
Happy Friday, New South Family. Welcome to the 62nd edition of the Weekly Word – this for the week ending 
September 25, 2020. 
 

‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐The Critical‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
Announcements 
 
1) Please Keep the Superintendent Search Team in your prayers.  The team, made up of myself, Bishop 
Cowart, Kasey Puckett, Scott Clark and Reed Wilbanks, began meeting and outlining our process this past 
Tuesday evening.     
  
2) October is Pastor Appreciation Month  I don’t have to tell you that 2020 has been an extraordinary 
year.  We have all been under some level of added stress, and pastors are no exception.  They have had to 
make on-the-spot decisions about important things, help heal differences of opinion within congregations, and 
try to bring Biblical perspective to the strange, and getting stranger, realities of our world and nation.  You 
laypeople and delegates who are reading this, please consider how you might encourage your whole church to 
express their appreciation to your pastor this year.   Speaking as a pastor for a moment here, I can tell you 
that, personally, I don’t care for big announcements or dinners or major events.  For me, and I don’t think I’m 
the only pastor who thinks this way, what I love are more subtle notes of appreciation, gift cards to places I 
like, someone volunteering for a needed ministry position…those are the things that are blessings to me.  Also, 
Pastors, like everyone else, always appreciate monetary gifts. 
 
3) Speaking of Money, church delegates and treasurers, how long has it been since you’ve evaluated 
what you pay your pastor and given him or her a salary increase?  In your budgeting for next year, please help 
your pastor keep up with the cost of living and inflation.  According to Ziprecruiter, the average hourly salary 
rate in Kentucky is over $41,000.00.  Nationwide, that same average is just over $43,000.00.  Are you doing 
the best you can, financially, by your pastor?   
 
4) Change For Pastor Andrea Tinsley  This past week, Pastor Andrea announced to the Wilmore church 
that, following eleven years here as Youth Pastor and after much time in prayer...and with no little 
struggle...she has accepted God’s call on her life to give herself to missions in Colombia, South America, 
working directly with Ricardo (and Beth) Gomez, F.M. Area Director for Latin America.  Pastor Andrea will 
continue in her role at Wilmore until early 2021 and then engage full-time in fundraising, language study and 
other preparation required to be on the Colombia field with Free Methodist Missions ASAP.  Andrea will also 
continue her role as Conference Youth Director for as long as reasonably possible.  While we are sad about 
this, we celebrate God’s call and leading in her life and honor her obedience. 
 
 Please pray for the assembly of the team, the process, the candidate, our youth, and certainly for Pastor 
Andrea in this time of transition. 
 
Church of the Week:  Let’s keep the Pastor Reed Wilbanks and Church 180 / Rock Hill (SC) in your prayers 
this week. 
 

Conference / Superintendent’s Calendar (all times eastern; in-person schedule subject to COVID restrictions) 
September 23-25: New Room Conference, Nashville, TN – all online this year. 
October 7-8:  Superintendent’s Leadership Team (SLT) - Zoom 
October 16:  DL Meeting – Wilmore, 2:00p 
October 16:  BOA Meeting – Wilmore, 6:00p 
October 17:  MEG / MAC Meeting – Wilmore, 8:00a 

https://newroomconference.com/


November 12:  DL Zoom, 9:30a 
December 10:  DL Zoom, 9:30a 
March 19:  DL Meeting – Wilmore, 2:00p 
March 19:  BOA Meeting – Wilmore, 6:00p 
March 20:  MEG/MAC – Wilmore, 8:00a  
June 17-20:  NSC Family Camp – Eagle Ridge (tentative dates)  
 
And now... 
 

‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐The Important‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐‐ 
 
Resources 
1)   The Latest FM Pastors’ and Leaders’ Newsletter can be found here.    
 
2)   Attached is a Helpful Article, Prudence in the Pandemic – A Moral Approach to Public Health.  It’s well 
worth the read, but too long to re-print here in the body of the letter.    
 
3)   Another Article that I appreciate is titled, The Paradox of Prosperity.  It’s shorter, so you can read it 
below, but I’ve also attached it.  

----- 
In Friedrich Hayek’s 1954 book Capitalism and the Historians, the late French philosopher and political economist 
Bertrand de Jouvenel noted a baffling historical trend: “Strangely enough, the fall from favor of the money-maker 
coincides with an increase in his social usefulness.” 
 
In surveying the history of capitalism from its inception in the late 18th century to the mid-20th century when he was 
writing, de Jouvenel was struck by an ironic and counterintuitive phenomenon. By “money-maker,” he meant the 
capitalist entrepreneurs who became rich by supplying the masses with more consumer goods. Entrepreneurs 
generated the economic growth that uplifted standards of living; hence, their “social usefulness.” 
 
De Jouvenel aptly wrote “strangely enough” to characterize the fact that as capitalists raised standards of living in each 
succeeding generation, the hatred of capitalists increased instead of diminished. This is paradoxical, but true. The more 
prosperous our society has become, the more the creators of that prosperity and the system that enables it have been 
vilified. How dare those wicked capitalists break the iron grip that abject poverty had held over the masses of human 
beings throughout millennia of history! 
 
This graph of world per capita wealth over the last 2000 years tells an amazing story. (A chart of U.S. per-capita GDP 
growth shows a similar trajectory over the last 230 years.) 
 

 

https://mailchi.mp/fmcusa.org/free-methodist-church-usa-pastors-leaders-newsletter-january-2615936?e=1f24724d9b


Mass poverty was the norm for centuries. That finally began to change in the late 1700s with the emergence of 
capitalism. The 19th century socialist reaction to capitalism condemned capitalism for not prospering every human 
being equally and simultaneously. It’s true: some prospered before others. As I have explained before, the reason that 
there was not faster economic progress for more people in the 1800s was not because of evil capitalists exploiting 
workers, but simply that there were not enough capitalists to “exploit” (employ) more workers and mass produce more 
goods. 
 
Looking at the graph, you can see that economic growth accelerated explosively in the 20th century. (Note that growth 
became much more rapid after the end of slavery, which debunks the fallacious assertion that America’s great wealth 
depended on slavery.) In the United States, per capita income rose (in 1990 dollars) from $5301 in 1913 to $31,178 in 
2008 and life expectancy from 53 years to 78 years. In short, more Americans are living longer lives at higher standards 
of living than ever before due to our capitalist system. That has happened despite the considerable handicaps of 
bureaucratic regulation, wasteful pork-barrel politics, and government redistribution of wealth. [There is also more 
prosperity outside the United States than ever. See chart above and my article “Ready for Some Good News?”.] 
 
Despite the astounding success of the free enterprise system in producing unprecedented prosperity, antagonism 
toward capitalism is growing, and popular politicians are adopting platforms that are essentially socialist. Indeed, the 
paradox of prosperity that de Jouvenel noticed almost 70 years ago remains firmly intact, for capitalism has never been 
more fruitful and never more hated by its beneficiaries than it is today. 
 
The present fascination with socialism and hatred of capitalism reflects a combination of willful historical blindness, lack 
of simple common sense, and inexcusable economic ignorance: 
 
Anyone even casually familiar with 20th-century history should know that socialism has failed miserably, causing 
economic retrogression and impoverishment wherever it has been tried. 
 
Common sense should recognize that since capitalism is a system where entrepreneurs compete with each other to 
produce what people want, and socialism is a system in which producers produce what the state wants, then obviously 
people prosper more under capitalism. 
 
Most appalling and bitterly ironic about so many Americans enthusiastically, even fanatically, espousing socialism in 
2020 is that this year marks the centenary of the most important economic discovery of the 20th century: In 1920, the 
Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises explained with irrefutable logic that socialism must inevitably discombobulate and 
reduce economically rational production because it obliterates the market-based price system necessary to coordinate 
production. Shame on the economics profession for remaining silent about this fundamental truth and allowing 
dangerous economic ignorance to persist. 
 
Fact: It is free-market capitalism that has made us wealthy beyond the wildest dreams of our great-great grandparents.  
 
Fact: The socialist alternative simply does not work. For anyone to favor replacing the world’s greatest wealth-creating 
system with a proven wealth-destroying system is to spurn prosperity, forsake rationality, and court destruction. That is 
the grim reality of the paradox of prosperity. 
 
Dr. Mark W. Hendrickson is a retired adjunct faculty member, economist, and fellow for economic and social policy with 
the Institute for Faith and Freedom at Grove City College. 
 
Job Openings 

At this point, we have two churches who need pastors:   Greeneville (TN) and Harriman (TN)  
Please keep this process in your prayers – that the Lord would provide shepherds for His flock.  
Remember too that if you click here, you will find job opening listings at FMC Human Resources. 

 
 

https://hr.fmcusa.org/employment


September Birthdays (*that we know of) 
 Matthews, Doug September 30 

 

*I would love to know the birthdays of all those related to the NSC who receive this communique – 
pastors, elders, delegates, special friends, etc.  Please send month and day to Timothy at 
newsouthconference@gmail.com 

 
This Week's Passage, Quote and Joke 
Passage:  This Sunday, September 27, as part of our World Mission Week, we at Wilmore are privileged 

to hear from Ricardo and Beth Gomez (FM Area Director, Latin America.)  Again, this means I’m 
not preaching, although I did conduct another memorial service this past week, this one for 
Naomi Williamson, retired OMS missionary to Taiwan.  In that service, I spoke from John 17, 
and Jesus’ words/prayer, “I have brought You glory on earth by completing the work You gave 
me to do.”      

 
Quote:  “We live by revelation, as Christians…which means we must be careful never to get set into 

rigid molds.  The minute we begin to think we know all the answers, we forget the questions, 
and we become smug like the Pharisee who listed all his considerable virtues, and thanked God 
that he was not like other men. 

 
Unamuno describes the Christian as he writes, "Those who believe they believe in God, but 
without passion in the heart, without anguish of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, and 
even at times without despair, believe only in the idea of God, and not in God himself.” 

― Madeleine L'Engle,  
 
Joke:    

 
 

Blessings on your worship this weekend!  
 
D- 

mailto:newsouthconference@gmail.com,%20newsouthsuper@gmail.com
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PRUDENCE IN THE PANDEMIC
A MORAL APPROACH TO PUBLIC HEALTH

by

Robert C. Koons

October 2020

W e do not exercise moral judgment in the same manner in every instance. Broadly, there are

three basic situations in the moral life, which require three di�erent ways of thinking. The

recent pandemic, and the ensuing re�ections on our moral responsibilities as civic leaders and citizens,

demonstrate that we’re often confused about these situations. We need to clarify basic principles so that we

are better able to make our way when rigorous but nuanced moral judgment is called for.

One kind of demand on moral reason concerns things we are prohibited from doing. In these instances, the

moral principle is clear: We are not to murder, steal, lie, or do other wrongful things. But we often need to

discern whether a given act quali�es as prohibited. Does my evasive answer to a direct question amount to

a lie? When a patient’s death is accelerated by the use of painkillers, is the doctor a murderer? Should we

say that charging excessive interest on a loan is a kind of theft?

There are also things I am obliged to do. This is the second basic situation. I have a duty, for instance, to

honor my parents and care for my children. Again, the principle is clear—but like prohibitions, obligations

require moral judgment. How shall I best honor my parents and properly care for my children? What

happens when I think my parents are mistaken about an important matter of principle? What if the

individual needs of my children are quite di�erent, even competing?

Important as they are to the moral life, these two types of situations make up a small  fraction of all the

situations that confront us. For the most part, we face situations in which the range of what we are
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permitted to do is quite large and nothing is strictly obligatory. Our duty is open- ended: We are asked to

discern the best course of action and to take it. Should I increase my weekly donation to my church, or

should I put the money into an account to pay college tuition for my children? Should I attend graduate

school in philosophy, or should I go to law school? Should we take a camping vacation in the Rocky

Mountains, or should we go East to visit family?

The vast majority of decisions facing civic leaders fall into this category, because the general obligation to

promote the common good does not issue in de�nite prescriptions. Should the city spend a budget surplus

to refurbish the public park, or to repave the streets? Or to add a musical therapy teacher to the special

education program at the school? Or is cutting taxes the best way to spend the surplus? A morally modest

person will allow that it’s rarely obvious which course of action is best in these circumstances. The trade-

o�s are usually too di�cult to parse with certainty. But a morally serious person insists that there usually is

a best course of action, which is why the duty to promote the common good is a meaningful duty and not

an empty one.

The same is true when civic leaders address threats to public health. These situations present a wide range

of options, limited only by the obligation to do what is best for the body politic. How much of the public

purse should be spent on �ghting a disease? To what extent should the normal functions of  society be

suspended? When is it �tting to suspend civil liberties for the sake of policies that may save lives? Neither

prohibitions nor positive duties provide much guidance here. Failing to save as many lives as possible is not

tantamount to homicide.

Responsible decision-making in pursuit of the common good involves trade-o�s. This is true even of

decision-making during a crisis. Money spent on public health cannot be spent on the education of

children. Shelter-in-place policies mean that weddings and funerals are no longer communal events, and

public worship is suspended. Travel restrictions, obligatory quarantines, and the forced closure of

businesses run counter to established rights. How are we to navigate those trade-o�s? Which way forward

sets us on the best course of action?

n spring 2020, many insisted that no trade-o� that weighed human life against “economic” values was

permissible. This claim suggests several confusions. Value is not “economic” or “non-economic.”

When parents pay for their daughter’s wedding reception, they are not engaging in a “merely  economic”
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exchange. They are signaling their support of her union with the groom and honoring the institution of

marriage. We rightly criticize a mentality that imagines that this support and honoring can be measured by

how much is spent, as if a lavish wedding reception certi�ed the moral and spiritual commitments of the

parents. But it is equally wrong to think that there is no relation, as if the parents could say to their

daughter, “Honey, we’re not going to spend a dime, but you know we’re incredibly happy for you.” We are

always weighing the relative value of things, because unless we have in�nite resources, we can’t have and

do whatever we want, whenever we want.

When, during the COVID-19 pandemic, people insisted that we not “put a price on” human life, what they

seem to have meant is that saving human life must, in all instances, trump other considerations. This

principle can be ratcheted up to the extreme claim that we must never spare any expense, lest some get the

disease and die who otherwise might not. On this logic, we do not face a general obligation to take the best

overall course of action, an obligation that entails deciding among competing goods. Instead, the spread of

a dangerous disease requires us to follow a clear prohibition: It is always intrinsically evil to act with the

knowledge that one is putting another’s life at risk.

This moral position is impossible to maintain with consistency. Commanding troops in battle is a

particularly clear instance of wittingly putting the lives of others at risk. A crew boss knows that workplace

accidents occur, sometimes fatal ones. Hospital administrators know that healthcare workers sometimes

catch dangerous diseases from patients. Driving a car always entails the witting acceptance of the statistical

risk of causing a fatal accident. Traveling to exotic locations means accepting the marginal risk of bringing

home a tropical disease. The list is long, perhaps endless. Given the fragility of our condition as mortal

beings, very nearly every human activity puts the lives of others at risk. Childbirth is exemplary: It poses a

risk to the life of the mother, and the child’s entrance into the world invites the peril of death.

This hard fact about the human condition puts us in what seems an impossible dilemma. If we a�rm the

in�nite value of all human life, then we seem committed to ruling out all trade-o�s—and life becomes a

series of tortured and impossible demands to avoid any risk to the life of another.

In practice, most people adopt what I’ll call the sentimentalist position. The sentimentalist a�rms the

in�nite value of life. He deplores compromise with the unavoidable practical demands of social life,

promising that sincerity of commitment will somehow compensate for them. He abandons logical
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consistency. Though he insists that we have a duty to save lives “at any cost,” he capitulates to the limits of

what we are willing to sacri�ce—even as he denounces those limits as “heartless.”

If we placed only a �nite value on each human life, we would preserve logical consistency. But when we say

that saving lives is worth only a certain amount, we seem to surrender key components of our proper

a�rmation of human dignity. In the most extreme instance, the absolute prohibition on intentional killing

falls by the wayside. If life is merely one value among others and we can assign it a �nite value, why not

allow a person to be killed if a greater good can come of it? Why not toss a passenger overboard if it will

prevent the ship from sinking? In more routine circumstances, placing a particular value on life can

underwrite invidious distinctions among people based on their quality of life. Whether it takes extreme or

moderate form, I call this the calculorist approach.

he sentimentalist and the calculorist approaches seem to be at odds with each other. But both

assume the same account of practical rationality, one exempli�ed in the philosophical work of

Adam Smith and David Hume. Most (but not all) economic models of rational decision-making assume

this account of practical reason. I will call it the Hume-Smith model. It evaluates an action based on the

di�erence the action makes to the world.

Di�erence-making is subtly but importantly di�erent from the consequences of an action. Let me illustrate.

Suppose we stipulate that minimizing murder should be our highest priority. Now suppose I have to choose

between committing or not committing a murder. Let us suppose, further, that by the murder I choose to

commit (or not), I will prevent the commission of three other murders (for example, by killing a person

certain to begin a murder spree). Given the supreme value of preventing murders, I should (according to the

Hume-Smith model) commit the murder, ensuring a world-state in which one murder occurs rather than a

world-state in which three occur. This conclusion follows because the Hume-Smith model takes into

account all of the di�erences that an action makes, not merely its consequences, which in this scenario are

limited to the death of the person I decide to kill. Thus, it is misleading to call the calculorist approach

simply consequentialism.

The Hume-Smith model relies on what Thomas Nagel calls the “view from nowhere.” The choice-

worthiness of an action is reducible entirely to the di�erence the action makes to the world, and we can

know that di�erence only by evaluating the total state of the world from the perspective of a detached, ideal
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observer. This observer is charged with  evaluating the net gains or losses to the total value of the state of a

world. He does so without reference to the acting person or to the nature of the acts by which total value

declines or rises. From this perspective, I am obliged to commit murder if I thereby minimize the total

number of murders.

We are rightly troubled by this approach to moral reason, for it paradoxically abstracts from the values we

cherish in order to arrive at a view of “total value.” The sentimentalist is right to say that life is of in�nite

value, if by that he means something precious in itself and not merely a component in a greater “total

value.” But sentimentalists accede to the reduction of practical rationality to the Hume-Smith model. They

are thus forced to abandon rationality altogether and resort to emotion.

Fortunately, there is an older model of practical reason, one grounded in the works of Socrates, Plato,

Aristotle, and the later Stoics, and passed down to us through the works of Cicero, Augustine, and Thomas

Aquinas. This model does not pretend to ascend to the view from nowhere and assess the “total value.”

Instead, it asks which action is most worthy of choice here and now. It judges the goodness and badness of

actions, not the goodness and badness of an entire world-state. From this perspective, the value of an

action’s outcome exhibits path-dependency: How we reach the destination can be as important as the

destination itself.

In the Summa Theologica I-II, question 18,  Aquinas identi�es four reasons why an action is choice-worthy.

The �rst rests in the value an act shares with all human acts. The second concerns the essential nature or

species of the act. The third is the intended end of the act. The fourth is found in assessing the relevant

circumstances.

All human acts engage our freedom and reason, and for this reason it is more choice-worthy to engage in

human action than to decline into a passive or vegetative existence. But we can set aside the superiority of a

life of action to one of inaction, since it is not relevant to the choice among alternative actions.

his brings us to the second element: the essential nature of an action. It is determined by the

immediate “object” of the action, that is to say what is done, most properly speaking. In 2012,

Matthew O’Brien and I argued in the American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly that “what is done” can be

identi�ed with the speci�c powers of the human being that are being exercised—the capacities and skills
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that are employed in making the action happen—and the objects upon which those capacities are directly

applied. If I make change for a customer, I use my powers of reason to calculate the proper amount to give

him, and in so doing ensure I select the proper bills and coins to give him.

Correct change-making is a choice-worthy action insofar as it serves the proper end of a just exchange, the

third element. But some actions cannot be directed toward proper ends. These are intrinsically evil acts,

such as lying or cheating. I may not use my power of reason deliberately to miscalculate the change due to a

customer so that I can pay the store’s rent, nor even so that I can make donations to charity. Such actions

are intrinsically evil because they are a misuse of our human powers. Other actions are intrinsically evil

because a morally neutral capacity is exercised upon a morally inappropriate object. We may kill an unjust

aggressor, for example, but not an innocent person. A man may have sexual relations with his wife, but not

with anyone who is not his wife. In both instances, evil actions are not to be done, regardless of the

supposed good that might come from doing them.

In much the same way, there are intrinsically meritorious acts. Worshipping God and taking religious vows

are good things to do, even if they don’t improve the conditions of life for ourselves or others. Acts of

charity are intrinsically meritorious. It is not necessary to ensure that the homeless person you give money

to will not use it to get drunk. The act of giving it is in itself meritorious, no matter the outcome.

The third source of choice-worthiness arises from the intended end, the goal or purpose for which the

action is chosen. If I choose to act so as to avoid saving a man’s life, and I do so for the reason that I prefer

that he should die, I am guilty of a grave evil, even if I do not cause the death. The man who sees his enemy

drowning and refrains from extending a hand because he’s happy to see the man die is certainly culpable.

Conversely, if a death is a foreseeable but unwanted consequence of my action, the action does not thereby

partake of moral evil. A doctor who removes a cancerous tumor from a pregnant woman’s uterus foresees

the death of the unborn child, but he does not intend it, and if God’s providence permits the child

miraculously to survive, he is deeply grateful. The Catholic tradition has developed the principle of double

e�ect to explain the moral logic of situations like this. The doctor foresees (one e�ect) but does not intend

the death of the unborn child. His object is to save the mother’s life (the other e�ect).
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We can apply this line of thinking to debates during the pandemic. At minimum, we should say that it is

not necessarily evil merely to forgo the opportunity to save lives for the sake of some other good (including

economic well-being). For example, it’s obvious that if a country is under attack, political leaders may

rightly give priority to civil defense over public health, even during a disease outbreak. It’s less obvious but

nevertheless morally reasonable for civic leaders to have as their object the protection of the livelihoods of

citizens, foreseeing that this will require them to forego certain public health policies that might save lives.

Indeed, they do this all the time, recognizing that driving fatal workplace accidents to zero would require

putting a halt to many economic activities.

The fourth element, that of circumstance, is something like a catch-all for all the other features of an action

that contribute to its choice-worthiness. Circumstance includes the unwanted or unintended di�erences

that an action might make. The Thomistic model does not ignore this dimension. But it di�ers from the

Hume-Smith model by taking into account aspects of these di�erences that are related to the agent and to

the action itself. These include what the philosopher Bernard Williams termed agent-relative considerations.

The Thomistic model does not insist on the perspective of the detached observer but retains the

perspective of the actor himself as he engages in action.

The agent-relative considerations are best assessed in terms of what Aquinas calls the order of charity (see

Summa Theologica II-II, questions 26 and 32). An action that bene�ts someone closely related to me (myself,

my family, my benefactors) is more choice-worthy than an action that bene�ts an unrelated person to the

same degree. By analogy, a governmental action that bene�ts members of the civic community is a better

action than one that bene�ts to an equal degree those for whom the government is not responsible. This is

a matter of degree and not an absolute priority—an action bene�ting strangers might be better, if the

bene�t or the need is much greater.

Thus, a community has a special reason to promote its own common good. The common good of a

community is not the aggregate of the individual or private goods of its members—it concerns the

�ourishing of the civil society as such. This is an important consideration, for my life is a private good, just

as the life of another is a private good. As a consequence, saving the most lives does not automatically

correspond to promoting the common good.
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At the outset of the pandemic, civic leaders emphasized the need to prevent hospitals from being

overwhelmed. This made good sense. A functional health system is a common good. It serves our shared

interest in ensuring that citizens receive good care should they fall sick. But then, the emphasis shifted to

saving lives. This is surely important. A well-functioning society acts with benevolence toward its

members. The state does so primarily by enforcing the rule of law and through the consequent moral

education of the younger generation (S. Th. I-II, q. 95, a. 1). But civil authority also has a role to play through

the regulation of commercial and social activities. This  regulation can rightly be ordered to the end of

promoting public health, one goal of which is to prevent deaths when possible. But the constraints of the

possible are not in this context technical. The common good of public health no more requires that every

death be prevented than the common good of economic security requires that every bankruptcy be

prevented.

Aquinas, following Aristotle and Cicero, is explicit that a society’s common good takes priority for the

governors of that society over all individual temporal goods, and that those temporal private goods include

physical survival. This is why it is reasonable for the state to ask individuals to give their lives in the

defense of their country. It is why we honor policemen and �remen who risk their lives to serve the public.

If some individual lives (even a great many, as has been the case in major wars) must be lost in order to

sustain a well-functioning society ordered toward the common good, then their deaths are not signs of an

immoral political order. A sentimentalism that says otherwise is a sign of moral confusion.

nce we set aside the false, sentimentalist view that failing to prevent deaths invariably damages

the common good and is a sign of a morally disordered society, we can address the challenges of

public health and the importance of saving lives in a morally informed way.

A number of considerations come into play. To begin, the value of saving a human life can depend on the

condition of the recipient. This is a point on which the Thomistic and Hume-Smith models agree. It is of

greater importance to save the life of a young and healthy person than to save the life of a person with few

expected years of life. To measure social actions by years of added human life rather than simply by the

number of lives saved is reasonable, since those with more years to live receive a proportionately greater

bene�t than do those with fewer. This distinction must be justi�ed publicly in the right way: We are not

supposing that older people are by virtue of their age less worthy of solicitude, nor are we treating health
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itself as a marker of intrinsic worth. It is simply a question of the magnitude of the bene�t received. This

accords with our common sense: In cases of triage, a reasonable person would save the life of a young child

rather than that of an elderly person.

There is, in addition, the question of scarcity. If we are able to extend the life of either of two people by one

year, then it is of greater value to extend the life of the person with the lower life expectancy. In other

words, it is more important to prevent imminent death than to extend a person’s life in the remote future,

even when the same number of years would be added. This is why we should have emergency rooms, even

if someone were to make the convincing argument that we could better extend life-expectancy for the

population as a whole by directing the money we spend on emergency care to primary care or some other

means of ensuring that healthy people stay healthy. During a pandemic, marshaling resources and taking

social measures to meet the emergency needs of those whose lives are in immediate danger is justi�ed, even

if most such people are elderly and have low life expectancy as compared to the general population.

We must also consider adverse e�ects. Other things being equal, we prefer added years of life without

additional disability, and so the bene�t of adding life without adding disability is greater than the bene�t of

adding life with disability. Using the Hume-Smith model, the World Health Organization and many other

organizations rely on the disability-adjusted human year to assess the bene�t of various measures. This has

the unacceptable consequence of treating the lives of disabled people as intrinsically less valuable than the

lives of those without those disabilities. The Thomistic model takes into account the relation between

disability and action in a more satisfactory way. If an action is associated with a state containing more

disability than existed in the status quo, that diminishes the value of the action. We intuitively follow this

logic when we deem treatments worse than their cures. If we can save a life, but only by putting the person

on life support for an inde�nite period of time, then the value in doing so is very low.

The certainty of loss is another consideration. Suppose I have two alternative actions, each of which has a 10

percent probability of saving a human life. In one case, I can reduce a person’s odds of death from 100

percent to 90 percent, and in the other case, I can reduce the odds of death from 20 percent to 10 percent.

From an expected di�erence-making point of view, the two actions are equivalent. But it seems clear that

the action that gives a chance of life to someone who would otherwise face certain death is of much greater

value than making a mostly healthy person safer still. Here again, we see why we allocate resources to
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emergency care and a�rm large expenditures for ICUs and other means of increasing the odds that those

on the brink of death will survive.

Once we have jettisoned the fallacious inference from the in�nite value of human life to the obligation to

save lives at any cost, the question of how we should allocate care can be dauntingly complex. It is for this

reason that morally serious people who must make these di�cult decisions often measure the value of life

in monetary terms. The point is not to put a “price” on life. Instead, the goal is to develop a fungible, sliding

metric for processing the multiple factors that go into our moral reasoning about  saving lives.

In what sense, then, can we still a�rm the  in�nite value of human life? The Hume-Smith model cannot,

which is why the sentimentalist rebels against the calculorist mentality. Once we have �xed society’s stock

of wealth, an absolute price can be assigned to each human life, based on the number of expected disability-

adjusted human years at stake. This unacceptable reduction of human life to a speci�c price leads the

sentimentalist to  assert that we must put no limits on what we will do in order to save lives—a seemingly

noble position that is unworkable in reality. By contrast, the Thomistic model both a�rms the in�nite

value of life and acknowledges the limitations we face in saving lives. Even if the stock of wealth in a society

is �nite (as it always is), there is no absolute maximum to the value of saving any particular human life. A

billionaire who spends his net worth trying to �nd the miracle cure to save the life of his child need not be

judged to be acting immorally, given the order of charity. We can never say that saving a particular human

life is worth a set sum and no more. Instead, the value of saving each life will be highly contextual, without

an absolute maximum. In addition, in the Thomistic approach, the intentional taking of innocent human

life is always wrong. In these two senses, therefore, the in�nite value of human life is honored.

These considerations can be applied to the question of choosing between an expensive lockdown and

running the risk of additional COVID deaths. The COVID virus seems to strike hardest those with a lower

life expectancy, so the number of human years involved is smaller. At the same time, we are talking about

imminent deaths from the virus and not merely loss of future life expectancy, so the order of scarcity would

increase the value of adding those years. Certainty of death would count on the opposite side of the ledger.

Most of those vulnerable to the disease have a considerable probability of either avoiding infection

altogether or surviving the infection. On the whole, the dangers posed by the disease suggest a mixed
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judgment, not a clear imperative. But this is almost always the case in public health emergencies, which

rarely a�ect the entire population in the same way and to the same degree.

There is great wisdom in the precautionary principle. When we cannot estimate probabilities on the basis

of objective data, and when the worst-case scenario is catastrophic and irreversible, it makes sense to take

extreme measures to ensure against extreme threats, even when those threats seem unlikely. The

precautionary principle applies in both directions, however. A prolonged lockdown is an unprecedented

experiment in social engineering on a massive scale. We cannot calculate with any con�dence the impact it

will have on our social and political institutions.

he factors are complex, and good judgment in matters of public health can seem dauntingly

di�cult to attain. We are tempted to fall back on platitudes. For most of us, the preciousness of

every human life is a given. Indeed, every human life, no matter how humble, has in�nite value. It is natural

to attribute such value to the act of saving a human life. How could we compare the value of saving a

human life with, say, the value of making a hamburger or a widget? The question seems absurd: The value

of human life will always exceed merely “economic” values.

And yet, despite the apparent absurdity of the question, we are being bewitched by words. The in�nite

value of human life is not the same as the value of saving a life, any more than the in�nite value of the body

and blood of our Lord in the Blessed Sacrament is the same as the value of protecting it from desecration.

Every time I drive to a restaurant or a movie or make any other trip, I am putting human lives (my own and

those of others) at risk. The same thing happens when I buy products that put workers at risk in making

them. We do these things, despite the cost in human life, because we place greater value on the activities

involved. The virtue of prudence allows us to judge when that greater value is justi�ed, and I have tried to

lay out some of the considerations that should inform the proper use of our practical reason when we think

about our obligation to save lives.

Clarity about these matters is of vital importance as we look back on our approaches to the pandemic and

ahead to measures that may be necessary in the future. There is a danger that the voice of sentiment will

predominate, demanding that we sacri�ce everything to minimize the number killed by the virus. The voice

of calculation points to the self-contradictions into which sentiment casts us, but in attaining consistency it

sacri�ces our humanity, forcing us to make invidious distinctions among persons and to lose any
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conception of the incalculable value of life itself. We must attune our hearing instead to the still, small

voice of prudence. 

Robert C. Koons is professor of philosophy at the University of Texas at Austin.


