


high school, so this new termination reopens old
wounds. Unable to accept the loss of this relationship,
Jim retreats into himself, his feelings wounded and his
ability to reach out to others lessened. This passive psy-
chological state is only one of several defensive strategies
he could employ. Some young adults become hostile and
verbally lash out at well-intentioned friends. Others
blindly invest themselves in new projects or relationships
in order to ease their hurt. Still others simply deny the
whole experience and attempt to act as if life were as
usual. Yet interpersonal concerns are central for young-
adult development, and these issues are threaded with
feelings. Jim’s reaction to the termination of his relation-
ship is replete with moral concerns. How he treats others,
his anger, his ability to be honest yet forgiving—all are
vital factors in Jim’s moral growth.

The moral life is fashioned over the long term within
an evolving life history. A “moral vision” provides an indi-
vidual with increasing meaning and purpose, a sense of
ideals, and a future yet to be. Within the context of ones
life history, then, one is always in the process of consider-
ing the questions: “Who am I becoming?” “What do I de-
sire?” “What are my hopes and dreams?” “What is my re-
sponsibility to others?” Such questions are rich with a
sense of developing moral vision, and we must do every-
thing possible to help young adults to be attentive to their
personal visions and to evaluate their present actions in
light of such visions. “The actions we take, and the moral
significance which they should be accorded, will depend
upon our moral vision.”** As adults we must pose chal-
lenging questions that help young people reflect on how
their present life actions sculpt their future course, partic-
ularly at the level of value.

The Young-Adult Conscience

One cannot speak long about moral development
without mentioning the word conscience. This construct
has had a rich history, both in philosophy and theology.*
In seventeenth-century England, Archbishop Laud wisely
noted “no laws can be binding if there be no conscience
to obey them.”* On the recent Congressional vote to
support the President’s position on the Gulf War and the
Clarence Thomas nomination, legislators were urged to
“vote their conscience.” In matters of import, conscience
is often appealed to. It is not surprising that notions of
conscience are central to the moral life, for conscience is
intimately tied to moral choice and the entire spectrum of
life decisions. When young adults leave our campuses,
the one mechanism they may have for evaluating and act-
ing morally is conscience. As adults involved in Jesuit
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higher education, there are probably few things we would
more desire for our students to carry with them when
they leave our campuses than well-informed and well-
functioning consciences.

One way in which conscience can be defined is the
“oughtness” we bring to our decisions. The best approach
to understanding conscience is holistic—evolving within
one’s life history. From developmental research we know
that even very young children are capable of “prosocial” or
caring behavior.*’ We must encourage this expression in
young adults and nurture decision making that increasing-
ly and significantly incorporates sensitivity toward others,
proclaims other-centered values, and considers personal
and life decisions within the context of the needs of the
wider human community.*

Because the development of conscience is subject to
the human limitations and personal shortcomings that ac-
company all growth and development, conscience is a
frail reality, influenced (at times adversely) by the devel-
opmental needs young adults experience. Thus, identity
and intimacy needs and the pain and searching so charac-
teristic of young-adult experience are bound to cloud
moral vision and decision making, thereby leading to
morally questionable behaviors.

Some Suggestions

How can we as educators and concerned adults who
work at Jesuit schools encourage young adults to examine
their lives and to behave ethically? First of all, we must be
realistic about what actually can be accomplished. No
doubt every year we graduate some ideal students—those
graduates who possess a healthy sense of self-identity, are
reflective and utilize mature conscience functioning, and
consistently evidence in their daily lives compassion and
a desire to be of service to others. On the other hand, a
good number of students will have fallen through the
cracks; these students are often psychologically hurting
and self-absorbed; some are interested simply in their
own material well-being and ignorant of or, quite frankly,
unconcerned, unimpressed, or hostile to the value mis-
sion of our schools. Most students, 1 think, are situated
between these two poles. For this vast majority we can
hopefully predict that some class lectures and discus-
sions, some contact with an interested faculty member or
other staff person, and/or some structured experience
within the wider college or university community (for ex-
ample, liturgy, dormitory environment, service projects)
have contributed both to on-going and healthy identity
consolidation, a maturing conscience, and to some degree
a more compassionate life stance. In other words, their



