CHPC Talk Making Ethical Decisions According to the Saints November 11, 2023
Dr. Catherine Nolan, Belmont Abbey College

Saint Augustine of Hippo (354-430) was a bishop and Father of the Church who wrote extensively on
theology and philosophy, using his own experience as one who fell away and then returned to the faith.

Saint Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was a Dominican priest who used Aristotle’s philosophy to explain
Christian theology. His primary work is the Summa Theologica. In this text, he lays out his ethical theory.

What is needed for a good act? (From the Summa Theologica, I-11, Qu. 18, Art. 1-4)

Existence an act is good insofar as it exists. The absence of an act is only wrong if it one has a
duty and ability to perform the act.

o E.g One isnot wrong to avoid performing surgery if one does not have the ability to
succeed or if one is not on call. One is wrong if one does have the duty and ability.

o E.g Natural Family Planning - abstaining from marital intercourse when fertile can be
right if one does not have the duty and ability to try to conceive a child.

Object (the kind of act): an act is good if it is in accord with reason. Some kinds of acts are
neutral, and some are always contrary to reason (e.g. theft, adultery, lying, idolatry, murder).
When someone performs a neutral kind of act, it is made good or evil by its other aspects.

o E.g Walking is good when done for exercise, bad when done to avoid work.

Circumstances (including consequences): an act is good if it is in proportion to its
circumstances.

o E.g Surgery to cure a headache would be wrong if it could be cured with aspirin.

End (the goal or purpose of the act): an act is good if one’s will is aimed at the good.

o E.g Adentist drilling out a cavity in order to improve dental health is doing something
good; a dentist drilling out a cavity in order to cause pain is doing something bad.

An act is evil if any of these is evil; it is only good if a//of these are good. However, it is not generally
difficult for all of these to be good. We don’t need any special knowledge of God’s will to act well.

If one’s reasoning is mistaken, but one acts in agreement with one’s reasoning, one acts rightly.
If one acts against one’s reasoning, even if one’s reasoning is mistaken, one acts wrongly, because one is
choosing to do what one believes to be wrong.

Notes:




The Doctrine of Double Effect
(from St. Augustine’s City of God and St. Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica, II-11, Qu. 64, Art. 7)

Sometimes our acts can have more than one effect, in the same way that a medicine can have a primary
purpose and side effects. St. Augustine points out that the important difference between a martyr and a
person committing suicide is that the martyr does not intend to cause her own death, but intends to
stand up for her faith even though she knows it will likely have the side effect of causing her death.

Sometimes these side effects are things that we should never intend:

o E.g lyingis stating a falsechood intending to deceive someone.
o E.g murder is intending to kill an innocent human person.
o E.g lustisintending to experience illicit sexual pleasure.

When one of the side effects of our acts is something that we should never intend, we need to use a new
set of rules to see if we should perform that act.

It can be right to perform an act that has both a good and a bad effect if:

The act is a good or neutral kind of act,

The act’s bad effects do not outweigh its good effects,

The act’s bad effects are not the cause of the good effects, and
Only the act’s good effects are intended.

E.g. giving a dose of morphine as a painkiller can be a good act even if it hastens death if:

o theaction is not itself wrong (administering morphine seems to be a neutral kind of act)

o the good effects (the patient having some peace and the ability to pray, reconcile with family) are
not outweighed by the bad effects (the death)

o the bad effects (the death) do not cause the good (the patient having some peace)

o only the good effects (the patient having some peace) are intended.

To an outside observer, this action may look exactly like an act of euthanizing (killing a person in order
to benefit him): however, euthanasia is wrong because the doctor who is euthanizing intends to kill
the patient, and the bad effect (the death) causes the good effect (the patient being at peace).

E.g. if a woman is suffering from a pregnancy-related disease that threatens her life, early delivery of the
baby can be a good act even if the baby may not be viable yet.

Inducing a delivery is not itself wrong;

The bad effect (the death of the baby) does not outweigh the good effect (the life of the mother);
The bad effect (the death of the baby) does not cause the good effect (the life of the mother);
Only the good effect is intended.
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To an outside observer, this action may look exactly like a “merely extractive abortion,” but it is not,
since a doctor performing an abortion intends the death of the baby.

Test to see whether the bad effect is intended: would the act succeed if the bad effect didn’t happen?
Morphine as a painkiller would succeed even if the patient stayed alive; euthanasia wouldn’t.
Early induction would succeed even if the baby stayed alive; abortion wouldn’t.




