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Actions reveal moral development 
EDITORS'NOTE: This is the first in 

a new bimonthly column addressing ques
tions of morality in everyday life. 

By Dr. Patricia Schoelles, SSJ 
Courier columnist 

My graduate-school adviser and the
sis director, Dr. Stanley M. Hauerwas, 
often reminds his students that the 
main business of ethics and moral the
ology is character formation. For Dr. 
Hauerwas, currently of Duke Univer
sity and formerly of Notre Dame, the 
moral decisions we make are actually 
dependent on the state of our char
acters. 

I agree with this idea for many rea
sons. For one thing, I know that I 
don't really have much trouble rec
ognizing the right thing to do. My 
problem is wanting that right thing 
enough to make my actions conform 
to it. I know, for example, that I could 
spend the money available to me in 
ways that would benefit more people. 
But I still spend in ways that are of
ten selfish and not representative^of 
die call to live a responsible econom
ic life. 

Thus, my problem is not in the area 
of right decision — my problem is that 
my wants and desires remain un
trained; I don' t want the right thing 
enough to do it. 

The matter of training our goals, 
wants and desires is a matter of char
acter and virtue. St. Thomas Aquinas, 
probably the greatest genius of the 
moral life, taught that there are three 
moments in the process of right ac
tion: deliberation, judgment and com
mand. 

One of my complaints about con
temporary moral theology and ethi
cal thought is that we have focused 
too much on the first two moments, 
and not nearly enough on the third. 
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We have given great attention to how 
to think about our decisions — espe
cially those involving such quandaries 
as when to disconnect respirators or 
how to conduct medical experiments 
in a humane manner. 

But we have given far too little at
tention to die matter of character for
mation, which both precedes and fol
lows our deliberations on a moral 
question. We have failed to devote our 
energies to questions about what sort 
of persons we should be striving to 
be, and what sort of persons we 
should be encouraging our children 
to become. We have not reminded 
ourselves or our children that we can 
actually train our wants and desires; 
we can shape the way in which we see 
the world — which we must do before 
we can act rightly in the world. 

J i n recent years, we have heard a 
grear/cflal aDout"coriscierice fSfma-" 
tion and the exercise of conscience. 
This is certainly a good and necessary 
aspect of moral thought, but die for
mation and exercise of conscience is 

only a part of coming to right action 
and right character. 

In fact, die exercise of conscience is 
very much dependent on the sort of 
characters we have shaped for our
selves. Conscience, I diink, represents 
the thought process by which we 
weigh reasons for and against a pro
posed course of action. The reasons 
we list in support of or opposition to 
a given decision depend on how our 
characters have been shaped. 

I often tell my classes about an in
cident in which two friends and I take 
a trip to the drug store. Upon arriv
ing, we discover that someone has 
knocked over a display of pantyhose. 
While one companion and I lunge 
across the scattered packages to be
gin our shopping, we realize that our 
third companion has stopped to put 
the display back together! 

This simple incident points out diat 
somediing makes one person "see" a 
given situation far differently from die 
way others see it. Why did one of us 
act so differently from the other two? 

Surely this is not a "textbook" ex
ample of a major decision to be made 
in the course of one's lifetime. But to 
my way of thinking, it typifies what 
much of die moral life represents: ac
tions we undertake and perform sim
ply because we see a situation in a cer
tain way. 

In fact, Dr. Hauerwas used to tell 
us diat die best indicator of a person's 
moral development is the decisions 
he or she doesn't make — die good and 
bad actions taken without much for
mal decision making at all. Such ac
tions are the products of character — 
n o t neceSsarily'the result of-formal 
conscience decisions. And they are 
enormously, important for the con
duct of one's own moral life and the 
conduct of society itself. 

The formation of character is 
tremendously important for all that 
we become and do. When asked how 
to form our characters and how to 
help our children to do so, I often an
swer that the best method of charac
ter formation is performing concrete 
acts. 

The acts we perform shape our very 
selves. If, for example, I want to be
come an honest person, I can work 
on this objective by engaging in con
crete acts of truth telling. If I want to 
become a trustworthy person, I can 
do so by keeping my promises. Be
coming good and knowing the good 
are products of concrete action. 

I attribute my friend's helpful be
havior at the drug store not to acute 
decision-making capacities, or to the 
possibility that she may have had a 
better course in moral theology than 
I had. Instead, I attribute her action to 
the likelihood that a lifetime of help
ing people shaped the way she "saw" 
die situation. Her character — not her 
conscience — makes her a person who 
habitually makes dungs better for oth
er people, without need for delibera
tion. 

In summary, then, I believe that 
moral theologians and educators — 
which we all are to some degree — 
need to focus more attention on the 
matter of character formation. We 
cannot even describe our actions 
rightly until we have shaped our char
acters rightly to some degree. 

By focusing so much of our "moral 
energy" on decision-making, we have 
neglected a much more basic aspect of 
the moral life, and have left an enor
mous vacuum in die moral formation 
of ourselves and our children. 

• • • 
Dr. Schoelles is president of St. 

Bernard's Institute. 

J.P. M€RD CASH N CRRRV 
YOUR ONE STOP SOURCE FOR FOOD - DRINK-
SUPPLIES - DECORATIONS - PAPER PRODUCTS 

CONFIRMATION - COMMUNION - SKOAL OCCASION 
WHERE ROCHESTERIANS HAVE SHOPPED FOR 75 YEARS! 

JAY STREET - OPEN 7 DAYS, MON. - FRL 8-8; SAT. 8-6; SUN. 10-5 
WINTON ROAD - OPEN 7 DAYS, MON. - FRL 8-8:30; SAT. 8-6; SUN 10-5 

OPEN TO THE PUBLIC - NO MEMBERSHIP FEE 

RESTAURANT SIZCS AT WAREHOUSE PRICES 
1037 JAY STREET 

436-7700 IPJfiD 277 N. WINTON ROAD 
288-5070 

NINE DAYS 
MAY 13 to MAY 2 1 
7:00PM to 8:00PM 

In the Upper Room 
Ascension + Pentecost 

Praise, Prayers, Teachings, Novena to 

THE HOLY SPIRIT 
Saint Joseph's Church 

43 Gebbardt Road, Penfield, N.Y. 
For more information 

Contact Anne Bartholomew 

377-9504 

BARTOLOMEO 
FUNERAL HOME, INC. 

Ca$h In Now! 
Save With Rebates Up to $450! 

BETLEM 
RESIDENTIAL 

Buy a high efficiency Lennox air condi
tioner, heat pump, gas furnace or quali
fying system now and receive a 
generous limited-time rebate. 

Get Lennox quality, energy efficiency 
and money back, only from your qual
ity independent Lennox dealer. 

Plus RG&E Rebates for 
qualified equipment 

Rebates apply to selected Lennox air conditioners, heaJ pumps, 
furnaces and systems. Limited time Oder. Offer available at par
ticipating Lennox dealers only. Prior sales excluded. 

271-COOL 
(2665) j 

\ x* > ^ : F HEATINQ* AIRJpO|BigiaiiS: 
'We Keep Your Home Comfortable 

SULLIVAN'S SHOES 
"For Over 50 Years" 

Children's Sneak & Sandal Sale 
Over 1500 pairs in-stock 

Choose from Stride-Rite, LA Gear, Peaks, and More 

NOW $19.99-$29.99 
SULLIVAN'S SHOE CO. 

442-8730 
14 Edmond Street 

(Off Monroe Ave., near Goodman) 
~'~i Hours: Mon.-Fri. 10-5 \r~ " 
52311 A 

1 Thurs. ti! 7: Sat 10-3 K - •** 

BRUEGGERS 

Monroe Ave. 
SULLIVAN'S * 

Broadway, , ' ' - . * 
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Peter W. GiuHari,Jr. Philip P. Perouo Micheal P. Peroao 

Personalized service in the community 
since 1922. 

1425 Lexington Avenue, Rochester, NY 14605 
conveniently located near 390 

(716)254-5400 


