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 2 

 3 

Moral Matter 4 

 5 

In Western moral reflection, the meaning or morality of an 6 

act has often been seen as being composed of and of being 7 

determined by the interplay of three factors: 1) the Matter; 2) 8 

The Intention; and 3) The Circumstances.  By moral matter 9 

we mean the act itself and its “beyond-me” effects; intention 10 

is what I mean when I do the act; circumstances are the 11 

larger contexts within which the act and my intention occur. 12 

 13 

 14 

 15 

 16 

An Example 17 

 18 

While taking a life is always and everywhere morally weighty, 19 

the moral meaning of such an act will vary depending on the 20 

intention of the do-er and the circumstances.  This is 21 

expressed legally in such determinations as: 1st degree 22 

murder; 2nd degree murder; manslaughter, negligent 23 

homicide, justifiable homicide, accidental death.  We say that 24 

“the penalty must fit the crime”, and at times, the act of 25 

killing, while always morally grave, is no crime at all.   26 

 27 
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Yet, because of the gravity of such an act, even after a 28 

justifiable homicide, law enforcement officers must take time 29 

off, see and be cleared by a psychiatrist before they can be 30 

returned to duty.  The act has weight, the act bears meaning 31 

in itself.  Matter matters.  32 

 33 

 34 

 35 

“The Dictatorship of Relativism” 36 

 37 

On the one hand, the meaning of an action cannot be 38 

reduced solely to the act itself. On the other hand, the 39 

meaning of an act cannot be reduced merely to my intention.  40 

This is what Pope Benedict was referring to when he spoke 41 

of the “dictatorship of relativism” which pervades Western 42 

culture.  So often, we speak and act as though our intention 43 

is the only thing that matters. 44 

 45 

 46 

 47 

“I Didn’t Mean It” 48 

 49 

“I didn’t mean it.”  This expression, which each one of us at 50 

some point has uttered, contains an important but often 51 

missed point.  What I mean when I do something does not 52 

exhaust the meaning of the act.  It (the act) has meaning.  53 

Actions speak.  Actions mean.  Actions matter.  Actions have 54 

weight, gravity, gravitas. The best selling book The Purpose-55 
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Directed Life opens with the words, “It’s not about you.”  56 

Although I would modify those words to say, “It’s not only 57 

about you”, the point is:  Matter matters morally. 58 

 59 

 60 

 61 

 62 

Purgatory 63 

 64 

In meditating on our crucified Lord’s words to the criminal on 65 

his right, “This day you shall be with me in Paradise”, I have 66 

at times engaged in the following prayer exercise. 67 

 68 

 “Lord, this man has just admitted that he and his  69 

partner deserve to die.  This man tortured and killed my 70 

entire family.  I am now alone, homeless, penniless, 71 

and incapacitated by grief.    72 

 73 

 Jesus, you are God and you can do what you 74 

 choose.  I have nothing to say about who you 75 

 forgive and who you let into heaven, but: what about my 76 

 wife, my son, my daughter, my mother, my aunt, 77 

 my cousin---and me.  Don’t they, don’t I, matter too? 78 

 79 

 80 

 81 



8/11/2021, 11:03 AM 

  Page 4 

 82 

 83 

At-One-Ment 84 

  85 

I believe that the Catholic teaching about post-death 86 

purgation is an attempt to wrestle with not only moral but 87 

also with “spiritual matter”.  Soul Matter. 88 

 89 

Today we hear much about taking accountability for the 90 

consequences of our actions. In our doctrine about 91 

Purgatory we are trying to include accountability. We are 92 

trying to deal with for the more-than-me-ness of our actions.  93 

We are factoring in the effects of our actions on others, on 94 

creation, on God.  Matter matters spiritually. It will be a grace 95 

for us to come to see and feel the effects our actions had on 96 

others. The Light of Truth will be both soul-searing and soul-97 

healing as the final obstacles to our atonement are exposed 98 

to the Fire of Divine Love, of seeing as God sees and as 99 

feeling as God feels. We are not only justified (made right) 100 

but also sanctified (made one with God), as we pray in 101 

Funeral Masses, “For seeing you, our God, as you are, we 102 

shall become like you…” As my mother used to say, “It takes 103 

one to know one”.  104 

 105 

 106 


