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Catechist Background and Preparation

To prepare for this session, read all the readings.

Ezekiel 18:25–28

Psalm 25:4–5, 6–7, 8–9

Philippians 2:1–11 [or (short form) 2:1–5]

Matthew 21:28–32

Spend a few minutes reflecting on what these readings mean for you today. Is there a
particular reading that appeals to you? Is there a word or image that engages you?

Read the following Word in Liturgy and Catholic Doctrine sections. Read the Word in
Liturgy and Catholic Doctrine sections. These give you background on what you will be doing
this session. Read over the session outline and make it your own. Check to see what
materials you will need.

The Word In Liturgy

Three weeks ago we were introduced to Ezekiel’s efforts to move his fellow countrymen
beyond their previous categories of thought, from an unquestioned sense of corporate
solidarity to a more differentiated understanding of individual responsibility. The idea of
inherited guilt, with the corollary idea of punishment and blame for the faults of ancestors
and other kinfolk, was deeply ingrained in the culture of ancient Israel. The whole of chapter
18 is devoted to Ezekiel’s attempts to show that each individual is held accountable for his
own actions. One is not doomed and helpless before an evil fate of another’s doing. The

http://www.rclblectionary.com/node/553/pdf


Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A, Catechist - RCLB Lectionary

Twenty-sixth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year A, Catechist

consequence of this is that one can actually repent of one’s sins and be forgiven. This was a
crucial message for the exiles to hear if they were not to lose heart. The prophet was
convinced that restoration of the nation depended on a remnant remaining faithful, and so he
preached conversion and individual responsibility as the basis of their hope (“he shall surely
live, he shall not die,” v. 28). Our focus today suggests that the Church’s understanding of
moral decision making can trace its roots to efforts such as Ezekiel’s to understand more
deeply the mystery of human freedom and divine judgment.

In the gospel parable, both sons are confronted with a moral decision. There is a complex
interplay of motivations, verbal responses, actions taken or not, and (on the part of the
second son) ultimately a decision to reverse course. As one follows the unfolding narrative of
the parable, it becomes clear that Jesus is inviting his audience to recognize their own
situation in the radical choice which confronts each of the sons. How we decide whether or
not to follow the Father’s will for us is a matter that touches the deepest recesses of our
hearts. This is about more than behavioral conformity—it is about conversion to the reign of
God, a conversion open to sinners just as much as it is available to the righteous. In the plan
of his gospel, Matthew undoubtedly had in mind his Jewish-Christian audience and their need
to recognize that God’s reign is open to the Gentiles just as much as to the children of
Abraham. All that is needed is a decision for change, a conversion of mind and heart.

Catholic Doctrine

Moral Decision Making

Catholics look to Jesus as their first teacher in how to live a moral life. In his earthly ministry
and preaching and in his faithfulness to the kingdom of God unto death, Jesus provided for us
an example of goodness. But Jesus is not merely the primary teacher of the moral life, for the
Christ is the source of grace, the font of goodness that enables us to live in the freedom of
the children of God and choose to act in an upright and moral way (CCC 1709).

In referring to the law of love, the Second Vatican Council stood squarely in the long history
of Catholic thought on moral decision making. For we believe that God reveals to us our
vocation as human being (CCC 1701) and that the law which God has written on our hearts is
discerned with the aid of scripture and Church tradition and the support of the teaching
authority of the Church. Deep within one’s conscience, God’s voice echoes, calling us to love,
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to do good and avoid evil. The Catholic perspective on conscience and on making moral
decisions is that we do not, on our own, invent this inner voice, but that we are drawn to
obey it (CCC 1776).

Precisely because we are free to choose either good or evil, we are moral subjects. When a
course of action is deliberately chosen, the individual is the author of those actions. Those
actions can be morally evaluated as either right or wrong (CCC 1749). Traditional Catholic
teaching emphasizes that the determination of the morality of a human act depends on three
things: the object (the action itself, the thing which is done), the intention (the person’s goal
or purpose in doing the action), and the circumstances (particular features of individual
situations in which an action is taken).

The object may be good or evil. For example, it is good to tell the truth, to give alms to the
poor, to save a life; it is evil to lie or cheat or murder. When someone speaks of “objective
evil” as in the case of murder or perjury, it is the evil action itself that is the focus of
attention, irrespective of the intention or circumstances of the act.

The intention likewise may be good or evil. For example, one may give alms with the good
intention of helping someone in need. One may lie with the evil intention of manipulating
someone. It is important to note, however, that a good intention cannot make something evil
into something good. The end does not justify the means (CCC 1753). Furthermore, a bad
intention can corrupt a good action, as when a person performs a religious practice
insincerely, in order to make an appearance before others.

The circumstances, including the consequences of an action, are secondary aspects of a
moral decision. They do not in themselves make something good or bad, but they contribute
to the degree of its goodness or evil. In other words, some wrongdoings are worse than
others because of a given set of circumstances. The circumstances of an action also
contribute to the degree of responsibility a person bears for an action. For example, those
who act out of ignorance or fear are less responsible than those who make a deliberate
choice, knowing what they are doing (CCC 1754).
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Catholic moral theology holds that for an action to be judged as morally good, all three things
(the object itself, the intention, and the circumstances) must be good (CCC 1755).
Throughout our lives, we are faced with moral choices. Often, making moral choices is a
simple matter, requiring little reflection. We decide to tell the truth rather than lie, to be kind
rather than cruel, to be fair rather than cheat. At times, however, moral decisions can be
complex and difficult, requiring a great deal of reflection. Then a process of reflection, prayer,
listening to Church teaching, and seeking advice from individuals can help us to arrive at a
good moral decision, in accord with our conscience.

Conscience enables us to act responsibly. It is that reasoned judgment by which a person
recognizes the moral quality of a concrete action that is going to be performed, is currently
being performed, or has been performed (CCC 1778). The Catholic perspective is that
conscience is not an exercise in subjectivity. Rather, this “inner voice” must be informed.
Church teaching assists us in that formation of conscience. This formation is a lifelong project
where we prudently sift through our experience and the signs of the times, seek competent
advice, and with the help of the Holy Spirit educate ourselves for the project of kingdom-
living (CCC 1785).

The purpose of educating one’s conscience is to propel the believer further along on the path
of right and to help one avoid sin. Sin offends against reason, truth, and right conscience.
Catholic teaching makes the distinction between mortal and venial sin. Grave sin destroys
the relationship we have with God in Christ through baptism and is therefore called “mortal.”
Mortal sin must meet three conditions: the object is grave matter and it is committed with full
knowledge and deliberate consent (CCC 1857). Venial sin does not irrevocably rupture one’s
relationship with God. It is defined as either having a less serious matter, or when it does, the
sin is committed without full knowledge or complete consent (CCC 1862).


