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the duration of its exclusion. Or, since moral norms express and em
body our moral values, we can put this in different words and say that 
there is an enduring role for moral norms even in situations where one is 
unable to act in accordance with them. It is on these grounds that John 
C. Bennett objects to Joseph Fletcher's talk of "setting aside" rules, 
maxims, and principles whenever the situation demands that they be 
set aside.27 "My chief concern," writes Bennett, "is to insist that we in 
deciding do not set aside an important principle. It may be subordinated 
to another, but the way in which we act will be determined in part by the 
subordinated principle. For example, if we decide that we must support 
the use of military force and in so doing sacrifice peace to justice, we need 
to keep the use of such force under severe criticism. The continuing em
phasis on the limits within which force should be used is a result of the 
continuing relevance of principles that Fletcher may think he has set 
aside."28 

In short, proper concern about one's intentions should lead of itself to 
most careful preoccupation with the actual consequences of one's be
havior. Yet the sort of emphasis which the manualists lay upon the agent's 
intention has led, I suggest, to a playing down of the importance of these 
consequences. This seems to emerge when one considers the teaching on 
the principle of the twofold effect. In essence, this principle requires that 
any intrinsically evil effect be only an unintended side-effect of our ac
tivity and that there be a sufficient reason for permitting the evil effect, 
i.e., that there be a proportion of some kind between the good effect 
intended and the evil effect permitted. To assist the moral agent in mak
ing this latter assessment, the principle includes a number of norms.29 

Some of these norms are obvious enough, touching upon the evil results 
in themselves. Thus, the agent is instructed that he must take into account 
the gravity of the evil foreseen and the degree of certainty with which it 
will occur. However, there are other norms given that relate to the way in 
which we are bound by the moral obligation to avoid evil effects of our 
actions rather than to these effects in themselves. For instance, the 
moral agent is said to have a greater obligation to preclude evil effects 
that proceed proximately from his action than those which proceed only 
remotely. Again, his duty to avoid evil effects that proceed per se from 
his behavior is greater than his obligation to avoid those that proceed per 
accidens. Indeed, some authors suggest that the causal connection be
tween one's behavior and the ensuing evil can be so "accidental" that one 

27 Cf. Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality (Philadelphia, 1966) p. 26. 
28 "Principles and the Context," in John C. Bennett et al.y Storm over Ethics (Phila

delphia, 1967) pp. 1-25, at 19-20; cf. P. Chirico, "Morality in General and Birth Control 
in Particular," Chicago Studies 9 (1970) 19-33, at 26. 

29 Cf. Noldin, op. cit. 1, 83. 
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would have no moral responsibility in regard to the latter. In any case, 
the good effects required to justify the permitting of the evil effects need 
be of less importance if these evil effects proceed remotely or per accidens 
or both. 

In other words, the tying of moral value to the way in which the agent's 
will conforms to the moral precept affects the actual assessment of the con
sequences. In a legalistic approach to decision-making it is of importance 
how a given effect follows from one's action, for this has bearing upon the 
extent to which we are bound by the moral precept in question.3 ° In a 
love-centred ethic, however, it will not be so. If our supreme norm is the 
actual, concrete welfare of others, it will make no difference whether 
something harmful to others occurs remotely or per accidens as opposed 
to its occurring proximately or per se. What is of importance is the fact 
that it occurs. If a woman knows that a certain medication will result in an 
abortion, does it really matter, as far as her ethical analysis is concerned, 
whether the medication is describable as per se abortifacient or aborti-
facient only per accidens? Or whether the medication itself can be said to 
cause the abortion or merely sets up a concatenation of causes that finally 
results in the abortion? Ought we not rather say that what is of ethical rele
vance here is the fact that the abortion will ensue and that it is this that 
must be weighed with or over against the other consequences? 

I should want to go further still and suggest that in a love-centred ethic 
it makes no morally significant difference whether the evil effect proceeds 
from our activity directly or indirectly. That no evil effect should ever 
form part of our aim and purpose goes without saying; but what I am ques
tioning is the notion of the manualist doctine that an evil effect necessarily 
enters our aim and purpose and renders our behavior wrongful if physi
cally it is the cause of the good we are seeking. To put this in the language 
of the manualists, an evil that is uohntarium in se et propter se is clearly 
wrongful. As regards moral evils that are respectively uofantarium in se 
sed propter aliud and vokintarium in causa tantum, what is being denied 
here is not the distinction between them but the ethical significance of 
the distinction; for it is a distinction on the physical, not the moral level. 
In either case a moral evil is being caused by one's behavior. Whether 
such behavior is rightful or wrongful in the situation ought to depend upon 
an evaluation of all the consequences it induces, not upon the mechanics 
of the way in which they are induced. 

Some examples may be helpful. In the case of an expectant mother 
whose womb is cancerous and for whom the immediate removal of the 

30 "Gradus imputabilitatis effectus mali non desumitur ex gravitate ipsius effectue, sed 
ex malitia actus interni voluntatis circa causam eius ut talem spectatam" (M. Zalba, Theo-
logiae moralis summa 1,190). 
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womb is therapeutically necessary, the doctrine of the manuals allows a 
hysterectomy, while this same doctrine forbids any direct abortion, even 
if the death of both mother and child will certainly ensue. It allows the re
moval of a fallopian tube in a case of ectopic gestation, while forbidding, 
as a direct abortion, the removal of the fetus from the tube, even if then 
the tube could be saved.31 In the case where a uterus is so scarred by 
cesarean section that it is liable to rupture in the event of pregnancy, it 
allows a hysterectomy, but forbids, as a direct sterilization, the far minor 
surgery of tubal resection or tubal ligation. It allows a captured agent to 
pull the pin on a grenade attached to his belt in order to destroy impor
tant documents he has on his person, while forbidding him to pull the pin 
if the secret information is in his head and he foresees that he will reveal 
it under torture or drugs. It allows a combatant in war to blow up a mili
tary installation, even though the explosion will kill a number of civilians 
as well, but it forbids him to kill directly a single civilian who may stand 
between him and the accomplishment of his mission. In these and all 
similar cases what is permitted is permitted on the grounds that the evil 
consequences are unintended side-effects. What is forbidden is forbidden 
on the grounds that the evil consequences are directly intended as means 
to one's end. It is, once again, the intention that counts and the intention is 
being gauged by the physical relatedness of the good and the evil conse
quences. What is being suggested here is not that those actions which the 
manualists forbid are necessarily justified, but simply that their justifica
tion or nonjustification must rest on grounds other than the way in which 
the evil effects relate physically to the good effects aimed at. This justi
fication or nonjustification must stem from an appreciation and assessment 
of all the values and disvalues in the total consequences of the behavior 
under consideration. 

A love-centred ethic would seem to call for an approach of this sort. 
After all, it makes no difference to the welfare of the fetus whether there 
is an induced abortion or a hysterectomy, whether there is removal of the 
tube or removal of the fetus from the tube. It makes no difference to the 
civilian's welfare whether he is killed by a bullet aimed at him or by a 
bomb aimed at a factory (and the former death might well be more de
sirable). A woman is rendered just as sterile by a hysterectomy as by 
tubal ligation or resection (indeed, the sterility has in the former case 
an irreversibility that may not be true of the latter). Does it make any 
difference to the welfare of the captured agent's country or to his own 

31 It is being suggested not that these examples are all feasible, medically or otherwise, 
but that they are the type of case actually discussed by the manualists. Nor is it being over
looked that the solution to some such cases may be disputed among the manualists. The 
point is that those on either side of such a debate are making their judgment according to 
the same principles. 
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welfare whether the vital information is in his head or in his pocket, and 
so whether the destruction of his life is direct or indirect? A love ethic 
that makes the genuine welfare of human persons and human community 
the fundamental norm certainly demands that all our aims and intentions 
be oriented to promoting that welfare and excluding everything that 
militates against it, but it also demands that our moral judgments and 
decisions take account of all the implications and consequences of what 
we do, regardless of how they relate physically to the good we are ex
pressly intending. If we really love, it can make no difference ethically 
that harm is being done to persons as a by-product of our behavior rather 
than as part of the causal process producing the welfare we strive for. In 
both cases this harm is being done. In both cases it is moral evil and as 
such is to be sincerely deplored. In both cases, too, whether the behavior 
constitutes the appropriate response depends upon whether, among all 
the live options, it is seen as most promotive of human welfare after an as
sessment of the moral good and the moral evil it involves. 

INTRINSIC EVIL? 

To say this is, of course, to reject the manualists' view that there are 
certain actions which are mala in se. In a number of cases they feel able 
to describe as intrinsically evil even "a particular type of action, de
scribed merely physically, and shorn of all moral circumstances (even 
purpose)."32 As John G. Milhaven has written: 

a large and growing number of Christians fail to see how a specific external action, 
defined in physical, non-moral terms (as abortion and adultery), can be con
demned absolutely, that is, never to be used as a means no matter what the cir
cumstances and the end in view.... They see how a specific kind of action could 
be condemned generally, that is, in most cases, because the action generally does 
serious harm and relatively little good But it is the possibility of an absolute 
condemnation of any physical action, a condemnation applying in advance to all 
possible cases without exception, that leaves many a contemporary Christian 
ethicist uncomprehending.33 

This is not to suggest that there are no absolutes in Christian morality. 
Certainly, Christian love and its immediate exigencies on the level of 
human values constitute an absolute. At all times we must be loving per
sons and must act lovingly, i.e., strive to meet the genuine needs and 
promote the genuine values of human personhood-in-community. One 
may indeed, with Gene H. Outka, describe the commandment of love 

32 John Coventry, "Christian Conscience," Heythrop Journal 7 (1966) 145-60, at 150. 
33 "Moral Absolutes and Thomas Aquinas," in Absolutes in Moral Theology?, ed. 

Charles E. Curran (Washington, D.C., 1968) pp. 154-85, at 156. 
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as "an unqualifiedly general ethical principle."34 Moreover, once we 
set human persons and human fellowship within the context of the hu
man condition and of the contemporary historical situation of mankind, 
a number of values emerge as called for unexceptionably by personhood 
and community. Norms can be formulated on the basis of these. Some 
of them will bear directly upon the character of the moral agent, 
springing from the need for him to be always a loving person: e.g., 'One 
must always be authentic," 'One must always be compassionate," "One 
must always be courageous," "One must always be honest," etc. Other 
norms will bear rather upon the need for our behavior to foster always 
true values in terms of human welfare: e.g., "Human life must be re
spected and safeguarded," "Spouses must be faithful to each other," 
"Children must honour their parents," etc. All of these are absolutes. 
They apply regardless of the context in which the agent may find himself. 
They are seen as immediate exigencies of love and share in the absolute
ness of the love commandment. Furthermore, there could be little argu
ment with such norms. One could scarcely deny them without denying 
the whole notion of moral obligation. 

Where problems appear and where there begins to be a very wide di
vergence of ethical views is when one comes to deal with certain pieces 
of behavior that are seen as incarnating the values to which these norms 
have reference. Now we are on the level of "moral rules," viz., norms 
relating to concrete, specific acts, acts that are describable in material, 
nonethical terms. It is a question now not just of saying that human life 
must be respected and safeguarded but of saying that one must never 
kill a human being (or of saying, with the manualists, that one must never 
kill an innocent human being, i.e., one who is not an unjust aggressor, 
an enemy combatant in a just war, or the recipient of capital punish
ment justly imposed by the state). It is a question not simply of saying 
that spouses must be faithful to each other but of saying that a married 
person must never have sexual intercourse with someone other than his 
or her spouse. Do rules such as these share in the absoluteness of the 
commandment to love? is it not at least arguable that prima facie the 
more general norms seem in some situations to call rather for a non-
observance of these specific moral rules? Where continuance of preg
nancy is foreseen to end in the death of both mother and fetus, is it 
impossible to view abortion as being demanded by the norm that human 
life be respected and safeguarded? Or, in a case such as Fletcher pro
poses,35 viz., of a woman whose only hope of release from a Russian 

34 "Character, Conduct, and the Love Commandment," in Norm and Context in 
Christian Ethics, ed. G. H. Outka and P. Ramsey (New York, 1968) pp. 37-66, at 40. 

35 Cf. op. cit., pp. 164-65. 
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camp and of returning to her husband and children lies in her becoming 
pregnant, could not her extramarital sexual intercourse seem to be de
manded by the norm that spouses be faithful to each other? 

Whatever of these examples, it is being suggested here that on this level 
of concrete, specific actions there are no absolutes. Actions of this kind 
cannot be judged ethically without a reading of the situation in which they 
occur and of its demands in terms of Christian love. To speak of a particu
lar action in abstraction from its human context is to speak of a physical 
action only, not a moral action, and ethical evaluation is precluded. In 
other words, any action whatsoever can, in principle, be a loving action re
sponding to the agapeic demands of the situation; more precisely, it can 
be, in principle at least, the most loving action possible in the situation. 
The words "in principle" are important here. Those who defend the no
tion of absolutes on this level of physically describable actions sometimes 
maintain that if but one action can be shown to be always and everywhere 
wrong, they have proved their point. They go on then to invoke an exam
ple like that of rape. When could rape ever be morally justified? What 
situation could ever exist in which having intercourse with a woman 
against her will would be the most loving thing to do? However, it is one 
thing to say that we can here and now conceive of no situation that would 
justify rape. It is quite another thing to say that rape is, in principle, out
side the realm of justification in terms of situation. The prohibition of rape 
may admit de facto of no exceptions, because no situations actually occur 
in which it would constitute the response most promotive of human wel
fare. This does not mean that it is intrinsically evil, a wrongful response in 
itself and apart from all consideration of the human context in which it 
occurs. 

It is further objected that the approach being presented here is neces
sarily dualistic and constitutes an attack upon the significance of bodily 
behavior. Those who maintain that any piece of behavior can be a loving 
action must hold, the critics assert, that no action can be viewed as loving 
or unloving as such. "I think," writes Herbert McCabe, "it is possible for 
them to hold this only because they believe the adjective 'loving' is de
scriptive not of bodily behavior as such but of something else that accom
panies it."36 Commenting on this quotation, Richard McCormick states 
that "if this is true, McCabe sees it rightly as inseparable from a dualistic 
view of man, a view according to which values attach to events in an in
terior and invisible life which runs alongside of man's physical life. Love 
is not behavior; it accompanies behavior. The accusation of dualism is, I 
believe, well aimed."37 

36 "The Validity of Absolutes," Commonweal 83 (1965-66) 432-37, 439-40, at 435. 
37 "Notes on Moral Theology," THEOLOGICAL STUDIES 27 (1966) 615-16. 
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h it not McCabe and McCormick who are the dualists here? They are 
viewing "bodily behavior" and "physical life" in abstraction from the 
person who lives and behaves and yet are ascribing to it human and moral 
significance. In their view, this significance pertains to "bodily behavior 
as such" independently of the person and his situation. The agent either 
engages in this behavior (thus realizing its significance) or he does not. 
This significance remains with the action even when it is "not personally 
accompanied by appropriate sentiments" or when it does not occur "in 
circumstances which honor its meaning." Therefore, when McCabe and 
McCormick find moralists asserting that no physical action as such has 
moral significance, their categories allow them to conclude only that these 
are ascribing moral significance exclusively to the internal dispositions 
of the moral agent and attaching moral value merely to an interior and 
invisible life that simply accompanies physical behavior. Such a conclu
sion is unwarranted. The behavior (bodily, to be sure) that has human 
and moral significance is not merely physical behavior. It is human be
havior as such, not bodily behavior as such. Human behavior as such con
notes a human person acting in and through the web of relationships that 
constitutes the context of his action. One may accept McCormick's accusa
tion of holding that "sexual intercourse as such" is neither loving nor un
loving but neutral, for sexual intercourse as such is merely the anatomical 
and physiological action of copulating. To say this, however, is not to say 
that conjugal intercourse as such is neither loving nor unloving but neutral; 
for conjugal intercourse is not merely the physical act of coitus but the 
sexual intercourse of this man and this woman who are related in this way 
and thereby embodying their relationship in this action. It is not a physical 
act that, as such, has significance conferred upon it by the dispositions of 
the two people concerned (as McCabe and McCormick accuse the New 
Moralists of maintaining). Nor is it a physical act that, as such, has a sig
nificance independently of the human context in which it occurs (as 
McCabe and McCormick themselves believe38). It is an act which, as 
such, is more than physical. As long as we are talking about a physical act 
at such, we are not talking about conjugal intercourse. 

McCormick describes the sexual intercourse of husband and wife as a 
bodily act that, as such, has its own meaning (it is "an act of love"39 and 

38 Thus, speaking not of conjugal intercourse as such but of sexual intercourse as such, 
McCormick writes: "I am suggesting that human sexual intercourse has a sense and mean
ing prior to the individual purposes of those who engage in it, a significance which is part of 
their situation whether or not the partners turn their minds to it. It is an act of love, and 
therefore has a definition which relates it immediately to the love of man and woman—with 
all the demands of this love" {ibid., p. 619). 

39"Human Significance and Christian Significance," in Norm and Context..., pp. 
233-61, at 252. 
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signifies "the incarnation of a total sharing, of a total personal relationship, 
of a lived two-in-oneness,"40 "total personal oblation.. .total personal 
exchange,"41 etc.) and is carried out "in circumstances which honor its 
meaning."42 His view of the sexual intercourse of the unmarried is that 
it is this same bodily act with this same meaning but carried out in cir
cumstances that do not honor its meaning. Hence, if a person is to engage 
in sexual intercourse in a morally acceptable way, he must first enter into 
a personal relationship that corresponds to this meaning. Certainly, it 
needs to be said that conjugal intimacy does have (at least ideally43) the 
meaning that McCormick speaks of, but it has this meaning precisely as 
conjugal intercourse, not merely as sexual intercourse as such. Its mean
ing stems from the fact that it is sexual intercourse in this context. It 
shares in the whole meaning of marriage and is an expression and em
bodiment of that meaning. Consequently, rather than saying that the 
meaning immanent in sexual intercourse as such dictates the sort of re
lationship a man and a woman are to enter before engaging in it, ought we 
not say that it is the relationship existing between a man and woman that 
dictates the meaning of sexual activity between them? 

This will mean that any argument against premarital sex cannot take its 
starting point from the nature of coitus. One cannot say that sexual inter
course has, in itself as a physical act, a meaning that can be honored only 
in marriage. As a merely physical act it has no moral meaning. To speak 
of intercourse as a bodily representation of a total personal oblation, an 
incarnation of a total sharing, etc., is to speak of conjugal intercourse as 
such, not of sexual intercourse as such. Premarital intercourse is not 
conjugal-intercourse-out-of-context. It is not conjugal intercourse at all. 
Conjugal intercourse and premarital intercourse are physically identical 
but morally diverse. Nor are all instances of premarital intercourse 
morally identical actions, for they occur in widely differing contexts. They 
cannot be lumped together and classified ethically, just as all examples 
of directly provoking an emission of semen cannot be lumped together 
and condemned without distinction as masturbation, regardless of 
whether one is indulging in this behavior sheerly for the physical pleasure, 
or whether one does so in response to psychic pressures that can give the 
action very diverse meanings for the individual concerned, or whether 
one is producing a specimen in a doctor's surgery for purposes of pathology 
or fertility testing. So, too, cases of premarital coitus can range all the 
way from the man having intercourse with a prostitute for mere sexual 
relief to the intimacy of the very loving and deeply committed engaged 
couple. They cannot all be placed in one ethical category and con-

40/6¿d., p. 250. 41Ibid., p. 254. ""Notes.. . ," p. 616. 
43 It should be obvious that the intercourse of a married couple does not have this mean

ing simply by the fact that the two persons have gone through a valid wedding ceremony. 
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demned in globo as fornication. Furthermore, if they are to be con
demned, such condemnation cannot rest on the fact that they do not do 
justice to the meaning of conjugal intercourse but only on the fact that, 
given the sort of persons we are and given the relationship that exists 
between this man and this woman in this situation, abstaining from in
tercourse serves better the cause of human welfare, their own and others', 
than engaging in intercourse. There must be, once again, a weighing of 
all the values and disvalues that are foreseen to flow from such behavior 
in the given situation. The moral agent must discern these values and dis
values, assess them, and decide in the light of them whether sexual inter
course constitutes the most loving of the options open to him as possible 
responses to this situation. 

Of course, even if one approaches the question in this fashion, it may 
still be possible to decide that the disvalues involved in any conceivable 
case of premarital intercourse are such that they outweigh any conceivable 
values. In other words, it may still be possible to adopt as a quite general 
moral rule the principle that premarital sex is wrong. But it is not possible 
to arrive at such a principle from some supposed meaning in sexual inter
course as such, nor is it possible to propose such a principle as an absolute, 
if by this is meant a condemnation of premarital intercourse as malum 
in se and therefore as unjustifiable, even in principle, by any situation. 

MORAL RULES 

The approach represented here means that to know the morality of a 
given action in a given situation one must look to its consequences (in 
the broadest possible sense) for human persons and human community. 
It sees every man as called, as a moral agent, to confront his situation and 
its potentialities for promoting and enhancing authentic human person-
hood and authentic human relationships. The situation is one's kairos, 
the moment of decision enshrining a summons to love and to service. 
Acting morally (and this is a vastly different thing from simply doing what 
"moral" people do) demands, first, as complete, objective, and balanced 
a reading of one's situation as possible. This will include, very impor
tantly, an awareness of the options it presents in terms of possible re
sponses and of the consequences of each option. Moreover, since the 
moral agent is not merely confronted by his situation, as if it were some
thing over against himself, but is personally involved in it (it is his situa
tion), genuine moral life will demand too a searching knowledge of him
self as a moral person. Even this will not be enough. He needs to tap the 
resources of human experience, the experience of others together with his 
own, in order to learn from that experience what constitutes true values 
for human persons and what sort of behavior may be expected to foster 
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or impair these values.44 In short, he needs an ethic. He needs it in order 
that, as he acts in and through his situation, he may do so equipped with 
a value system and with a set of articulated principles, norms, and rules 
that will guide him in his endeavor to live creatively in terms of that 
value system. 

The source of this ethic is human experience and the evidence it offers 
as to the human consequences which various patterns of behavior draw in 
their train. This view is what Richard McCormick calls "consequence-
empiricism." 45 McCormick's observations in this respect are occasioned 
by the epistemology proposed by John G. Milhaven. Milhaven suggests: 
"An act is seen to be wrong in one of two ways. Either it (e.g., cowardice) 
betokens by definition the absence of a quality (courage) whose absolute 
value is seen intuitively on understanding what it is, or the empirical ob
servation of a number of cases indicates that the act (e.g., divorce) will 
result in some absolute evil, itself recognized in the former way (e.g., 
damage to the fitting education of the child)."46 Clearly, the sort of act 
which Milhaven sees as proven wrongful in the first of these two ways is 
not the type of action which is the subject matter of moral rules, viz. (to 
use Milhaven's own description), "a specific external action, defined in 
nonmoral terms." Cowardice, for instance, is not such an action. It is a 
disvalue, consisting in the lack of due courage, but "due" is the opera
tive word here: whether any given action can be termed a cowardly act 
will require an examination of the human context in which it takes place. 
Running away from an aggressor, e.g., is not necessarily a cowardly act. 
"Few are the acts," writes Milhaven, "whose value simple direct insight 
suffices to establish. They would be restricted to acts such as 'love and 
honor and pity and pride and compassion and sacrifice.'"47 Milhaven, in 
fact, is not really talking here about acts at all. He is talking about values 
(and these are actually the terms in which he discusses the matter earlier 
in his essay).48 Such values may indeed be said to be absolute. They may 

44 Both in reading one's situation and in tapping the resources of human experience, the 
Christian is affected by his faith. As James Gustafson has pointed out ("Moral Discern
ment in the Christian Life," in Norm and Context..., pp. 17-36), Christians have a par
ticular stance or perspective which affects their interpretation of themselves and their world. 
Indeed, to quote E. Clinton Gardner ("Responsibility in Freedom: What is the Ethical Sit
uation?" in Storm over Ethics, pp. 38-66, at 65), "the moral agent who seeks to understand 
his moral existence from the standpoint of Christian faith inevitably does so in terms that 
include the historical past of the Christian community." 

45 Cf. "Notes . . . , " pp. 617-20. This approach is often referred to as "consequentialism" 
(cf. Charles E. Curran, Contemporary Problems..., esp. pp. 251-53). 

46 "Towards an Epistemology. . . ," p. 238. 
47 Ibid. 
48 "Certain values, it would seem, are recognized immediately on discerning what they 

are" (ibid., p. 232). 
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found absolute norms. These, however, will be the sort of norms referred 
to earlier as intermediate between the general principles of love and the 
moral rules that prescribe or proscribe definite actions. 

In regard to the latter, Milhaven's point is that they arise from "the 
empirical observation of a number of cases,"49 from "man's empirical 
evidence of what generally happens,"50 from "the evidence of the prob
able or certain consequences."51 John Coventry makes the same point, 
emphasizing that in the formation of our moral principles we work from 
particular instances to a quite general idea that is based on them.5 2 It is, 
e.g., from the experience of certain actions which involve the deliberate 
hurting of people in an unnecessary and unjustified way that we forge a 
moral principle regarding cruelty. Cruelty is the name we give to this 
type of hurting and we condemn it absolutely. However, while all cruelty 
involves the deliberate hurting of people, not all hurting of people deli
berately is cruel. Still, as a rule of thumb, we may also say that "hurting 
people deliberately is wrong." If we do, we are no longer dealing with an 
absolute norm but with a rule that arose out of a number of cases and 
covers only those cases. It will be applicable to another case only if the 
same values and disvalues are involved, and involved in the same way. 
Similarly, we experience a host of cases in which harm is done unneces
sarily and unjustifiedly through the telling of untruths. We call this sort 
of falsehood lying and we condemn it absolutely. Once again, however, 
not every speaking of an untruth is lying. Therefore, once again, to say 
that "telling an untruth is wrong" is to give a rule of thumb covering the 
cases out of which it arose and applicable to other cases only when the 
same values and disvalues are implicated in a way that is not significantly 
different. Moral rules, accordingly, are not absolute. They are (to use 
Herbert McCabe's description of this approach) only "empirical gener
alisations."53 

Coventry points out that to view moral rules as absolutes is to make of 
them logically universal propositions applicable then to a given particular 
action by way of deduction.54 Were they this, they could have been ar
rived at only by deduction from a more universal proposition. This seems 
to have been understood by many of those defending the absoluteness of 
their moral rules; for we find them appealing in fact to such higher pro
positions, e.g., seeking to uphold the absoluteness of the malice of false
hood in speech by presenting it as deduced from the proposition "It is 

49Ibid., p. 238. 50Ibid., p. 237. SiIbid., p. 235. 52 Cf. art. cit., pp. 149-52. 
53 ««For the theory I am criticising, moral laws are simply empirical generalisations . . . " 

{What Is Ethics All abouti [Washington, D. C , 1969] p. 29). 
54 Cf. art. cit., p. 151. 
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wrong to frustrate a God-given faculty."55 In the face of this, Coventry 
insists, a person's first reaction is to wonder what proof there is of this 
higher principle and to realize that the matter cannot be forever pushed 
further and further back. The next reaction is to suspect that neither he 
nor anyone else ever came to hold moral principles by such a deductive 
method but that rather they were reached inductively from human ex
perience. A man is surely first sure and far more sure that lying is wrong 
and only secondly sure and far less sure (through a rationalizing process) 
that it is always wrong to frustrate a faculty. 

This is confirmed from what we know of the emergence of moralities 
among various peoples in history. True enough, at certain points various 
theories of natural law were devised that attempt to explain and give 
logical reasons for the prevailing ethic. Characteristically, however, such 
theorizing does not precede but follows the emergence of the morality in 
question and has little influence on it in fact. As Jacques Ellul has pointed 
up, these theories arise not at the high point of "natural law" but at the 
moment of its decline, when it has become largely ossified, no longer the 
spontaneous creation of the people and the expression of their real moral 
awareness, but rather something that they can now regard as over against 
themselves and imposed upon them. "This," writes Ellul, "is what 
happened in the fourth century B.C. in Greece, in the first century B.C. 
in Rome, in the sixteenth century in Italy, in the seventeenth century in 
France, in the eighteenth century in England and Germany."56 

CONCLUSION 

If our moral rules are not absolutes but empirical generalizations, no 
specific action can be regarded as malum in se quite apart from its con
text and there is no ethical significance in the distinction, so basic to the 
manualist approach, between evil that is directe Ooìxmtarium and indi
recte voluntarium tantum. Instead, one should be free to base moral de
cisions on the actual consequences of one's behavior as these are foreseen 
to occur. This may sound simple in theory. It is never simple in fact. In 
conflict situations it will be a matter of assessing all the moral good and all 
the moral evil implicated in each of the options available as feasible re
sponses to one's situation and of electing and following out that alterna
tive which appears most favorable to human welfare. Here the moral am-

55 " Quod répugnât fini naturali, propter quem institutus est sermo, lege naturali prohibi
tum est; atqui mendacium répugnât naturali fini sermonis loquendique facultati, quae ab 
auctore naturae instituta sunt, ut homo nomini sua sensa manifested' (Noldin, op. cit. 2, 
554-55). 

56 The Theological Foundation of Law (London, 1961) p. 19. 
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biguity of such a response needs to be fully recognized and any moral evil 
involved needs to be made the subject of Christian repentance. 

Such decision-making calls for the help of an ethic. Not, to be sure, an 
ethic that makes our decisions for us on the basis of some divine order 
which prescinds from the values and disvalues as they occur and inter
relate and conflict in this situation and this decision, but an ethic that will 
help us to discern the values and disvalues at issue, to assess their relative 
importance (and this not merely in the abstract but here and now in this 
context, i.e., in terms especially of their urgency) and to judge their re
spective range, i.e., how far-reaching and wide-ranging these values and 
disvalues are. In such an ethic the moral rules, forged on the anvil of hu
man experience, will assist us in our moral endeavor by furnishing true 
guidance and creating founded presumptions regarding the ethical con
sequences of what we do. 

Elaborating an ethic of this kind will be no easy task. Obviously, it must 
draw upon the lessons of history and the data of all the human sciences, 
particularly the social and behavioral sciences. It remains, nevertheless, 
the sort of ethic we need. Moreover, set in its Christian context, possessed 
of its Christian directionality, inspired with all the richness of Christian 
motivation, confronted always by the sublime Christian model which is 
Christ, and humbled, in the spirit of the Beatitudes, in recognition of 
man's sinfulness and his utter dependence upon the enabling power of 
Christ which is His Spirit, it will be an authentically Christian ethic. It 
will guide us in the task of making of our lives a witness in the world to 
Christian love and a service of the world in Christian love. 




