the Church which reliably interprets God’s word in changing circumstances.  The Church can help us identify and choose real values and turn them into realistic norms for our lives.  The Scriptures and the Lives of the Saints offer us lots of examples of what good people are like and how they make their choices. 


We must be prepared to look critically at our own culture and what our society accepts.  Abortion is legal; torture is tolerated but both are intrinsic evils.

How many different “voices” and “authorities” have been trying to influence your conscience in your life so far? Rate their relative importance to you.
Identify your top five values in life right now.  Give some examples of how you turn those values into rules of conduct for yourself. How do you apply the rules in specific situations?
There are three distinct moments in the way our conscience functions.

PRIOR TO ANY DECISION we must already have chosen values that we will always 
strive to live by.  

IN A MOMENT OF DECISION:  we use reason to find the values at stake, we recall or 
acquire the information we need to make a good decision, seek out and 
weigh all our options and, after deliberation, commit ourselves freely to the 
decision.

AFTER THE DECISION:  a well-formed conscience will reassure us we have made the 
right choice or convict us of choosing against what we know to be good and 
true.

ABOUT THE ACT:

Is it a good, evil or neutral act in itself?  Legal and moral; illegal and immoral are not always the same thing.  E.g., abortion, euthanasia, prostitution are legal in some places but not moral.  There are some acts which are “intrinsically evil” and can never be a good moral choice.  Pope John Paul II offered a contemporary list in his Encyclical “The Splendor of Truth:”  Here’s where we need really clear, mature thought.  It is very easy to attempt to redescribe a sinful act in a more acceptable way.  Uneducated or immature people may have a hard time making important distinctions or defining acts clearly.  
Distinguish: killing, murder, homicide, accidental killing, killing in self-defense, killing in war, assassination, capital punishment.
Attempt to define and distinguish various types of not telling the truth.
Is torture ever a good moral choice?
ABOUT THE INTENTION:

What good (value) does the act intend to achieve? An evil act can never be used to achieve a good intention  (contrary to the popular saying, “The end does NOT justify the means.”).  E.g., surgeons and gangsters both cut people with knives, causing pain, damage and bloodshed.  What’s the difference?

E.g., what are all the values at stake in deciding about:

Cheating on a test? taking drugs to get high? engaging in sexual intercourse?

How do you weigh these values?  How do you decide which one(s) to choose? 
ABOUT THE SITUATION:  Are there circumstances that limit the my knowledge or freedom?  Are there extreme circumstances (war, catastrophe, etc.)?  No situation justifies an intrinsic evil.  E.g., if my captor held a gun to my head and told me to rape another hostage, what do I do?
ABOUT THE CONSEQUENCES:  There may be more consequences to our actions than we intend.  While we are in the process of deciding, we must try to foresee all the possible consequences of our actions.  We may not be able to foresee them all.  We are responsible (though perhaps not guilty) for whatever consequences result from our actions.  E.g., Is “collateral damage” acceptable in war?
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SCRIPTURE MEDITATION: A YOUNG PERSON’S QUESTION ABOUT MORALS AND JESUS’ REPLY: Matthew 19: 16-22 (check the amazing detail in Mark 10:21 !!!!!)

The GOAL: is to share God’s life forever.

It begins NOW with moral choices to BE LIKE GOD.  “One alone is good—GOD”  To be good, is to be like God.  To be like God is to lay the basis for BEING WITH GOD forever in heaven.

The first step is to keep the commandments.  These are basic rules that define some of the most basic values obvious to every reasonable human being: life, truth, respect for God, respect for persons, respect for property.
There is more.  How far can you go positively?  The example of the Holy Martyrs.  Some values are worth my very life.
Some acts are so totally unlike God that they may never be chosen as morally good:

“Reason attests that there are objects of the human act which are by their nature "incapable of being ordered" to God, because they radically contradict the good of the person made in his image. These are the acts which, in the Church's moral tradition, have been termed "intrinsically evil": they are such always and per se, in other words, on account of their very object, and quite apart from the ulterior intentions of the one acting and the circumstances. Consequently, without in the least denying the influence on morality exercised by circumstances and especially by intentions, the Church teaches that "there exist acts which per se and in themselves, independently of circumstances, are always seriously wrong by reason of their object". The Second Vatican Council itself, in discussing the respect due to the human person, gives a number of examples of such acts: "Whatever is hostile to life itself, such as any kind of homicide, genocide, abortion, euthanasia and voluntary suicide; whatever violates the integrity of the human person, such as mutilation, physical and mental torture and attempts to coerce the spirit; whatever is offensive to human dignity, such as subhuman living conditions, arbitrary imprisonment, deportation, slavery, prostitution and trafficking in women and children; degrading conditions of work which treat laborers as mere instruments of profit, and not as free responsible persons: all these and the like are a disgrace, and so long as they infect human civilization they contaminate those who inflict them more than those who suffer injustice, and they are a negation of the honor due to the Creator.”  Pope John Paul II, Encyclical Letter, The Splendor of Truth (1993), paragraph 80
