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A Bit of Bioethics
THE MORALITY OF THE HUMAN ACT
As we noted last month, “For man has in his heart a law written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of
man; according to it he will be judged.”1 This is the natural law revealed to every conscience. So how do
we apply this in everyday life? Why so much attention to human acts and morality? Because so many
aspects of our daily lives present moral dilemmas—some of which have grave implications.
Eternal communion with God is the ultimate fullness of this life
Every human act, whether morally good or bad, is directed toward a rational purpose, or something worth
pursuing because it brings about our fulfillment or flourishment;2 in other words, all deliberate acts are
done with a reason in mind which is aimed at something we believe is good for us. The ultimate fullness for
the human person is gained in heavenly eternity: “God's eternal life is in fact the end to which our living
in this world is directed and called.”3 Therefore, the first moral principle of natural law is to “love the
Lord with all your heart …. and your neighbor as yourself” as Jesus Himself told the scholar of the law
who wanted to know how he could inherit eternal life. (The New American Bible, Luke 11:25-27)4
Fulfillment is brought about by good moral choices
From this we derive the first practical principle that good is to be pursued and evil is to be avoided.5 In a
concrete way, we demonstrate this principle by making choices that affirm, protect and foster those
“goods” by which a human being flourishes and by refusing to destroy, violate, neglect or diminish in any
way those same goods. In protecting these goods of the person, we safeguard the good of his person, the
image of God, and thereby manifest our love of the Creator at the same time.6 Such goods by which a
human being prospers are precious gifts from God that bring about our fulfillment: life itself, good health,
marriage, knowledge, authentic friendship, etc. Thus, our responsibilities include the Golden Rule: do
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unto others as you would have them do unto you; the Silver Rule: Do not do unto others what you would
not have them do unto you; and the Pauline Principle: do not do evil to bring about good.7
Good moral choices require true moral judgments
When faced with a moral dilemma, one must make a moral judgment.8 Every choice through which we
act is “a decision about oneself and a setting of one's own life for or against the Good, for or against the Truth,
and ultimately for or against God.9 Therefore, to achieve the true fullness of life, that is, eternal
communion with God the Creator, we must make good moral choices informed by true moral judgments.10
We accomplish this by collecting and interpreting objective information, seeking competent advice, calling
upon the assistance of the Holy Spirit and His gifts, and using our reason with knowledge of the divine
law.11 Conscience is at the center, but it can be obstructed by ignorance or rejection of the Gospel and/or
teaching authority of the Church, poor influences by others, enslavement to passion, etc.12
True moral judgments expressed through the human act define our character
The human act, in the moral order, is the carrying out of one’s informed, fully voluntary choice which
reflects who we are and inclines us to our future choices; it defines and shapes our character.13 “By their
fruits you will know them….every good tree bears good fruit, and a rotten tree bears bad fruit.” (Matthew
7:16-17) It is so because, as beings comprised of body and soul, our outward physical actions are also
expressions of our inner nature.14 Therefore, a deliberate act of the will determines who and what we are
and will be, unless we freely choose another pathway. For example, if I freely choose to lie, I define myself
as a liar, and I dispose myself to lie again in the future—unless I choose not to lie and redefine myself as
one who does not lie anymore.
The end cannot justify the means
According to St. Thomas the human act has three sources of morality:15
1. the object willed (the act itself); it is the “what.”16
2. the end intended (the motive(s) for doing the act); it is the “why.”
3. the circumstances (the context of the act); it is the “who, where, when, how, etc.” 17
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For a human act to be a true moral good, the object, end and circumstances must all be morally good.18
If one element is bad, then the human act in its totality cannot be a moral good. It follows, that a bad
object cannot be made good by a morally good motive, that is, “the end cannot justify the means.”19 Acts
that can never contribute to human flourishing, e.g. abortion, rape, adultery and euthanasia are intrinsically
evil. Additionally, even if an evil act is planned but thwarted from successful execution, the civil
punishment might be avoided, but the moral guilt persists because the deliberate will for the act is as valid
as the act itself.20
Virtue is the fruit and the seed of morally good acts
Human or moral virtue is the “habitual and firm disposition to do good” that is both “the fruit and seed
of morally good acts.”21 It is acquired by human effort through study, deliberate acts, and repetition; it is
perfected by divine grace.22 The most important of these are the four cardinal virtues: prudence, justice,
fortitude and temperance; prudence guides the other virtues and is, as St. Thomas Aquinas called it, “right
reason in action.”23 Through virtue, one “pursues the good and chooses it in concrete actions.”24 These
are his human acts.
In sum, we are free to choose good or evil, but if we want to have eternal happiness, we have to know,
desire and pursue that which is good through our human acts which define who we are. The more we
practice that, i.e. the more we develop virtue, the more likely we are to grow in the likeness of Christ.
WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Why so much attention to human acts and morality? Because so many aspects of our daily lives present
moral dilemmas—some of which have grave implications. In the coming months, there will be moral
dilemmas for which you will need to make moral judgements regarding immunization with vaccines
produced using cell lines from aborted human fetuses, moral duties in the voting booth, etc. A fresh
understanding of these basics is a necessary start to ensuring right reason.
“…pursue righteousness, devotion, faith, love, patience and gentleness. Compete well for the faith. Lay
hold of eternal life, to which you were called…” (1 Timothy 6:11-12) And let us continue to pray without
ceasing!

God bless you,

Lisa A. Honkanen, M.D.
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