
THE COMMUNITY OF 

CONCERN 
An Ethical Discernment Process Should Include and 
Empower All People Relevant to the Decision 

A
s late as 1866 the Holy Sec de
clared: "Slaver)' itself . . . is not at 
all contrary to the natural and 
divine law. . . . For the sort of own
ership w hich a slave owner has over 

a slave is understood as nothing other than the 
perpetual right of disposing of the work of a slave 
for one's own benefit."1 Only in 1891 did the 
Vatican formally condemn the institution of slav
ery as a moral evil. Imagine how differently the 
reality of slavery would have been understood— 
and how much more quickly it would have been 
condemned —if slaves had been empowered part
ners in that discernment process. 

A tendency to accept the dc facto empowered 
group as adequate for ethical and values decisions 
haunts us humans when we face complex issues. 
Why is this? I think a central cause is what I call 
"constricted and stratified consciousness." Our 
consciousness is unavoidably constricted—we 
don't know important things, but we don't know 
that we don't have this knowledge. Furthermore, 
this constricted consciousness is stratified—the 
systems ,md structures of life tend to cluster us 
together with others who share our ignorance 
and the ignorance of our ignorance. Being a com
munity with compassionate but unaware con
stricted consciousness, we experience few reserva
tions about the depth or breadth of our vision 
and little urgency to expand the community of 
discernment. The cause of such "darkening of the 
intellect" is probably Adam, but the solution is 
most certainly in our hands. 

If we aim to improve the ethical culture of our 
organization, we will achieve success by recogniz
ing, first, the tact ot our constricted conscious
ness .md our strong tendency to be untroubled 
by it and, second, by building a culture in which 
decision makers at all levels live bv the following 
credo: In this organization, decisions start with 

defining and gathering the community of con
cern. 

It these steps are taken, organizations will go 
tar in strengthening the integrity of decisions and 
in compensating for subsequent mistakes along 
the way. If they are not taken, the ethical process 
will be hobbled at every stage. 

ORGANIZATIONAL ETHICS DEFINED 
Catholic tradition has no single definition of a 
moral/ethical decision that trumps all others. But 
I believe the following definition is strongly pres
ent throughout our tradition and is one of moral 
theology's more practical definitions: Moral/eth
ical decisions are those that have a notable impact 
on human dignity. 

'Flic popular understanding of ethical issues 
clearly is much narrower than this Catholic 
understanding, .mc\ noting this difference is vital. 
Building on this Catholic understanding, we can 
describe organizational ethics as the organiza
tion's deliberate and systematic effort to promote 
and protect human dignity— of those it serves, its 
staff, and its community. 

Combining the concept "constricted con
sciousness" with this definition of organizational 
ethics, we can formulate .m essential maxim of 
organizational ethics: Good ethics starts with 
gathering the community of concern. 

DEFINING THE COMMUNITY OF CONCERN 
Who constitutes the community of concern? No 
single community of concern exists for all value 
or ethical issues. Gathering the community of 
concern requires people who command essential 
perspectives on the issue at stake and also share 
,\n overarching concern for the common good. 
Essential Perspective Each complex issue has a num
ber of essential perspectives. To earn' on a fruitful 
discernment process, we need the vital presence 
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of all these essential dimensions. The first issue is 
to identify both these essential dimensions and 
the persons who can bring detailed, first-hand 
experience and know ledge to the process. 

The dc facto empowered group may indeed be
an ideal community of concern for a given issue. 
Even ihen, the time spent reviewing the group is 
far from wasted. (Pilots don't declare their pre-
tlight checklists a waste of time when everything is 
found to be in order.) Ensuring that the funda 
mentals are in place is essential, not marginal. This 
explicit review also deepens our communal aware
ness of our inescapable constricted consciousness. 
Shared Common Perspective Robust ethical decision 
making is not a tug-of-war between special inter 
ests, but a synergy of essential components serv
ing a larger integrated common good. The mem
bers of the community of concern share this larg
er vision and purpose. 

Members of the community are double advo
cates: They bring to the process the living and 
detailed presence of a unique, essential perspective 
and simultaneously intend a larger common good— 
the accomplishment of which may well entail some-
sacrifice in terms of their special perspective. 

Defining the community of concern for a given 
issue falls somewhere on a continuum ranging 
from simple to complex; it should be the first 
issue of business and revisited at key points in the 
process. Take the time to do diis thoroughly and 
thoughtfully; no other single element in organi
zational decision making will return your invest
ment of time as richly as this one. 

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY COMMUNITIES OF CONCERN 
A further distinction helps us understand the 
community of concern. The primary community 
of concern is composed of persons who are indis
pensable to the process because they possess 
detailed experience and knowledge of the essen
tial elements and are committed to the common 
good. 

Outside this inner circle is another possible cir
cle of groups and individuals who could enrich the 
process by establishing a relationship to it. We can 
think of them as the secoiidan community of con
cern. The task is to identify these others and deter
mine the type and frequency of contact needed for 
them to enhance the decision-making process. 

SECOND VATICAN COUNCIL: A STRIKING EXAMPLE OF 
COMMUNITY OF CONCERN 
In preparation for the Second Vatican Council, a 
small group of officials and theologians dratted 
documents to guide the deliberations of the 
council tathers. This body of material was expect

ed to be modified and improved, but it would 
essentially constitute the teachings of the council. 
When one compares these documents with the 
final documents issued by the full community of 
council fathers, a stunning example of moral wis 
dom emerges from the fuller community of con 
cern. (We cm only imagine the differences had 
this community included both council fathers and 
mothers' | 

I believe that each of us has our own historical 
gallcrv of decision-making processes that went 
well because we had the right persons involved, 
and decision-making processes that did not 
because we did not take the care and time to 
gather the right community for discernment. 
Visiting that gallery with our colleagues to dis
cuss what we've learned from our successes and 

failures is very worthwhile. 

WHY EMPHASIZE SOMETHING SO OBVIOUS? 
We all know that two heads are better than one, so 
why such extensive elaboration about something 
that appears to be nothing more than common 
sense? Because, as with many other insights of com
mon sense, this one is not practiced enough. Often 
the function of moral theology is analogous to 
poetry. Poetry does not tell us the news of the day 
or truths we would not otherwise know. It tries to 
bring fresh life to realities that are already treasured 
in our hearts but that have become stale with lack 
of use. A renewed awareness is more likely to trans 
late into behavior and habit. 

Karl Maimer has described the history of theol
ogy as "the rediscovery of forgotten truths.' ' I 
believe that the indispensable role and power of 
the community of concern is a forgotten truth— 
in practice if not in concept—and that it deserves 
to be rediscovered. 

However, sometimes two or three heads are 
worse than one. When these heads unknowingly 
share a constricted consciousness, when they 
unwittingly reinforce each other's blinders, then 
they are worse off than they would be alone. By 
being "main heads," they give the impression to 
themselves ami others of a wide and internally cor
recting vision. People who are aware know they are 
dealing with a constricted consciousness; when two 
or more heads suffer from the same constriction, 
they can lose that fact in the appearance of diversity. 

THE NATURE OF ETHICAL DECISION MAKING CALLS FOR 
A COMMUNITY OF CONCERN 
Beyond the problems created by constricted con
sciousness, a second and even deeper reason 
exists tor looking to the community of concern 
for moral wisdom. This deeper reason derives 
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f rom the very nature o f ethical and values deci
sion making. 

In Catholic understanding o f morality, ethical 
decisions are practical applications o f the law o f 
love. Romans 13 sketches the anatomy o f this 
moral world. " I f you love your neighbor you have 
carried our your obligations. All the command
ments: You shall not commit adultery, you shall 
not ki l l , you shall not steal, you shall not covet 
and so on , are summed up in this single com
mand: You must love your neighbor as yourself." 

St. Augustine offers a distinction that helps us 
make this law o f love useful in daily life: 'A l l per
sons are to be loved equally [ benevolence |, but 
since you cannot be o f service [beneficence] to 
everyone equally, those are most your responsibil
ity who arc bound more closely to you through 
t ime, proximity, or other circumstances." 

Benevolence is inner love o f mind MK\ heart that 
bows in reverence to universal goodness and 
human dignity. It does not make distinctions or set 
limits. The horizon o f benevolence is boundless. 

Hut beneficence— t he love o f our hands—is 
where moral decision making lives. This is the 
world o f actual loving service that necessarily .\\\d 
unavoidably forces us to decide which o f the 
many possible goods deserves to be realized and 
wh ich must remain unrea l ized. The Second 
Vatican Counc i l emphasizes, wi th strong lan
guage, two characteristics o f beneficence: we 
must renounce some values to realize others, and 
we do this constantly. "Called by multiple values, 
we are constantly forced to choose among these 
values and renounce some."5 

Moral choice entails "renouncing some values" 
to realize others. The spiritual crucible in which 
this prudential judging o f values—this process o f 
weighing burdens and benefits—can best occur is 
the community that embraces both the diverse 
values at stake and the greater good that requires 
sacrifice ot some of these values at the cost o f 
realizing others. This spir i tual crucible is the 
community o f concern. 

This issue is directly applicable in two major 
areas in an organization: in putting together the 
right group for a pending decision, and in evaluat
ing existing groups and processes that have ongo
ing responsibility for organizational decisions. 

Organ i za t i ons con t i nuous l y f o r m ad hoc 
groups to deal with challenges to the mission and 
vision o f the organization. Whether these ileal 
with money, people, facilities, or services—if we 
look carefully, we will see that these are issues o f 
beneficence —we are struggling to decide which 
are values to realize and which are values t o 
renounce. 

EVALUATING EXISTING GROUPS/PROCESSES 
Most facilities have standing groups {for example, 
senior management, governance, and medical 
staff leadership) that are essentially stable in their 
composition .mc\ whose main responsibility con
sists of making major beneficence decisions—real
izing some values at the price o f renouncing oth
ers. We should ask the quest ion o f whether 
changes in the composition o f this group would 
make it a better commun i ty o f concern. The 
executive management team that I am part o f sig
nif icantly improved its communitv -of-concern 
quotient by adding a physician to its member
ship. In the same way, implementation o f a diver
sity program at the management and governance 
level would represent attention to the community 
o f concern. A commi tmen t to diversity savs, 
among other things, that our decis ionmaking 
bodies are chronically missing some essential per
spectives .\m\ therefore lack adequate gender, cul
tu ra l and racial balance. 

Routine organizational systems MU\ processes 
are also, in substance, mechanisms o f benefi
cence, l o r example, budgeting and planning are 
essentially major act iv i t ies oi beneficence — 

SUMMARY 
L Always begin by asking explicitly and methodically: Who else 

would make this a more adequate community of concern? 
2. Remember that the need for the community of concern flows 

from two considerations: the unavoidable presence of constricted 
consciousness and the nature of moral choice as beneficence—diffi
cult choices concerning human dignity. 

3. Pay special attention to the community of concern at the 
beginning and at key points throughout the process. 

4. Define the primary community of concern so that relevant 
issues include: 

• The decision's impact on the public, and on values, functions, 
and relationships 

• Expertise needed 
• Buy-in and implementation 
• Existing commitments 
• Individuals at the margin who are consistently forgotten 
5. Define the secondary community of concern so that relevant 

issues include: 
• Determining who beyond this primary group will enrich the pro

cess 

—With input 
—In implementation 
- In mitigating the harm that results 
• In what ways and how frequently should these individuals/ 

groups be involved? 
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renouncing select values to realize others. Being 
beneficence mechanisms, they wil l benefit from 
being evaluated from the perspective o f the com
munity o f concern: T o what extent are all the 
essential perspectives of these major value trade
offs effectively and adequately present to the bud 
geting and planning processes at key points? 

NOT EVERYTHING, BUT AN INDISPENSABLE FOUNDATION 
Saying that the community o f concern is the most 
predictable source of ethical wisdom, and defin
ing .md gathering this community as the indis
pensable foundation o f high-quality organization 
ethics, still leaves many other essentials undis
cussed. We need to be clear about this—gathering 
the community o f concern makes life more diffi
cult, not more simple. It promises a significantly 
higher level o f ethical decision making, but only if 
we attend to and compensate for the increased 
complexity that we have now put in place. 

The simple gathering o f the commun i ty o f 
concern does not alone make it an effective com
munity o f discernment. I t has been facetiously 
observed that a group with individual IQs of 120 
quickly collapses to a group I Q o f 50. Group dis
cernment involves the right group, bonded by 
trust and respect and empowered with the neces
sary tools, skills, and processes. Almost none of 
this happens spontaneously or easily. The right 
group is not automatically an effective group. For 
effectiveness, we need focused effort as well as 
processes, tools, and infrastructure. 

An illustration o f this is how we must attend to 
the social forces that distribute power unevenly. 
In a medical culture, the views o f nurses, physi
cians, and pharmacists do not carry equal weight. 
This uneven distribution of power must be recog
nized. Deliberate and effective steps must be 
taken to compensate for these deficits o f the larg
er culture that bleed into the community o f con
cern. Many disciplines may contr ibute to this 
effectiveness. The tools and structures o f moral 
theology wi l l be essential. The behavioral sci
ences, especially sociology .md psychology, wi l l 
provide indispensable contributions. 

Another aspect o f gathering the community o f 
concern is both exciting and disturbing: the pos
sibility o f the community coming to a conclusion 
that is "out o f syne'1 with current teachings of the 
church. We could employ a historical example to 
illustrate this. Imagine that a discerning commu
nity came to the conclusion o f Pope John XXI I I 
c o n c e r n i n g f r eedom o f consc ience , wh i ch 
declared that everyone has the right to "worship 
God in accordance with the dictates o f one's own 
conscience and to profess one's religion both in 

private and in pub l i c . , M This pos i t ion was o f 
course further elaborated and established in the 
Second Vatican Counci l document Dignitatis 
Hiniiaiiac. The exciting part is the wisdom that 
emerges from community discernment. But what 
i f this happened 100 years earlier, when Pope Pius 
IX condemned in Quanta C.ura that "'erroneous 
o p i n i o n wh ich is especially i n ju r ious to the 
Cathol ic Church and the salvation o f s o u l s -
called by our predecessor Gregory XVI insane 
raving—namely, that freedom o f conscience and 
o f worship is the proper right o f each man, and 
that this should be proclaimed .\\u\ asserted in 
everj rightly constituted society."' I f the commu
nity o f concern sees itself as arriving at valid but 
institutionally premature wisdom—what then? 

This article is not the place to attempt the theol
ogy of author i ty .\wA ecclesiology that might 
address such a situation. But regarding the com
munity o f concern, two things deserve mention. 
First, many historical examples exist o f the Holy 
Spirit moving moral insight forward through unof
ficial communities o f concern (e.g., emancipation 
and women's suffrage). Second, dealing with the 
new moral situation created by such confl icting 
moral insight (for example, John XXII I 's insight 
occurring in the age of Pius IX), would probably 
require the gathering of a different communitv of 
concern. Because now we are not dealing with the 
moral question of religious freedom, but with the 
moral question of conflicting moral insight in the 
church. The community o f concern adequate for 
the first question is probably not the same as that 
appropriate for the second question. 

These are only some examples of further issues 
and complications that are raised when we begin 
to explore the moral importance of the commu
nity o f concern. They deserve thorough consider
ation and study. But, in my judgment, despite all 
the difficulties they br ing, they in no way chal
lenge the central importance of the community o f 
concern as a source o f moral/ethical wisdom. • 
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