Life and Conscience  [“Faith at Work”, part VI]	2/15/48





Scripture:  Matthew 5: 21-26





Text:  Exodus 20: 13;  “Thou shalt not kill.”- or - “Thou shalt do no 										murder.”





As we have considered the commandments in this series of meditations, we have dealt with those which might be termed general planks in our platform of building, or re-constructing -- a good society.  These have been (1) The worship of the one true God; (2) No human-conceived substitutes; (3) recovery of the urgency in keeping sacred our attitude toward divinity; (4) preservation of a regular time and practice of worship; and (5) giving all due honor to our heritage.  We want to be sure about the right allocation of our loyalty; we must make distinctions which lend to a sense of urgency; we must be careful to employ the right institutions and methods of strengthening our feeble individual efforts.





Now we move to “planks” that seem to us more specifically ethical.  Here we find a precept as to what we shall do, or not do.  “Thou shalt not kill.”  The American translation reads, “You must not commit murder.”  Another frequent translation:  “Thou shalt do no murder.”





Elton Trueblood suggests that when we get to this consideration, we find that the ultimate moral principles of a people are revealed not so much by what they do, as by the way in which they justify their actions.





When we try to tell why an action is right, we do so by appealing to more profound positions which we assume our opponents will accept as fully as we do.





I suppose everyone will assent to the thesis that the American use of an atomic bomb against a Japanese city killed a host of innocent people along with some who may have been guilty of great evil.  How was use of the bomb defended and justified?  President Truman, and many others, argued that, however horrible was the immediate effect of the bomb, ultimately it saved human lives by the millions by forcing a speedy end to the fighting.  The ultimate principle, to which appeal is made in this argument, is that all human life is sacred; and if life can’t all be saved, use the course which will save most of it.





