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(Lk 12:32-48) 

 While responding to Peter’s question about staying vigilant, Jesus stresses 
the obligations of those entrusted with responsibility: “to whom more is given, 
more will be required.”  But in doing so, he also gives an important teaching on 
morality, with regard to culpability.   

 Because we are free agents, our actions are our own, and we are responsible 
for them and their consequences.  In other words we are “culpable” for them.  
Culpability makes an action moral: we deserve reward because it is a good action, 
or punishment because it is a bad action.  If there is no culpability for an action, 
then it is not considered moral, and there is no reward or punishment merited.   

 An infant is not morally culpable for any of his actions.  Should he throw a 
tantrum in the store, he would not merit punishment.  An older child, on the other 
hand, would be culpable for that outburst, and will be punished once he gets home.  

 Culpability is not always clear-cut, however.  There can be circumstances or 
other intervening factors which affect one’s moral culpability in any given act – 
reducing or even eliminating it.  As indicated by the previous example of the 
infant, age, consciousness, and mental aptitude are all necessary for culpability.   

 But given that one is old enough and conscious enough of what one is doing, 
any factor that constrains the will (i.e. takes away freedom) will affect moral 
culpability.  If one is “forced” or manipulated into doing something “against” one’s 
will, culpability is reduced or perhaps even eliminated in extreme cases.  One 
would not merit to punished for such an action.  A classic example is when one is 
being blackmailed (“have a gun against the head”) in some serious way.   

 On the other hand, many people attempt to avoid the moral consequences of 
their actions by falsely claiming their will was constrained, or exaggerating.  For 
instance, criminals will plead innocent to their crimes, attempting to excuse their 
culpability on grounds they had a difficult childhood.  Or a Catholic will petition 
for a matrimonial annulment claiming his freedom was constrained by 
“immaturity” or some other pressure at the time of the wedding.   

 The other important factor that affects one’s culpability is ignorance (i.e., 
something that constrains the intellect).  An officer who guns down a suspect 
wielding a toy weapon that looks exactly like a real weapon is not culpable in any 
way for the man’s life.  He did not know it was a toy.   
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 Here too, many people attempt to avoid the moral consequences of their 
actions by claiming ignorance (“Gee officer, I did not know the speed limit was 
30”).  It is this point regarding ignorance that Jesus addresses in the Gospel:  

 “That servant who knew his master’s will but did not make preparations nor 
act in accord with his will shall be beaten severely; and the servant who was 
ignorant of his master’s will but acted in a way deserving of a severe beating shall 
be beaten only lightly” (Lk 12:47).   

 Ignorance, says Jesus, does not automatically eliminate culpability.  Catholic 
moral theology teaches that only ignorance which is truly “invincible,” which one 
has no control over, eliminates culpability completely.  Most ignorance, however, 
is itself a culpable ignorance, and therefore moral acts committed through culpable 
ignorance still have culpability!   

 A classic example is that of causing an accident while intoxicated.  Even 
though the inebriated man may not even remember what he did afterward and can 
truly claim ignorance, he is culpable for his inebriated condition, and all its 
consequences.  Likewise the man who fornicates while intoxicated, which he might 
never have done otherwise.  The drinking does not excuse or even lessen his 
culpability, since one of its known effects is to impede the intellect and memory.  
Incidentally, it also lowers inhibitions (i.e., it loosens the good constraints which 
law and upbringing placed on the will to keep it in the right path).1   

 Jesus focuses on the moral responsibility of those entrusted with authority 
and the care of the Church: the apostles.  Someone ordained to pastoral ministry 
cannot claim ignorance in the way the laity not yet fully instructed might be able 
to.  For instance, there might be some Catholics who honestly do not know that it 
is a serious sin to use contraception, to miss Sunday Mass, or fail to do penance on 
Fridays.  Such ignorance may partially diminish culpability (note: partially 
diminish).  But the clergy have no excuse for ignorance, since knowledge of the 
things of God is their business.   

 Likewise, most non-Catholic Christians may not be fully culpable for their 
ignorance of the true Church; but their ministers certainly are, who should have 
studied early Church history and the Fathers in some form or fashion if they wish 
to be adequate Christian preachers.   

                                                 
1 It is for similar reasons that smoking marijuana would be sinful: it is a drug that affects one’s mental state and 
moral inhibition immediately, and it is this mood-altering effect that is being sought.  Smoking weed and seeking 
other drug-induced “highs” is therefore always sinful.  Alcohol, however, becomes sinful only when the person 
becomes inebriated, since one can drink socially while still remaining fully in control of one’s moral and mental 
wits.  Tobacco is also not sinful, to the degree that it can be enjoyed without becoming addicted.  Same for caffeine.  
In other words, it is morally permissible and legitimate to enjoy the pleasures  of food, drink, tobacco, and coffee, as 
long as they do not compromise the intellect or will and the subject remains in full control of his moral faculties.   
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 Interestingly, in the case of atheists there is no diminishment of moral 
culpability due to the claim of ignorance, “for what can be known about God is 
evident to them, because God made it evident to them. Ever since the creation of 
the world, His invisible attributes of eternal power and divinity have been able to 
be understood and perceived in what he has made. As a result, they have no 
excuse” (Rm 1:19-20).   

 Thus it is that Jesus forcibly reminds us: unlike the American legal justice 
system, or American diocesan marriage tribunals, which are easy to manipulate 
through clever lawyers and appeals to ignorance, the truth of the matter is, even the 
servant who was in fact ignorant of his master’s will but acted in a way deserving 
of a severe beating shall be beaten, only more lightly.  Invincible ignorance, it 
seems, is a lot rarer than we like to imagine.   

 

 


