
It is one of the most astonishing experiences and also one of the most incontrovertible that
evil—often in a surprisingly short span of time—proves itself to be stupid and impractical. That
does not mean that punishment follows hard on the heels of each individual evil deed; what it does
mean is that the suspension of God’s commandments on principle in the supposed interest of
earthly self-preservation acts precisely against what this self-preservation seeks to accomplish.
One can interpret in various ways this experience that has fallen to us. In any case, one thing has
emerged that seems certain: in the common life of human beings, there are laws that are stronger
than everything that believes it can supersede them, and that it is therefore not only wrong but
unwise to disregard these laws. This helps us understand why Aristotelian-Thomistic ethics
elevated wisdom to be one of the cardinal virtues. Wisdom and stupidity are not ethically
indifferent, as the neo-Protestant ethics of conscience wanted us to believe. In the fullness of the
concrete situation and in the possibilities it offers, the wise person discerns the impassable limits
that are imposed on every action by the abiding laws of human communal life. In this discernment
the wise person acts well and the good person acts wisely.

There is clearly no historically significant action that does not trespass ever again against the limits
set by those laws. But it makes a decisive difference whether such trespasses against the
established limit are viewed as their abolishment in principle and hence presented as a law of its
own kind, or whether one is conscious that such trespassing is perhaps an unavoidable guilt that
has its justification only in that law and limit being reinstated and honored as quickly as possible. It
is not necessarily hypocrisy when the aim of political action is said to be the establishment of
justice and not simply self-preservation. The world is, in fact, so ordered that the fundamental
honoring of life’s basic laws and rights at the same time best serves self-preservation, and that
these laws tolerate a very brief, singular, and, in the individual case, necessary trespass against
them. But those laws will sooner or later—and with irresistible force—strike dead those who turn
necessity into a principle and as a consequence set up a law of their own alongside them. History’s
immanent justice rewards and punishes the deed only, but the eternal justice of God tries and
judges the hearts.
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