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1

Em I Happy?

Would you describe yourself as perfectly happy? Per
haps you d say you are somewhat happy or happy 

enough, but not especially so. We often get the general im
pression that lasting happiness is far-off, practically impos
sible, not to be hoped for in this life. And, when someone 
does describe himself as happy, we suspect him of being 
naive, like a Midwesterner just arrived in the big city; or un
motivated, like a high school dropout without the least bit 
of ambition.

When we are made to confront our own unhappiness, 
it can be distressing, especially when contrasted with the 
good life proposed in the Gospel. Time and again, we hear 
it preached: The Lord promises surpassing happiness to 
those who come after him. “I came that they may have life, 
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6 Chapter 1

and have it abundantly” (Jn 10:10). And yet, very few peo
ple seem to enjoy this abundant life. Made suspicious by 
this apparent contradiction, many of us set aside the work 
of truly being happy» and instead content ourselves with 
simply being busy.

I think here of my first few years of religious forma
tion. I joined the Dominican Province of Saint Joseph in 
the Eastern United States. After novitiate and profession of 
simple vows, we do our philosophical and theological for
mation in Washington, D.C., at the Dominican House of 
Studies. Though my time at the House was very good and 
formative, I found myself thinking of happiness as some
thing that came only with solemn vows or ordination or 
first assignment. I could hope for happiness, but only at 
a later date. This thought informed my approach to life 
generally and studies especially.

In my province, it’s possible for a friar to shave a year 
or two off his initial studies, depending on what he did 
previously and how much work he’s willing to shoulder. 
When I got wind of this, I studied some things on my own, 
tried to arrange courses efficiently, and generally busied 
my thoughts with working quickly toward completing 
my degrees. I thought often and anxiously of expediting 
the process. And, I’m embarrassed to say, I adopted this 
mindset without much reflection at all.

At one point though, I was trying to figure out some 
scheduling problem, and I solicited the advice of another 
friar. Instead of encouraging me in my pursuit, he called 
into question my whole project. “Why do you want to rush 
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through?” he asked. Confounded by his challenge, I stum
bled in search of an answer: “So I can move on to the next 
thing and be of service to the people of God,” I ventured. 
Without hesitation, he rejoined, “What about this thing? 
Isn’t this meaningful? Isn’t this of great service to the peo
ple of God?”

Yikes. Such sense. I was shaken by the incisiveness of 
his rebuke. I suppose I had just never thought about it in 
those terms. I was so used to thinking about happiness as 
deferred satisfaction that I had neglected to think about 
the purpose and import of what happens now. I had failed 
to engage with the question of happiness as a present reali
ty and, in the process, had just gotten really busy.

I do not think that my experience is an isolated one. In
stead of seeking to be truly happy and arranging our lives 
accordingly, many of us have chosen to be busy. It’s become 
the default response in any conversation: “How are you?” 
“Busy!” “So busy!” “Crazy busy!” But, upon hearing this re
sponse for the umpteenth time in a day, the question that 
naturally arises is “Why?”

There are, indeed, some legitimately and inescapably 
busy people in the world; but there are also quite a few of 
us who just choose to be so, who fill our lives with activity 
of whatever sort. Kids play multiple sports a season, only 
to prove mediocre at all of them. Young professionals work 
long hours, amassing vacation time they’ll never use. Old
er folks find they are incapable of leisurely retirement and 
slowly accumulate diversions until their days are, once 
again, full.
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Why is this the case? There are any number of reasons 
for why we overcommit. It could be that we want to be the 
person who does all the things (whether we are being mag
nanimous or proud). It might be that we re very competent 
and figure someone else won’t do the job as well (wheth
er we are being high-handed or sacrificial). Whatever the 
reason we give though, the source of our frenzied activity 
probably runs deeper. Many of us, I suspect, take on so 
much because we feel like we need to in order to justify 
our existence. Here we are, feeling a bit unfulfilled and 
lost. We had hoped that life would amount to more, but it 
hasn’t With this recognition comes a sadness. It’s not so 
much depression as a kind of existential ache:

It's 10:45 a.m., and I've already had my second thought of 
lunch. Am I hungry or just anxious?

I'm driving to work, and my phone inexplicably conks out; 
I cant make calls, and I cant listen to podcasts. Am I bored or 
just sad?

My friend cancels our evening plans, and I immediately 
seize the opportunity to catch up on house cleaning, chat with 
my brother, and watch a show. Am I efficient or just terrified 
of being alone?

In these moments, how often am I content to wait, to 
think, and to register the experience? How often do I sim
ply refuse to do so? With the wordless intuition that my 
life might be a bit light on meaning, I find it far easier to 
engage in feverish activity rather than to sound the depths 
of my solitude. So I come to fill my days with busyness 
because I am afraid. By fragmenting my life—parceling it 
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out among myriad tasks — I barely keep at bay the creep
ing suspicion that maybe none of this matters.

Real Life Is Elsewhere
All of this running around distracts us from the truth of our 
lives. Alternately perturbed and paralyzed by our inability 
to do anything significant, we give up on being real protag
onists in the drama of our existence. Instead, we become 
mere observers. This, at first, seems counterintuitive. You’d 
think that all our activity would have us feeling more en
gaged and more empowered. Instead, the opposite proves 
to be true. We often end up feeling trapped by overcommit
ment and prevented from taking on more meaningful tasks.

True enough, I finished all my work for the week, but it 
took most of Sunday afternoon and evening, and I haven't 
picked up a good novel in three months.

Yes, I was happy to help with organizing the parish festival 
all weekend, but I didn't carve out any prayer time for three 
days, and I justfeel tired and sad.

Sure, I'm almost done fundraising for my mission trip, but 
I didn't visit my grandmother in the hospital again this week, 
and I've been putting her off now for a while.

Rather than really taking hold of our life, it feels like 
things just sort of happen to us. We get swept along by oth
er people, caught up by their stronger wills and whims. We 
can’t say no, and so we say yes, but under duress and with 
the secret hope that whatever it is gets canceled.

Looking out over this landscape, we may be tempted 
to believe that “real life is elsewhere.” Whatever this is be
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fore me, this is not real life. It is arbitrary. It is accident. My 
genuine self and my genuine experience lie somewhere 
on the other side of the present moment. These things 
here are to be gotten over, to be gotten under, to be gotten 
around. If I end up learning something, it will be in spite 
of them, not from them. The devil may be in the details, 
but God surely isn’t.

To make matters worse, this attitude of escape is often 
paired with a kind of magical thinking about the future. 
“Sure, things maybe rather bleak now, but in days to come 
it will look different.” “Once I graduate, then I can kick the 
drinking habit.” Once I secure a promotion, then I can 
get myself on better financial footing.” “Once I hit thirty, 
then my spiritual life will take off.” Once I get married, 
then I’ll be happy.”

Think about how this dynamic might play out in the 
life of an ambitious high school student. At the begin
ning of her freshman year, she has all kinds of activities 
to choose from. She may feel motivated to contribute or 
determined to build her resume; maybe she just feels pres
sured by friends. Regardless of the reasons, she signs up for 
sports, orchestra, student government, quiz bowl, French 
club, and youth group. She takes on practically everything 
she can shoulder. Freshman year doesn’t prove too taxing, 
but shortly thereafter, her responsibilities begin to over
whelm her. She tells herself that she’ll simply see it through 
so that she can get into a good college with a good schol
arship, and then she’ll pare down to what she truly loves. 
She stays the course through graduation and breathes a 
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sigh of relief. Time to really live life, right? But what about 
the reputation she’s established for herself? What about 
the conditions of her scholarship? What about graduate 
school admission? When the university activity fair rolls 
around, she finds herself going in for all the same things 
as before. It’s as if she can’t help herself. She’s become the 
type that can’t not overcommit. True happiness will have 
to wait. For the present, she’ll just have to be busy.

And so, many people find themselves adrift: strange-
ly discontented with the present, 
groundlessly hopeful for the fu
ture, entirely unclear as to how 
to get from here to there, and all 
jumbled up by a flurry of activi
ty. At a certain point though, the 
habit becomes untenable. Though 
I may have learned to content my
self with a life that is dispersed 
and disintegrated, thoughts of 

In the end, real life 

is not elsewhere.
It is here and 

now, and its true 

meaning needs to 
be first discovered 

and then pursued.

something more continue to crop up. This is not the “abun
dant life” promised by the Lord. In fact, this isn’t anything 
like what I imagined. What is to be done?

Rather than look abroad for some self-help scheme to 
make sense of life, Catholic tradition instructs us instead to 
return to the very things from which we have been avert
ing our gaze. In the end, real life is not elsewhere. It is here 
and now, and its true meaning needs to be first discovered 
and then pursued. It’s not just the externals that need ad
justing (weight loss, job security, state in life). Nor is it the 
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cast of characters that needs replacing (housemates, work 
supervisor, on-again-off-again boyfriend). Those changes 
mean little without an interior transformation. Ultimately, 
I’m the one who has to change my approach toward the 
meaningful things that fill my life, and I won’t be happy 
until I do.

The Search for Meaning
In the last century, a man named Viktor Frankl recog
nized the importance of acknowledging and embracing 
the meaning of life. Frankl was a Jewish doctor trained in 
neurology and psychiatry, just beginning his career in the 
1930s. When war broke out, he had the opportunity to flee 
to America, but he decided to stay in Vienna with his family. 
By the end of the war, his father, mother, brother, and wife 
had all been killed either in Jewish ghettos or concentration 
camps. Frankl, too, was sent to a concentration camp — to 
Auschwitz — but he somehow made it out alive.

While imprisoned there, he became interested in the 
question of who survived and how. He was surprised to 
discover that the physically robust prisoners didn’t always 
last long, but the scrawny ones sometimes hung on with 
great tenacity. In the end, what he found was that those 
who had something to live for fared best, and those who 
didn’t fared worst.

Frankl came to believe that a meaningful pursuit was 
absolutely essential. Whatever the hope one cherished, 
whether big or small (love for one’s children, lingering 
memories worth preserving, a talent to be used), those 
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who had a purpose were able to fight tooth and nail. As 
long as a man held that meaning before his mind’s eye, he 
was free to determine his attitude and proceed with re
solve. For Frankl, his purpose was tied to the thought of 
his wife — a fact that he realized one day while walking 
to his work detail. In his book Mans Search for Meaning, he 
writes, “My mind clung to my wife’s image, imagining it 
with an uncanny acuteness. I heard her answering me, saw 
her smile, her frank and encouraging look. Real or not, 
her look was then more luminous than the sun which was 
beginning to rise.”

Inspired by his observations in the camp, Frankl went 
on to pioneer a psychiatric method called logotherapy. In 
his professional practice, he helped men and women over
come mental illness, especially depression, by aiding them 
to discover a meaning (logos) in life. He describes one par
ticularly beautiful encounter of this sort:

Once, an elderly general practitioner consulted 
me because of his severe depression. He could 
not overcome the loss of his wife who had died 
two years before and whom he had loved above 
all else. Now how could I help him? What should 
I tell him? I refrained from telling him anything, 
but instead confronted him with a question, ‘What 
would have happened, Doctor, if you had died first, 
and your wife would have had to survive you?’ 
Oh,’ he said, ‘for her this would have been terri
ble; how she would have suffered!’ Whereupon I 
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replied, Ύοπ see, Doctor, such a suffering has been 
spared her, and it is you who have spared her this 
suffering; but now, you have to pay for it by surviv
ing and mourning her.’ He said no word but shook 
my hand and calmly left the office.

Their simple exchange changed nothing about the brute 
facts: The man was still without his wife. And yet, the 
conversation broke open a world of meaning. His suffer
ing was not without purpose; it was for his wife, and so 
he could willingly endure it. Frankl had grasped a keen 
insight: The human person is made for meaning, and “He 
[who] knows the ‘why for his existence ... will be able to 
bear almost any ‘how.’”

Meaning and Happiness
This brings us back to the question of happiness. What 
does it mean to be happy, and what exactly does hap
piness look like? Psychologists sometimes distinguish 
pleasure-happiness (hedonic happiness) and meaning
happiness (eudaimonic happiness). The former they asso
ciate with the positive emotion of meeting needs and de
sires: for example, the delight you get from a good meal or 
a good workout. The latter they associate with long-term 
goals and the embrace of difficulty, like the joy you get 
from fasting for a specific intention or serving the home
less at a soup kitchen.

On the surface, it might seem that a life trained ex
clusively on pleasure-happiness (without consideration of 
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meaning-happiness) would help one to avoid the difficult 
parts of human existence and lead to greater content
ment. Psychologists, however, have found that long-last
ing pleasure-happiness is inextricably bound up with 
meaning-happiness. A man who pursues mere pleasure, 
without taking account of meaning, ends up limiting the 
scope and enjoyment of his pleasure. As Frankl writes, “It 
is the very pursuit of happiness [pleasure-happiness] that 
thwarts happiness [taken together].”

Consider how this plays out in a couple’s decision of 
whether or not to have children. At first glance, it might 
seem infinitely more pleasant not to have children than to 
have them. No diapers to change, no discipline to adminis
ter, no stomach-churning stress. Sounds wonderful, right? 
Yes and no. Psychologists have found that a lack of mean
ingful relationships — especially family relationships — 
is detrimental to the psychological integrity, emotional 
balance, and overall fulfillment of the human person. In 
other words, cutting out the responsibilities of family life 
means missing out on all its mind- and heart-expanding 
joy. It means missing out on some of the best parts of life. 
To be happy, therefore, one must want something more 
than happiness, from which happiness flows. Ultimately, 
in order to enjoy true and lasting happiness, one has first 
to discover the meaning at work in his or her life and then 
set out deliberately in pursuit.

The Goal of Life
So, what then is life about? To what — to whom — will we 
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entrust our heart? There are plenty of suitors, but only one 
worthy spouse. For, as we’ll find, a human life is a weighty 
thing, and some goals simply can’t bear the burden of our 
whole heart’s love.

Take, for instance, the pursuit of wealth. We often as
sign great importance to wealth and put tremendous pres
sure on ourselves to accumulate it. Status and fulfillment 
seem to hinge on income. But, as it turns out, there’s no 
“enough” with money. You can always own another horse, 
another mansion, another football team. But the true goal 
of life must be perfectly satisfying. What is more, wealth is 
for something else. Money is for acquiring material goods, 
and material goods are for providing security, comfort, 
further opportunity. Both money and material goods are 
means, while the goal must be a true end. Wealth, then, 
fails as a candidate.

What about physical beauty, athletic prowess, or per
fect health? This, again, is a dead end. While bodily life 
is part of flourishing as a human, it doesn’t tell the whole 
story — or even the most important part thereof. Think 
of the fantastic basketball player who repeats platitudes 
about “teamwork” and “coach’s plan” in his post-game 
interviews and makes dubious decision after dubious de
cision off the court. Sure, his body is in excellent shape, 
but hasn’t he just proven himself to be another dumb jock? 
There’s something of his humanity that is stunted. Bodily 
perfection is not what life is about.

Others go in for fame, glory, or honor. Here again, the 
need for recognition and esteem is powerful motivation.
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Whether it’s the politico angling for office or the insecure 
coworker struggling to gain acceptance, humans prefer 
respect to almost every bodily good. The problem is that 
fame, glory, and honor are only given on account of some
thing else. You can t be famous merely for being famous, 
except in very rare cases. Fame, glory, and honor are not 
the goal in themselves; they merely testify that one is ap
proaching some other goal. So, again, look further.

Even “successfully” discerning your vocation isn’t the 
goal. Some of us think that once we re married or ordained 
or in vows, then we’ll have arrived at the end. Unfortu
nately, though, this misses the precise point of vocation. 
Marriage, priesthood, and religious life are but means to 
the goal, but that goal can be pursued before, during, and 
after you settle on your state of life. The question remains, 
then, what is the goal of life?

Infinite Desire
It’s clear that each of these different options somehow 
misses the mark. But is that all there is to be said? Do our 
lives signify nothing? Are we simply set up for perpetual 
exasperation? Thankfully, no. We are not just cosmic stuff 
destined for annihilation, nor are we the products of a ma
nipulative God without thought of our happiness. Rath
er, we are the creation of a God who cares deeply for us, 
and we are made to share in his divine life on earth and to 
abide with him forever in heaven.

In fact, the very dissatisfaction that many of us ex
perience in our various pursuits suggests the existence of 
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something else out there — someone else out there — that 
is truly and perfectly satisfying. That something — that 
someone — is, of course, God himself, and we can be con
fident that we have what we need (or will be given what we 
need) to be happy in him.

By our very nature, we have the basic resources we 
need to live our lives well. We have bodies in which to 
engage the material world. We have passions by which to 
engage our emotional world. Finally, we have intellects 
and wills with which to engage the intelligible world. The 
intellect and the will are what set us apart from the beasts, 
what most define us as humans. They are the way in which 
we are most made to the image and likeness of God. They 
empower us to know reality and its Creator, and to love it 
(and him). Thus equipped, we step into a world of true and 
good things among which we have to pick and choose.

There’s something peculiar about our picking and 
choosing, though: Our intellect is never satisfied with just 
one limited, knowable thing, and our will is never satisfied 
with just one limited, lovable thing. Having learned that 3 
x 7 = 21, we aren’t liable to consider the rest of our times 
tables unimportant. Having tasted our first chicken sand
wich, it’s almost certain that we’ll return for a second. We 
are made for all of reality, and our hunger and thirst for it 
are practically infinite.

As a result, we are incurably restless. There is always 
another chocolate cookie to be devoured or another acco
lade to be earned. We need constant novelty to take the 
edge off our continual dissatisfaction. It seems, then, that 
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our infinite desire is something of a curse. After all, isn’t 
it to blame for the perennial temptation to busyness? Yes 
and no. While our infinite desire may nag us with the feel
ing of unfulfillment, it doesn’t force us to seek lower goods 
and less meaningful pursuits. It is at the root of all our 
meaningful pursuits — even the highest among them — 
constantly spurring us on in search of what gives genuine 
peace and withholding satisfaction until we have found it. 
Our infinite desire is a blessing. It keeps us from settling 
for anything less than the full grandeur of our high calling 
as persons made in the image of God.

The seventeenth century Anglican poet George Her
bert captures this sense of restlessness-as-blessing in his 
poem entitled “The Pulley.” He writes,

When God at first made man,
Having a glass of blessings standing by, 
‘Let us,’ said he, pour on him all we can. 
Let the world’s riches, which dispersèd lie, 
Contract into a span.’

So strength first made a way;
Then beauty flowed, then wisdom, honour, 

pleasure.
When almost all was out, God made a stay, 
Perceiving that, alone of all his treasure, 
Rest in the bottom lay.

‘For if I should,’ said he,
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Bestow this jewel also on my creature, 
He would adore my gifts instead of me, 
And rest in Nature, not the God of Nature;
So both should losers be.

‘Yet let him keep the rest,
But keep them with repining restlessness;
Let him be rich and weary, that at least, 
If goodness lead him not, yet weariness 
May toss him to my breast.’

The point is plain. God withheld rest for our good. Rest
lessness is his gift. If any random thing or experience 
could satisfy us, we’d run the risk of ignoring the splen
dor of what awaits us in heaven. If every fast-food combo 
meal could make us perfectly content, we’d never make it 
to the eternal banquet. We would “rest in Nature, not [in] 
the God of Nature” and miss out on all the loveliness that 
lies beyond the immediacy of sense pleasure. This is why, 
as Herbert puts it, God “made a stay” by withholding (or 
delaying) his gift of abiding peace. God has made us “rich 
and weary” that we might set out in search of him.

This is the real drama of the human condition: We are 
wayfarers. We are pilgrims. This world is not our home. 
Our intellects can always be further illumined, and our 
wills can always be further strengthened. We can’t just put 
up our feet and declare ourselves happy enough with what 
we have. This life is not a place of arrival. It is a place of 
departure. There is nothing here upon which we can hang 



Am I Happy? 21

our whole heart’s love. There is only one goal and horizon 
of ultimate meaning for us: We are made for God and “our 
hearts are restless until they rest in him.”

The Goal Is God
Thankfully, we don’t have to figure out the goal. It is re
vealed to us — in creation, in history, in our very nature. 
The goal is not even a matter of choice. It’s in our very 
DNA, and we can’t escape its call. Josef Pieper writes in 
Faith, Hope, Love:

In the act of being created we are — without be
ing asked and without even the possibility of be
ing asked — shot toward our destination like an 
arrow. Therefore, a kind of gravitational impulse 
governs our desire for happiness. Nor can we have 
any power over this impulse because we ourselves 
are it.

To be created in the image of God — open to a shar
ing in God’s life — means that our very identity and self
understanding is bound up with the pursuit of God as our 
end. We may be fooled into seeking lower things as if they 
were our end, whether wealth, bodily perfection, honor, even 
vocation; but, when taken on their own terms and not direct
ed to God, these lower goals are but impoverished versions of 
the divine fullness. We are made for God, whether we recog
nize it or not No amount of busyness can blot out the claim 
this vocation has on each and every human person.
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Even if paralyzed by indecision or immersed in a sea 
of activity, the human heart longs for the divine perfection 
and peace. The point cannot be emphasized enough: God 
has created us that we might partake of his very inner life. 
Sometimes when we talk about God, he may sound far-off 
or abstract. But what lies in store is remarkably present and 
concrete. His inner life is undivided, whole, perfect, good, 
infinite, unchanging, eternal, wise, just, and loving — abid

ing in the communion of Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit. God is all of 
this and more, for he transcends 
the creaturely limitations accord
ing to which we imagine him. 
And, perhaps most astonishingly, 
he is for you.

God wants you to be happy. 
He created you for this express 
purpose. He trains the whole of

his attention on securing it. He is not looking to trip you 
up with temptation and trial. He is not waiting at a dis
tance for you to fail. He is working patiently and cease
lessly to draw you to himself who is happiness itself. Your 
very existence is testimony that God’s happiness cannot 
be contained within the bounds of his divine nature. His 
happiness brims over and fills creation that it might return 
to him in praise. In effect, God has a secret too good to 
keep — the secret of his divine happiness — and he shares 
that secret in and with you that you might know and love 
it now and for eternity.

God wants you 
to be happy. He 
created you for this 

express purpose. 
He trains the whole 

of his attention on 

securing it.
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We can be confident that it is possible to seek this hap
piness always. Everything that we encounter on earth is 
permitted or willed by God with an eye toward drawing 
us to him. Present difficulties are not divorced from our 
happiness, but are mysteriously related to it. As a result, for 
the present, there is great delight to be enjoyed and great 
suffering to be embraced. Earth may afford a foretaste of 
heaven, but it cannot supply lasting happiness. The human 
heart will only be wholly satisfied when fixed permanently 
in God.

Life on earth is an exile from the heavenly homeland, 
and the journey home can be very hard. The difficulty to 
be endured is not without purpose, though. As Fr. Bede 
Jarrett writes in No Abiding City:

Pilgrims, travellers, strangers, that is all we be! But 
we seek a city, whose maker and builder is God — 
a city that is God Himself. We shall enter within 
it by His mercy. God Himself shall be our home. 
Cannot you be grateful for the road though it be 
rough and uncertain? It does all a road was ever 
made to do. It takes you home.

Easy, Right?
With the goal established, shouldn’t that make life a lot 
easier and simpler? With God as our end, it seems like 
the steps to get there should be pretty straightforward: Do 
the things that God commands or permits or otherwise 
counsels, and all will be well. You can imagine the zealous 
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convert’s initial resolve: When I wake up. I’ll choose God! 
When I go to bed, I’ll choose God! Every opportunity in 
between, I’ll choose God! It’s that easy, right?

Unfortunately, no. Concrete decisions in real time 
are more involved than the movements of spontaneous 
enthusiasm. What about when you get asked on a second 
date after having only kind of enjoyed the first one? What 
about when you have to determine whether to take a gap 
year based on your mother’s tenuous employment situ
ation? What about when you fear that your job has you 
implicated in unethical research? What does it mean to 
choose God in those situations?

It’s true that having God as our goal makes life easier 
and simpler in a sense, but there are many means to that 
goal that need to be arranged. Certain things are ruled out 
(lying, cheating, stealing); certain things are ruled in (sac
raments, prayer, penance); and, other things begin to take 
concrete shape (forgive my father, reconcile with my old 
roommate, discern my vocation). But a lot of the details 
still need to be sorted out. So, how does one go about it? 
That’s the point of this book.

If God is the goal, our trajectory toward him needs to 
shape every dimension of our existence. Life is not about 
skipping to the back of the book and looking at the answer 
key. The point is not merely to end up well. The point is 
to live well. To that end, we need to be formed for the task 
at hand. Think of what follows as formation. So, with the 
path set before us, let’s get busy — not “crazy busy,” mind 
you, but busily dedicated to the work of living life well as
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God enlightens and emboldens us in our pursuit of him.

Reflect
How do you understand happiness? How does your expe
rience of life to this point compare to that understanding?

What aspects of your daily life would you rather get over, 
get under, or get around? What obstacles do you experience 
when seeking to find meaning in difficult moments? How 
can you address those obstacles?

What do you find most discouraging about being on the 
way? How can you find encouragement in the midst of your 
life’s pilgrimage?





2

ta I ta3?

Every time we feel inspired to grow in our relation
ship with God, we find ourselves confronted by var

ious temptations. Some temptations are straightforward 
in their logic, attempting simply to distract, disperse, or 
delay. Other temptations are more subtle. One is especial
ly deadly. It reasons, “If souls can be made to rely upon 
themselves, they will never actually rely upon God.” And 
so it undermines by apparent encouragement. You might 
say to yourself, “I want to become a saint.” The temptation 
responds, “Just try harder. Make a daily holy hour, go to 
daily Mass, pray a daily rosary, find a bunch of tough pen
ances, read the whole Bible.” Or you might decide, “I want 
to stop watching pornography.” The temptation responds, 
“Just try harder. Make up your mind to stop, get an in

27
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ternet filter, get an accountability partner, downgrade to 
a dumb phone, begin an exercise routine.” Good ideas all, 
but if undertaken with merely human resources, they are 
often destined to fail. Try harder: a simple appeal with a 
deadly consequence. For, in the end, trying harder just 
convinces us more than ever of our own weakness.

The Psalmist sings, “Lead me to the rock that is high
er than I” (Ps 61:2). The rock is the goal. The last chap
ter identified that goal as God but said little about how 
to reach it. Notice, the rock is “too high for me to reach.” 
If the goal is something out of reach — if simply trying 
harder will never be enough to reach it — then what’s left 
for us to do? How do we reach a rock too high for us to 
reach? In the Letter of James we read, “Every good endow
ment and every perfect gift is from above, coming down 
from the Father of lights” (1:17). In the quest to reach God, 
we cannot pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps. We 
cannot write our own rags-to-riches story and simply in
clude God in the acknowledgments. Reaching God is not a 
matter of trying harder. Our pursuit of happiness and our 
growth in holiness is God’s work.

In the next chapter and those to follow, we’ll take up 
the question of practical reason (making decisions) and 
how one goes about becoming a good practical reasoner. 
If we were to launch immediately into a list of “Ten Tips 
and Tricks for Better Decision-Making,” we would risk 
thinking of ourselves as self-made men and women; we 
would risk imagining the virtuous life as a mere matter 
of self-help. Instead, we will begin where all good Chris
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tian thought begins — with God. To grasp the place of 
prudence in a good and happy life (which is where we re 
going), we have to see prudence in light of God, creation, 
redemption, and grace. For, while we may not be able to 
reach the rock on our own — by God’s grace, we can and 
will.

God’s Cosmic Generosity
Think about what your status was before creation. Actual
ly, don’t bother, because you can’t Before God created the 
heavens and the earth (and even the term “before” is clunky, 
since there was no time) there wasn’t even any nothingness 
to speak of. So, then, this was our status: We weren’t even 
nothing. You can’t get poorer than that. By creating us, God 
looked upon our less-than-nothingness and put something 
there. He put us there. God looked to his divine abundance, 
and patterned us on himself, calling us forth from nothing 
(ex nihilo) to be something unto him.

How does one account for God’s decision to create? 
There doesn’t seem to be sufficient motivation. Before the 
dawn of time, God enjoyed the perfect fullness of blessed 
life. He had no need for adoration or assistance. He stood 
to gain nothing from bond servants or slavish worship
ers. There was no human-shaped hole in God’s heart. He 
lacked nothing, and no thing could have been added to his 
all-sufficiency.

Creation, then, is testimony of God’s cosmic generos
ity. By his free choice, God brings a bewildering variety 
of good things into existence, among which we human 
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beings are numbered. To all things he gives existence. To 
some things he gives life. To us, he gives even more. Be
yond just being and living, we are made for understand
ing. God gives us (along with the angels) a spiritual na
ture capable of recognizing his generosity and referring it 
back to him. We can know and love God. We can behold 
his handiwork. We can see how he draws us to himself, 
not from any insecurity on his part, but rather from an 
infinite goodness. Based on this knowledge, we can have 
the confidence that God wants us to be happy. There’s just 
no other way to account for his choice. Creation is for us 
who are for God, and we make good on Gods bestowal of 
existence, life, and intelligence by acknowledging the gift 
and responding generously in turn.

Thus, from the outset, we see that God initiates a good 
work, one in which he is the primary cause — the main 
protagonist. Creation is not the fruit of created efforts. No 
amount of trying harder yields a universe. In truth, we re
ceive everything that we are and have from him. If we are 
to become better thinkers and choosers, it s not by tips or 
tricks; it is in union with him who thought of us from the 
beginning and who chose us for himself.

God’s Saving Sacrifice
Creation should have been ample testimony of Gods love 
for mankind, and yet our first parents chose against it. 
Theologians differ when describing why Adam and Eve 
fell. Some suggest that they turned toward themselves and 
away from God. Others say that they took exception to re
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ceiving their beatitude as a gift. Still others figure that they 
failed to trust in Gods promises. Regardless of which an
swer best captures the nature of the sin, a common theme 
emerges — our first parents treated God’s original designs 
as if they were somehow lacking. God poured himself out 
in creation, providing us with all we needed to flourish, 
but humanity proved suspicious, weak, and proud.

By original sin, we were despoiled of grace and 
wounded in our nature. Whereas formerly the intellect 
was subject to God, the passions subject to the intellect 
and will, and the body subject to the soul, now a disor
derly chaos reigns within. Left to ourselves, we find it only 
too easy to sin. Sin is simply the choice of something not 
in accord with our status as sons and daughters of God, 
something that wounds our relationship with God, self, 
and others. Saint Augustine defines sin as “any thought, 
word, or deed contrary to the eternal law.” Put in those 
terms, it sounds pretty unattractive, but in real time, sin is 
subtle. More often than not, it is a failure to pay attention 
to or care about something that we ought to. In the mo
ment, we find ourselves preferring a lower good to a higher 
good and positively excluding the goodness of God’s plan.

So that’s the situation in which humanity finds itself 
after the Fall: mistrusting God, living for lower things, 
floundering in chaos. With God’s goodness having been 
called into question, one might have expected him to scrap 
his original plans. Why bother with such an ungrateful 
creature? There seems no point in an endless series of fail
ures. But, rather than push the reset button and wipe out 
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the memory of our betrayal, the God who marvelously 
created us went on to redeem us in an even more marvel
ous way.

Some Christian authors describe God’s act of creation 
as a harmonious song. Sin’s entry into the world sounds a 
discordant note that threatens to ruin creation’s harmony. 
Rather than banishing the sinful voice of fallen humanity, 
however, God re-orchestrates the other parts of creation’s 
song to produce an even richer harmony.

The fact that creation can be marred should not make 
us think that it is somehow deficient. A lily is beautiful 
to behold and delightful to smell, but it can easily be de
stroyed by a lawnmower. Just because a thing can be ru
ined doesn’t mean that it’s bad. Crabgrass is a hardy plant, 
but its resilience doesn’t make it better than the lily. The 
point is that creation’s fragility — the fact that mankind 
could fall from grace and did — provides the space for an 
even more excellent demonstration of God’s power. In the 
age succeeding the Fall, we see that God can bring good 
even out of evil.

Again, note the severity of our existential poverty. By 
sin we offended a God of inestimable dignity, severing our 
relationship with him and incurring a burdensome debt. 
We recognize at once the need to make up for that offense, 
but its weight proves too heavy for us. Left to ourselves, we 
have only finite resources on which to draw. How then do 
we atone for our offense, limited as we are by our human 
nature? No amount of trying will foot the bill.

Much could be said of how God answers this ques-
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tion through salvation history, but nowhere is his response 
more perfect and clear than in the passion of Our Lord 
Jesus Christ. At the crux of history, in the fullness of time, 
God sent his only begotten Son to assume human nature 
and to suffer, die, and rise from the dead for love of us. 
Jesus Christ, the God-man, offers to the Father a pleas
ing sacrifice in human flesh. By virtue of his charity and 
obedience, he merits for us the reward of eternal life with 
him. His offering makes up for our fault and repairs the 
relationship that was ruined by our original parents. In 
this redemption, Jesus Christ re-creates man and woman 
in a manner that transcends the limitations imposed by 
original sin. In creation, God does something good. In re
demption, he does something better.

What, precisely, is this something better — this “how 
much more,” to borrow from Saint Paul (cf. Rom 5)? 
Christ’s redemption is not motivated by a naive nostalgia 
for the days of Eden. It’s not a matter of simply reversing 
the original sin and getting back to where we were. God’s 
plans are wiser than that. He has a richer harmony in 
mind.

Consider this: In the original dispensation, grace, our 
created share in God’s divine life, would have been com
municated with our nature in the ordinary course. When 
the woman conceived, her child would have enjoyed the 
life of grace from the first. As God infused the soul of the 
child, he would have also bestowed his grace and all that 
comes with it (virtues, gifts of the Holy Spirit, etc.). But, 
with the loss incurred by original sin, this arrangement 
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ceased, and now each child comes into the world bereft of 
his original endowment but with a lingering longing for 
his supernatural destiny. We are born heaven-haunted.

By the Lord s paschal mystery, this way to the life of 
grace and glory is re-opened, but in a manner that sur
passes the original plan. Now, instead of receiving grace 
as a God-given birthright, each individual Christian is 
incorporated, one by one, by the Sacrament of Baptism, 
into the saving sacrifice of Jesus Christ. What originally 
would have been communicated to the whole of mankind 
in each and every generation is now communicated singly 
in the context of an ecclesial and sacramental friendship. 
And so, instead of returning to Eden, we are ushered into 
the kingdom of heaven, the very life of Christ.

This turning from sin and turning to God with the 
infusion of grace at baptism is continually reenacted in the 
Sacrament of Penance. When we sin, there is a temptation 
to regret the sin — to wish it undone. We know our sins 
have wounded our relationship with God, self, and others, 
and we would like to have them blotted out from memory 
(and even reality). But the logic of the Sacrament of Pen
ance operates in a different register. In this sacrament, the 
Christian is not called to cultivate regret, but rather the 
virtue of penitence. A penitent heart laments and hates sin 
because it desires a deeper conversion. Penitence inspires 
the Christian to look back on the past and to acknowl
edge how Christ is at work even there — permitting sin 
and incorporating it into a story of yet more perfect love 
by bringing goodness out of evil. So, too, with the original 
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sin. Humanity’s rejection of divine love was tragic, to be 
sure, but it has served to fasten us all the more to Christ. 
As the Easter Exsultet sings, Ό happy fault, which earned 
so great, so glorious a Redeemer.”

“Set me upon the rock too high for me to reach.” Our 
God comes down, in a sense, and does for us what we can
not do for ourselves. “God shows his love for us in that 
while we were yet sinners Christ died for us” (Rom 5:8). 
Salvation is not something of our own fashioning nor is 
it a fruit of our trying harder. Rather, it is an entirely un
merited gift from God, one that he offered once for all, but 
yet does not tire of extending to us with each passing day.

Incarnation
Our happiness is to be had in God, and if we are to arrive 
there, it will be by his gracious assistance. What, then, are 
the concrete means that the Lord gives to conduct us to 
himself? How does he get us there?

“I am the way, and the truth, and the life” (Jn 14:6). 
The first means to our salvation is Jesus Christ. God gives 
us himself. In the Incarnation, the only begotten Son of 
God takes our human nature to himself, sharing with us 
in all things but sin. By doing so, he ensures that we can 
truly meet him — touch him — in every aspect of our hu
man lives. The Lord has a human soul and a human body, 
a human intellect and a human will, human passions 
and even human hunger, thirst, and fatigue. He was con
ceived; he was born; he suffered and died; he was raised 
and exalted. “For we have not a high priest who is unable 
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to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every 
respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sinning” 
(Heb4:15).

As the one bridge between God and man, Jesus me
diates the infinite gap between divinity and humanity, 
and through his humanity he conducts us into the love 
of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The rock too high for us 
to reach came down to the ledge where we were standing. 
There is a yawning chasm of being between God and man; 
his nature surpasses ours in a manner defying compre
hension. In the order of being, we are closer to the nature 
of a fly than we are to the nature of God. But in the Incar
nation, the Lord Jesus emptied himself, drew near to sin
ful humanity, and brought us up with him into the divine 
nature. He “set aside” the glory of his divinity to seek and 
to save the lost, to live among us as one born of woman, to 
deliver us from destruction and lead us back to God. And, 
as a result, we believe and hope that we can heal from sin 
and live with him forever.

When the Scriptures speak of the reason God became 
man, they speak straightforwardly of our need for deliv
erance: “For the Son of Man came to seek and to save the 
lost” (Lk 19:10). But while saving us from sin, the Lord sees 
fit to bestow on us yet further riches. In his Incarnation, 
Christ not only reveals his divinity, but he also begins a 
process whereby he gives us a share in it. It is common 
in the Christian tradition to speak of the Incarnation as a 
principle of deification or divinization, both of which words 
mean our becoming like God. Saint Peter writes of salva-
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tion in just these terms:

His divine power has granted to us all things that 
pertain to life and godliness, through the knowl
edge of him who called us to his own glory and 
excellence, by which he has granted to us his pre
cious and very great promises, that through these 
you may escape from the corruption that is in the 
world because of passion, and become partakers 
of the divine nature.” (2 Peter 1:3-4)

In short, the goal of human life isn’t merely to be kind or 
successful or well-regarded. It is to become like God. As 
Saint Athanasius writes, “For He was made man that we 
might be made God.”

The Church and the Sacraments
Jesus Christ is the unique Mediator and perfect means 
for bringing mankind to God. There is absolutely noth
ing lacking to this mediation. That being said, the Lord 
himself has chosen to employ further means, other medi
ations, to perpetuate his presence in time and space well 
beyond his earthly life. The Church is one such means 
in which we find still further means. God sends his Son, 
the Son institutes the Church, in the Church we receive 
the sacraments, and from the sacraments we are enriched 
with every grace, virtue, and gift of the Holy Spirit. By 
grace, virtue, and gifts, we are conformed to the mysteries 
of Christ s life given in the sacraments. These mysteries 
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make us like him and draw us into the communion of the 
Blessed Trinity. So, if Christ’s mediation is sufficient, why 
the sacraments?

Saint Augustine defines a sacrament as a sacred sign 
that makes men holy. In each of the seven sacraments, a 
visible sign is in service of an invisible grace that it com
municates for our salvation. By saying that sacraments 
make men holy, make is used here in just about the stron
gest imaginable sense. The sacraments are not just sug
gestive symbols. If, for instance, you roll up to a stop sign, 
the sign doesn’t do to your car what it suggests. You could 
choose to stop or you could roll right through it. Sacra
ments, by contrast, work in a much stronger sense. A sac
rament is like a stop sign that physically stops the believer’s 
car. It actually causes what it signifies. It establishes and 
strengthens communion with God.

The sacraments accomplish this end in a way that is 
profoundly human. Each human being is made up of body 
and soul, a profound union of material and immaterial re
ality. Relying on our five external senses, we start by per
ceiving sensible things and move to understanding intel
ligible ones. Smells recall memories. Sights inspire us with 
wonder. Hearing transmits words and their meanings. In 
a similar way, the Church’s sacraments communicate im
materially what they signify materially. The sacraments 
use everyday things — water and oil, bread and wine, hu
man speech and touch — and employ them to communi
cate sublime mysteries. All at once, we are humbled by the 
ordinary signs and exalted by the extraordinary realities.
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The sacraments are also profoundly communal. Par
ents and godparents bring the child to the baptismal font. 
Confirmands take the name of a new patron, one of their 
forebears in the Faith. Holy Communion makes the re
cipient more powerfully part of the Mystical Body. The 
evidence is abundant. The sacraments work effectively to 
solidify the fellowship of the People of God. In every sac
rament we receive the gift of God for ourselves, but we are 
also made more perfectly a member of the Church, par
taking more excellently of its communal life and worship.

Here, again, the means are not a matter of trying 
harder. The Lord saves the Christian through simple signs 
in the company of believers. The fact of our humility and 
dependency is communicated in spades. Salvation is not 
ours to grasp. It is ours to receive — a rock too high for 
us to reach. It remains for the believer to beg for that gift, 
and to receive as God sees fit to give it within the life of the 
Church and her sacraments.

Grace, Virtues, and Gifts
The divine life courses from God through his Christ into 
the Church and her sacraments. Ultimately, these myster
ies are applied in each human heart. Through this great 
chain of mediation, the tide of divine abundance spills 
over the bounds of the Godhead and flows over the in
dividual believer, cleansing and illuminating him in his 
interior life. What is more, this water of divine life perme
ates the individual believer, getting into all the nooks and 
crannies of his very existence. This interiorization of the 
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divine abundance is exactly what is meant by grace.
It’s impossible to speak of the Christian myster

ies without speaking of grace, and so, of course, I’ve al
ready mentioned it. Time, then, for more clarity. As it’s 
used in everyday speech, grace has three basic senses.

1. First, grace refers to one person’s positive re
gard (or love) for another, as when we say that 
a particular student is in the good graces of 
her teacher.

2. Second, grace refers to any gift that is freely 
given. If your work associate goes to Swit
zerland on a business trip and brings each of 
the members of your group a bar of delicious 
chocolate, you might say it was very gracious 
of him.

3. Third, grace can refer to the thanks rendered 
for a gift. This actually forms the linguistic 
connection between grace (gratia) and grat
itude.

Each of these three senses is at play when we speak about 
grace in Christian theology. Grace refers to:

1. God’s love for the believer, which
2. takes concrete shape in the life of the believer, 

and
3. moves him or her to render thanks unto God.
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In this specifically Christian sense, grace is defined as the 
human persons created participation or share in the uncreated 
life of God. As a share in the divine life, grace effects the 
spiritual adoption of the baptized into the household of 
God, making them truly to be his sons and daughters. By 
grace, God comes to our souls and takes up a kind of res
idence, dwelling within them as in a temple, provided we 
do not commit mortal sin.

Sanctifying grace — a name for grace taken from its 
enlivening effect in our souls — elevates the whole per
son by a supernatural habit. Here, we can draw an analogy 
with health. We say someone is healthy when everything 
in the bodily organism is as it should be. All the organs — 
with their inner workings and interrelations — are func
tioning well. We say someone is sick when this equilibri
um has been somehow compromised. Even a small mass 
or slightly unusual proliferation of cells is enough to ren
der one unhealthy. We wouldn’t say, “You know, hes got 
pancreatic cancer, but otherwise he’s healthy as a horse.” 
Health is said of the whole person. Grace is like the health 
of the spiritual person. By the presence of sanctifying 
grace in our souls, the supernatural organism — that is, 
the human person destined for eternal life in heaven with 
God — is made to function as intended. In every facet of 
the life of the soul (intellect, will, and passions) grace heals 
the wounds incurred by sin and grows beyond the limita
tions of nature.

To this point, I’ve described grace mostly in terms of 
being. Grace makes us to be like God. It makes us to be spir
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itually healthy. But that’s not all there is to be said on the 
matter. Grace also transforms our doing by giving rise to 
virtues. Aristotle defined virtue as a quality of soul that 
makes one to be good and to act well. A virtue is a habit of 
the intellect, will, or passions, which empowers us to live 
in accord with human nature.

In the Christian tradition, we distinguish between ac
quired virtues and infused virtues. Acquired virtues are the 
virtues that we can build up on our own (though without 
grace we can only do so imperfectly and sometimes not 
all). These are the “practice makes perfect” habits of ordi
nary human life. We can acquire the virtue of temperance 
by refraining time and again from overindulgence, or we 
can acquire the virtue of fortitude by consistently facing 
difficulties and fears. By repetition, we acquire a settled 
disposition of the soul to act for goods that lead to our 
flourishing.

Beyond acquired virtues, there are also infused vir
tues, the most notable of which are faith, hope, and chari
ty. Infused virtues are given by God as an interior effect of 
grace. An infused virtue is not acquired by mere discipline 
and devotion. Rather, God just pours it (infuses it) into the 
soul. As with the acquired virtues, the infused virtues 
make one to be good and to act well, but they do so on 
a higher plane. Because of their divine origin and higher 
function, the infused virtues far outstrip the acquired vir
tues in excellence and efficacy.

The limits of the divine abundance stretch even be
yond the virtues. God gives a variety of other interior helps.
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The last we will discuss here are the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 
Like the infused virtues, the gifts of the Holy Spirit — wis
dom, knowledge, understanding, counsel, piety, fortitude, 
and fear of the Lord — are supernatural habits. They in
form our intellect, will, and passions, subjecting them to 
the reign of grace in our lives. The gifts accomplish this 
work by disposing us to be receptive to God’s promptings. 
You can think about the divine work in terms of a radio 
transmission. The Holy Spirit is constantly “transmitting” 
indications of the divine will, but we may not be able to 
pick them up. We could be on the wrong frequency, or 
there could be too much interference, or we may not even 
know how to work the radio. In this image, the gifts of 
the Holy Spirit are like interior receivers perfectly attuned 
to the Holy Spirit s transmission. They open to us a world 
shot through with indications of the divine will.

By the gifts of the Holy Spirit baptized persons be
come well-disposed to receive and act upon these divine 
inspirations. It’s as if we are carried along by a divine 
breath or instinct. The gifts allow God to move the bap
tized person easily and promptly. While the virtues cause 
us to act in a human mode, the gifts cause us to act in a 
divine mode. Operating by the virtues is like pulling at a 
boat’s oars and working through the waves of life in a way 
proper to human ingenuity. Operating by the gifts, how
ever, is like hoisting the sail and being sped along by the 
divine help. Over the course of a life, the gifts of the Holy 
Spirit render the believer more and more docile to the di
vine inspiration and zealous for carrying it out. It is thus 
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that we come to the heights of Christian perfection by an 
ever more mature exercise of the gifts.

Perfection (or, simply, salvation) is just a matter of re
sponding well and generously to Gods initiative. Salvation 
is God’s work before it is ever ours. It is wholly beyond our 
means — a rock too high for us to reach. Though we cer
tainly must exert ourselves in the effort, it’s not enough to 
appeal to our weak and wounded will. If we hope to try 
harder (or to try at all), it is only by God’s grace. Through 
the abundant testimony of creation and the Incarnation, 
we know that God is manifestly generous in providing for 
us. He gives us the Lord’s sacred humanity; he gives us the 
Church; and he gives us the sacraments. He pours grace, 
/irtues, and gifts into our souls, imparting a redeemed 
and supernaturalized existence. This redeemed way of be
ing human is the proper setting for the choices we seek to 
make and the prudence we hope to foster. Our choice for 
him stands always under the mercy of his choice for us.

Reflect
How do you imagine yourself in relation to God? As his 
ambassador? As his employee? As his slave? How do the 
doctrines of creation and redemption challenge that im
age?

What are some typical ways you think about past sins? 
With embarrassment? Regret? Self-accusation? What are 
some ways the Lord is using those sins in your conver
sion?
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How would you define grace in your own words? How 
often does grace enter into your conscious thoughts about 
your past, present, and future? What would your life look 
like if you patterned your day more on the life of grace?





3

Em i virtuous?

Humans are choosing creatures. We can envision our 
lives in different ways and choose to live them howev

er seems best. It’s a great honor to be creatures that choose, 
and it’s our responsibility to choose well. But that doesn’t 
always make choosing easy. At times, we feel singularly in
adequate for the very thing that we are made to do. Choices 
can be bewildering: You studied graphic design, and here 
you’re being asked about a management situation. Choices 
can be intimidating: You think you’re ready to propose, 
but can’t imagine yourself as a happy husband and father. 
Choices can be disheartening: You realize a friendship is 
codependent and destructive, but lack the desire to end it.

Choices are made harder by sin. In addition to depriv
ing us of grace, original sin also wounds our nature.

47
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• First, our intellects are darkened by igno
rance. We often aren’t fully aware of our rea
sons for acting, and others’ motivations can 
be yet more opaque.

• Second, our wills are twisted by malice. We 
are consumed with desire for recognition 
and control and look on others as a threat to 
our freedom.

• Finally, our emotions are inflamed by weak
ness and concupiscence. We find difficult un
dertakings repulsive and are inclined toward 
whatever is comfortable and effortless.

With all of this interior tumult, it’s no wonder that we 
experience choice as difficult, a heavy burden to bear. In 
tough moments, we might be led to wonder: Why couldn’t 
God have made us incapable of failure? Why couldn’t he 
have set it up so that we simply did what we were supposed 
to do without all of the anguish? Well, God did make crea
tures like that. Rocks don’t choose. Rocks aren’t ignorant, 
malicious, weak, or concupiscent. They’re just rocks. The 
same is true of plants and animals, in their own way. Each 
fulfills its purpose as a matter of course — whether by 
gravity, nature, or instinct. Very few people, though, if giv
en the choice between rock or human being, would choose 
to be a rock. Because, even though we face the prospect of 
failure in ways that rocks do not, we are far more noble 
than boulders or pebbles. More ventured, more gained.

Think of St. Teresa of Calcutta. When she left home 
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to enter religious life, her mother told her to put her hand 
in the Lord’s and to follow him alone; and that s just what 
she did. When Christ led her to serve the poorest of the 
poor in a radical way, she was ready. There was no script 
for what she did, and yet she discovered her “call within 
a call” and chose it freely. Rocks can’t do that. Trees can’t 
do that. Dogs can’t do that. Human beings can. Can you?

As we attempt to answer this question, we hold two 
convictions in mind. First, God has something good in 
store for us, and he wants us to be happy. Second, he gives 
us what we need to live up to our calling. Even with these 
convictions, though, the way forward remains difficult If 
we are to consent to and cooperate with his grace, it will 
mean doing so in a genuinely human way. It will mean 
choosing well. And, since prudence is the virtue that helps 
us in a particular way to choose well, consenting to and 
cooperating with grace will mean growing in prudence.

How then do we work through the difficulty of choice 
and fashion a coherent life? The traditional Christian re
sponse is straightforward: by growth in virtue. By growth in 
virtue one learns to choose well not just once or twice, but 
consistently and dependably as a matter of character. Vir
tue makes one the kind of person who chooses well, so that 
choosing well becomes second nature. Virtue frees one to 
be who he or she is called to be, in accord with God’s reve
lation of himself in Scripture and Tradition.

A Closer Look at Virtue
Saint Augustine defines virtue as “a good quality of mind, 
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by which a man lives nobly, of which no one can make bad 
use, which God works in us without us.” To say that virtue 
is a good quality of mind is to say that it is a kind of per
fection added to, but deeply in concert with, human na
ture. Just as one can get better at a particular instrument, 
sport, or profession, so too one can get better at living life 
in general. Virtue is the type of quality which works this 
transformation. To say that virtue is the type of quality “by 
which one lives nobly” and “of which no one can make bad 
use” fills out the picture. Some qualities have no particular 
tendency either to good or to evil. If you learn a lot about 
stocks and bonds, you could use that knowledge to invest 
ethically or to game the system. If you have a charming 
personality, you could use that trait to put your friends 
at ease or to manipulate your acquaintances. But a virtue 
is directed to good action by its very nature. One cannot 
be just or courageous or temperate for evil ends. It’s ab
surd. If you were to try to imagine a situation in which 
one were just in order to steal or seduce, you wouldn’t be 
describing true justice. Saint Augustine’s definition con
cludes by describing its source, “which God works in us 
without us.” This goes back to the discussion of acquired 
and infused virtues. While some virtues can be acquired 
over time through repeated action, the greatest of virtues 
cannot. They are simply infused by God. When a baby girl 
is baptized, God doesn’t take into account what she has 
done up to that point in her life or whether she is worthy 
of divine blessing. Instead, God just floods her soul with 
grace, virtues, and the gifts of the Holy Spirit. They are 
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done in her, without her.
When exercised in daily life, virtue solidifies charac

ter. It heals wounded loves and strengthens weak desires 
so that one can choose the good more freely and enjoy it 
more fully. As a result, virtue has a humanizing effect. It 
enables one to become himself in the most genuine sense. 
In What Catholics Believe, philosophers Josef Pieper and 
Heinz Raskop say this about virtue:

A good man is more of a man than a bad one, in 
the sense that he is making more of his human
ity. He is in every respect more fit. Thus a man s 
virtue shows that he is putting his ability into 
practice; here and now he is making actual what 
would otherwise remain merely possible within 
him. This means that he does good — and that he 
does it not because he has to, but because he wills 
to. He wants to, and he can.

Virtue fills up and fills out what it means to be a human. 
It empowers one to be excellently human — to think, to 
choose, and even to feel well. Ultimately, virtue provides 
us the tools to live a happy and holy life. A couple of exam
ples will help to illustrate the point.

Temperance is a virtue which heals and elevates the 
passions of love, desire, pleasure, hatred, aversion, and sor
row. These are simple passions that arise when we encoun
ter something good or evil, causing us either to advance 
toward the good or withdraw from the evil. Without tern- 
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perance, we can be easily undone by simple emotional re
sponses. You open a bag of Chex Muddy Buddies and are 
soon surprised to find there are none left and that you’re 
covered with powdered sugar. The thought of doing some
thing productive is so oppressive that you watch four ep
isodes of a new Netflix series before realizing where the 
time has gone. When it comes to dealing with sensible 
things — like food, drink, or sexual intimacy — we need 
the virtue of temperance to help us cling to our purpose, 
lest we be swallowed up by lower goods. Temperance puts 
reason into our passions, so that when looking at a plate of 
chocolate-chip cookies we can think, “Looks delicious, but 
I’d prefer not to snack between meals,” or “One would be 
perfect, but I should move on before I have a second,” or 
“Let me pass this around to the guests first.” A temperate 
person has a healthy relationship with sensible goods. He 
or she is not ruled by them but is able to incorporate them 
into life in a way that’s well-ordered.

Fortitude is a virtue that heals and elevates the pas
sions of hope, despair, fear, daring, and anger. These are 
more complex passions that arise when we encounter a 
good that is difficult to attain or an evil that is difficult to 
overcome. While temperance helped us deal with the plate 
of cookies right in front of us, fortitude made the cookies 
possible in the first place when it meant braving a busy 
supermarket, making the dough without an electric mix
er, and timing them perfectly in an erratic oven. Fortitude 
comes to the rescue in a variety of circumstances. Perhaps 
all you need to finish off the master’s degree is a fifty-page 
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thesis, and you’ve been stuck at forty pages for the last 
four months. Fortitude helps you get it across the finish 
line. Or maybe your boss makes work intolerable with his 
micro-managerial terrorism, but frankly you’re terrified 
of him and unwilling to confront the situation. Fortitude 
helps you to speak up. In these circumstances, the good 
represents the fruit of some struggle, and we are forced to 
confront our own weakness. To brave these trials, we need 
the virtue of fortitude so that were not cowed by fear and 
turned aside from the goal. Fortitude, like temperance, 
makes our passions more reasonable so that when God 
asks for a sacrifice, we can offer it without hesitation; or, 
when the battle rages on every side, we can stand and fight 
for love of what is ours. A courageous or brave person has 
a healthy relationship with difficult goods. He or she is not 
tossed to and fro but is self-possessed and resolute.

Temperance and fortitude are immediately recogniz
able to us as good for the human person and as helps in 
choosing well. How often have you wished you could stop 
at one cookie or felt unable to tackle a difficult conversa
tion? We know for sure that we can be easily derailed by 
sense delights or difficulties, and when we are, choosing 
well becomes infinitely more complicated. With virtues 
like temperance and fortitude (though we might add jus
tice, humility, chastity, and others), we train ourselves to 
live more reasonably and so experience less conflict in 
choice. In so doing, the virtues chart a path to freedom. 
Virtue makes us persons who choose well and frees us to 
flourish.
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Freedom in Virtue
As we grow in the virtuous life, we become truly free — 
free to choose what is good because we love it. St. Thomas 
Aquinas, following Aristotle before him, insists that the 
point of the moral life goes well beyond restraint or dis
cipline. The virtuous life isn’t intended to be a continuous 
series of Herculean efforts. Rather, the virtuous life makes 
choosing and possessing the good easy, prompt, even joy
ful. When you see an elite athlete at the top of his game or 
a concert musician at the height of her powers, they make 
it seem almost effortless. The goal for each of us is to live 
our human lives in just this effortless way.

On this point, Aristotle and Saint Thomas highlight 
how virtue differs from continence, incontinence, and 
vice. Since these are fine shades of moral reality, it’s worth 
illustrating each state. To that end, take the example of 
someone who is deciding whether or not to be honest on 
her tax returns. For the virtuous person, it’s not even a 
question. She reports her earnings accurately and precise
ly, and she couldn’t fathom doing anything else, regardless 
of present financial straits. She isn’t motivated by fear of 
discovery, nor does she think in terms of duty-driven obli
gation. In fact, she derives a kind of enjoyment from filing. 
For the vicious person, again, it’s not even a question, but 
in the opposite sense. She feels 100 percent entitled to all of 
her dollars. If they want to come after her, she’ll tell them 
the exact same thing. She knows the law and the purpose 
of the law; she just doesn’t care. She wants the extra cash.

Virtue and vice live at opposite ends of a spectrum. Be
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tween them are the two intermediate states of continence 
and incontinence. Continence is closer to virtue, while 
incontinence is closer to vice. The continent person expe
riences conflict or difficulty in her pursuit but eventually 
succeeds in choosing the higher good. In our example, the 
woman struggles to balance the ledger, running through 
different rationalizations why she might report a little less 
for income or a little more for charitable donations. After 
some tortured moments, she overcomes the temptation, 
motivated in part by an ill-defined terror of the 1RS, and 
reports honestly. The incontinent person also experiences 
conflict or difficulty in her pursuit, but she succumbs to 
her weakness. That being said, she’s not nearly as pleased 
with her choice as is the vicious person. The choice makes 
her nervous, and whenever her phone rings, she assumes 
that she’s been found out.

This spectrum of states delineates how human beings 
can be more or less well-formed in their estimation and 
pursuit of what is good. The vicious person is malformed. 
The virtuous person is well-formed. The continent person 
is on the way and the incontinent person a bit further off. 
This range of options also helps to clarify the goal of the 
moral life. Man is made for more than merely following 
the rules well or performing his duty. He is meant to culti
vate a real knack for the good and to incline spontaneously 
toward it as if by a kind of second nature. By growth in vir
tue, he develops this facility for living well — for choosing 
well. To become virtuous is to become a virtuoso at living 
human life.
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Consider a musician. At some point in primary school, 
whether third or fourth grade, practically half of the class 
signed up for an instrument rental and music lessons. Our 
musician was among their number. By the end of the sixth 
grade, most of her classmates have dropped out, but she 
persisted. At first it was a bit of a slog, but then she started 
to get the hang of it. A steady ration of scales, arpeggios, 
and etudes revealed to her the beauty of the instrument. In 
time, she advanced from modest pieces to arrangements 
of increasing technicality. She corrected her initial slop
piness with renewed commitment to posture, technique, 
and form. Soon, her first tastes of excellence fueled a desire 
for perfection — for greater artistry and subtlety. Her tal
ent, first encouraged by parental oversight, then grew by 
its own interior laws. Love of the art inspired her efforts. 
What began with mastering the rudiments soon had her 
excelling at and delighting in her craft. The fruit of her 
discipline was a freedom made visible in both workman
ship and flair. She had become a virtuoso — a virtuous 
— musician.

The example of the musician helps us better to grasp 
the crucial difference between being continent and being 
virtuous. A lot of people seem to think that the point of the 
moral life is continence, as if we were made for a lifetime’s 
toil of scales, arpeggios, and etudes. In fact, the point of the 
moral life is virtue. We are made for concert performance. 
We are made to fire on all cylinders and to do so as if ef
fortlessly. Virtue is not a matter of mere moral might; it 
actually changes us in our inmost being. It makes us good 
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and fit for good deeds. The virtuous person knows what the 
good life is and chooses it without hemming or hawing. 
Virtue empowers us to think, to choose, and to feel well. 
Virtue frees us for flourishing. This is the vision to hold 
before your mind’s eye as you keep reading. Whether we 
are focusing on better theory or better practice, it is ul
timately to this end. In what remains of the chapter, we 
will continue advancing toward this goal, homing in on 
prudence in particular. Before that, though, we’ll situate 
prudence among the different kinds of virtues.

Kinds of Virtues
When listing virtues, the Christian tradition thinks in 
terms of categories or groups. First, there are the theo
logical virtues: faith, hope, and 
charity. The theological virtues 
are called theological because 
they come from God and go to 
God. Earlier it was said that some 
virtues are acquired, while oth
ers are infused or received. The 
theological virtues can in no 
way be acquired; they can only 
be infused. Also, when we say 
that they go to God, this means 
that they have God as their end 

Faith adheres to 
Godas First Truth 

speaking. Hope 

fastens to God 

as Final Good 

promised. Charity 

embraces God 

as First and Best 
Friend.

— each of these virtues genuinely approaches or arrives 
at God in some way. Faith adheres to God as First Truth 
speaking. Hope fastens to God as Final Good promised.
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Charity embraces God as First and Best Friend. Between 
their arising from God and returning to God, the theo
logical virtues come to rest in the spiritual powers of the 
human soul. Faith perfects the intellect, and hope and 
charity perfect the will. Together, they are considered the 
greatest of virtues since they come from the highest cause, 
attain to the highest end, and perfect our highest powers.

Second, there are the moral virtues of justice, forti
tude, and temperance. These virtues can be both acquired 
and infused. There is a lively debate among Catholic theo
logians on this point, but most hold that the soul can ac
commodate both acquired and infused versions of these 
virtues at the same time. So, by acquired temperance, you 
might concern yourself with dieting for purely natural 
reasons, whereas by infused temperance you might con
cern yourself with fasting primarily for the love of God. By 
contrast to the theological virtues, the moral virtues stay 
within the limited sphere of human affairs — bringing or
der to the interior dynamics of sense life and the exterior 
dynamics of human interaction. Justice perfects the will 
(rational appetite), and fortitude and temperance perfect 
the passions (sense appetite). Whereas the theological vir
tues make one more perfectly like God, the moral virtues 
make one more perfectly human.

At this stage, you might be remembering grade-school 
catechism and thinking, “Wait, isn’t prudence a moral vir
tue?” It is and it isn’t. Most Catholic theologians teach that 
moral virtues are found in the appetites, whether in the 
will or the passions. Prudence is involved with the appe
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tites, but it is really and truly found in the intellect. But be
cause of its close cooperation with the appetites, it plays a 
double role, bridging the moral virtues and the intellectual 
virtues. If we are being precise, prudence is an intellectual 
virtue. There is a way, however, of grouping prudence with 
the moral virtues. Together, they are called the cardinal 
virtues. The word cardinal is taken from the Latin word 
for “hinge.” Used in this way, it signifies the importance of 
these four virtues for human flourishing. Together, they 
are the very “hinges” of the door through which we enter 
into the fullness of the moral life.

Virtues of the Intellect
That covers theological, moral, and cardinal virtues; only 
the intellectual virtues remain. Or do they? Often enough, 
many people are content to leave the intellectual virtues 
to the side, and some go so far as to caution against them. 
As Charles Kingsley chides, “Be good, sweet maid, and let 
who will be clever.” But must we choose between intelli
gence and goodness? The main current of the Christian 
tradition doesn’t think so. In fact, it sees intelligence and 
goodness as inextricably bound up. The recent populari
ty of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) has helped raise 
contemporary cultural awareness to the fact that flourish
ing is, in part, a product of thinking and knowing well. 
All virtue bears the mark of reason, and virtue of what
ever sort requires a reason that is itself perfected by vir
tue. Intellectual virtues, especially the virtue of prudence, 
answer to this need.
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The human intellect can be exercised in two differ
ent ways. Sometimes we seek to know for knowing’s sake. 
This use is referred to as the speculative reason. (Reason just 
means intellect in this context.) Other times, we seek to 
know for doing’s sake. This use is referred to as the prac
tical reason. To be clear, there aren’t two reasons, rather 
there are just two different uses — speculative and practi
cal — of the one reason.

There are three main virtues of the speculative reason: 
understanding, knowledge, and wisdom. Understanding is 
the habit that discloses the most basic principles of human 
knowing. Before you even begin to think, you already 
have an innate capacity for making sense of reality. Un
derstanding is the virtue that registers these fundamental 
insights — things like, “A whole is greater than any of its 
parts.” Knowledge is the fruit of ones judging and reason
ing upon reality. It registers necessary conclusions about 
the world — things like “All men are mortal” and “What
ever is moved is moved by another.” Wisdom is both the 
knowledge of the highest things, and the highest mode of 
knowledge. The wise person has a keen intellectual sense 
for how all of reality hangs together and is able to know 
and order all things fittingly.

There are two main virtues of the practical reason: 
art and prudence. Art is defined as right reason applied 
to making. Obviously, this covers more than just painting 
or music. It includes any trade or skill that shapes material 
reality. Carpenters, athletes, teachers, and poets all qualify. 
Art, and the artist, is judged good or bad based on whether 
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the thing is well or ill made. The excellence of the artist is 
not determined by his motive or his sincerity, but by the 
excellence of his product.

The last virtue standing is the virtue of prudence. 
You are probably interested in understanding and prac
ticing prudence better; after all, you picked up this book 
and have read this far. And yet, many people seem to 
care little for the subject, or at least not enough to read a 
book about it. Why is that? In part, it’s because prudence 
sounds, to many ears, like a wet blanket We often think of 
the prudent person as someone who is shrewd in business 
dealings. He is a maker of economical arrangements. He 
is cautious and careful in providing for his own interests. 
Josef Pieper writes of this modern characterization in The 
Four Cardinal Virtues:

In colloquial use, prudence always carries the 
connotation of timorous, small-minded self-pres
ervation, of a rather selfish concern about oneself. 
A ‘prudent* man is thought to be one who avoids 
the embarrassing situation of having to be brave. 
The prudent* man is the ‘clever tactician’ who 
contrives to escape personal commitment. Those 
who shun danger are wont to account for their at
titude by appealing to the necessity for ‘prudence.*

Is this all there is to it? Again, the Christian tradition has 
much more to say on the matter, and limiting prudence 
to narrow self-interest only obscures its true beauty. The
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Prudence sees to 
it that our choices 
are not isolated 
instances of moral 
misery, but part 
of a bigger story 
of growing in 
virtue, maturing 
in freedom, and 

attaining true 

happiness.

word as it is often used is an impoverished version of the 
true virtue.

Prudence is right reason applied to doing. It s the habit 
of intellectual competence or practical wisdom. It’s related 

to what the French call savoir-faire 
or clairvoyance. Prudence suggests · 
sagacity or intellectual penetra
tion. It means clear and skillful 
knowledge of the truth. Impor
tantly for our purposes, prudence 
plays a decisive role in moral 
growth. It works to perfect human 
choice by degrees, helping one to 
become completely and truly free. 
Prudence sees to it that our choic
es are not isolated instances of 
moral misery, but part of a bigger 
story of growing in virtue, matur

ing in freedom, and attaining true happiness.
In the virtuous life, the role played by prudence is par

amount. Mindful of this, the remaining chapters are de
voted to understanding prudence better, so that we can ap
ply ourselves to practicing it better. The hope is that, with 
a bolstered prudence placed squarely at the center of our 
moral imagination, we can make strides toward living and 
choosing well. Because although human life is filled with 
difficult choices, it is our high calling to see it through. By 
the grace of God, the prudent person can ascend by choice 
all the way to genuine happiness. Rocks cant. Trees cant.
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Dogs can’t. You can.

Reflect
What do you imagine when you think of the life of virtue? 
Do you feel like you are doomed to a life of boring rule
following or to a white-knuckling climb on the brink ofhell- 
fire? How does this picture of virtue challenge that notion?

Think of someone whom you consider a virtouso of hu
man life. What marks out his or her life as so wonderful, 
so admirable? What are some of this persons virtues that 
you want to incorporate in your own life?

What role does intelligence play in the good life for you? 
Are you more likely to overthink or to underthink your 
pursuit of happiness and holiness? How does envisioning 
the good life in terms of the intellectual virtues help to 
work through that?
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Em I Prudent?

The question is all lined up: What is prudence? Specif
ically, how does it help us to choose well or how does 

it perfect practical reason? With the goal — happiness — 
held before our mind’s eye, the help of God in ready sup
ply, and the virtuous life to animate our efforts, it’s time 
to start answering the question in earnest. One of the best 
ways to address this question is by exploring and engaging 
all of the parts that together make up prudence. By focus
ing our efforts in this way, we see both how attractive is the 
life of prudence and how to begin growing in it.

This chapter and the next are a little more philosophi
cal than the last three. If you find the discussion difficult at 
points, don’t be discouraged. Things will make more and 
more sense as you read on. Think of it as an apprenticeship 

65
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in prudence as you work your way toward mastery.
Prudence, we have said, is right reason applied to do

ing. It’s the habit of acting according to sensible, reasonable 
standards. It perfects the practical reason — the dimension 
of our reason concerned with knowing for doing’s sake. 
What is more, prudence perfects every imaginable aspect 
of practical reason. But what are all these different aspects? 
A good way to proceed is by sketching the different stages 
or parts of human action and then describing prudence’s 
activity at each stage. Following the clear teaching of St. 
Thomas Aquinas, we will explore:

• First, the stages of human action, focusing on
those stages in which prudence is at work.

• Second, how a prudent act unfolds.
• Third, the different parts of prudence. This 

section illustrates the different perfections 
that make up the virtue and gives a detailed 
picture of how prudence empowers one to 
know, to choose, and to live well.

Human Action
Typically, when describing a human act, we treat it as a 
single thing. What did you do? I went grocery shopping. 
I watched the basketball game. I registered for classes. But 
each of these acts is made up of a more involved series of 
smaller steps. Saint Thomas identifies the smaller steps 
and groups them together in three main stages of human 
action.
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In the first stage of human action, you intend the 
end. The end is the goal, purpose, or ultimate meaning 
of the action. For instance, you might choose to diet for 
any number of reasons — to lose weight, to manage food 
allergies, to treat anxiety, and so on. Any of these might 
function as the end of your action. The end is the most 
important feature of any action, because without it the 
choice never gets off the ground. Just as there’s no sense 
in preferring vegetables to chocolate-chip cookies without 
a notion of nutrition, so there’s no sense in human action 
without an end. The end shapes the whole act from start 
to finish. Though it’s the last thing carried out, it’s the first 
thing envisioned. And so, at the outset of any choice, we 
apprehend (grasp) and intend the end.

In the second stage of human action, you choose the 
means. Means are just ways of achieving an end. If you 
intend to diet you have to decide how to go about it. Specif
ically, what method will you adopt? In certain scenarios, 
choosing the means will be relatively straightforward. If 
the diet was suggested to you by a friend who already has 
a regimen in mind, all that’s required is to get on board. If 
it’s up to you to decide, it may be a bit more involved. There 
are so many different dieting options, and you have to 
think through, consent to, and ultimately choose the one 
that is best for you. For instance, there are all kinds of meal 
options and fitness programs available. Which ones are 
well-suited to you? Are there certain things you just can’t 
live without? Are there certain workouts that you know 
you won’t or can’t do? Are there some challenges you’ve 
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been hoping for the opportunity to tackle? Are there some 
life hacks you’ve just been waiting for the moment to test 
out? In this process, you gradually home in on a decision, 
as you advance from what’s possible to what’s best. At this 
stage, then, we judge and choose the means of our act.

In the third stage of human action, you use the means. 
At this point, the choice has been made; it’s just a matter 
of seeing it through. In the first and second stage of action, 
your choice probably had to mature through thought and 
conversation. In the third stage of action, it gets fleshed 
out and translated into bodily movement. No longer are 
you just intending to diet or choosing a diet, you’re really 
dieting. This doesn’t mean that the action’s over, though. 
At this stage, you have to remain engaged — to oversee 
and direct the choice. It’s not as if you have to continually 
rechoose the means. That’s a done deal. But what follows 
isn’t automatic. The choice needs to be continually em
bodied in practice. With changing circumstances, it can 
be a real effort to ensure that the act is carried out in the 
best way. In the case of your diet, perhaps you have some 
success in your first few weeks, only to plateau for a month. 
What then? Do you give it up and try something new? Or 
do you stay the course? Perhaps at this point, you realize 
that you’re beginning to enjoy exercising, which is a prom
ising development. So you add length and intensity to your 
workouts and don’t tinker with anything else. Eventual
ly, the pounds start coming off again. You haven’t revised 
your choice, so much as applied it in new circumstances. 
At this stage, we execute the action as we command and 
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use the chosen means.
This is the basic template of any human action. At 

each stage there are paired acts of intellect and will. First, 
one apprehends (intellect) and intends (will) the end; sec
ond, one judges (intellect) and chooses (will) the means; 
and third, one commands (intellect) and uses (will) the 
means.

Stage One

Apprehension (Intellect) 

Intention (Will)
Concerns 

the End

Stage Two

Judgment (Intellect) 

Choice (Will)

Concerns 

the Means

Stage Three

Command (Intellect) 

Use (Will)
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The Three Acts of Prudence
Where does prudence fit in this overview of human ac
tion? Prudence isn’t directly concerned with the first 
stage. The ends of human action are supplied by will and 
passions under the guidance of the moral virtues — how 
that works will be discussed in the next chapter. Prudence 
steps in at the second stage, once the end is set. Prudence 
concerns the choice and use of the means. Once you have 
apprehended and intended the end of dieting, prudence 
sees that intention all the way through to weight loss. Pru
dence is about the means — the “how” of human action.

Saint Thomas identifies three acts of prudence, which 
he calls counsel, judgment, and command. These three 
acts map onto the second and third stages of action de
scribed above. We have already come across judgment and 
command. They are the intellectual components of the 
second and third stages of human action outlined above. 
But what about counsel, the first act of prudence? Counsel 
hasn’t come up yet explicitly, but it precedes judgment in 
the second stage of human action. Specifically, it comes 
to the aid of judgment when there are many means from 
among which we can choose.

An action may be more or less complicated at the sec
ond stage. In a less complicated action, there might be only 
one means to a particular end. If you want to visit a friend 
who lives halfway around the world, it may be physically 
possible to go by foot, bicycle, or train, but the chances that 
you would actually entertain these options are effectively 
zero. If you go, you’re going to fly. In actions like this, or in 
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the earlier case of dieting when the friend has a regimen in 
mind, you move right from intention (first stage) to choice 
(second stage) without an intermediate stage. Many habit
ual and unimportant choices unfold in this way. You don’t 
agonize about what barber or hair salon to use each time. 
You just go to the same one. You don’t spend much time 
choosing your route across town. You just follow the GPS.

In a more complicated action though, there might be a 
few means to a particular end. Say, for instance, you want 
to travel from Washington, D.C., to New Haven, Con
necticut. If you drive, it will take about six hours. You like 
listening to podcasts and audiobooks, but aren’t especial
ly excited to drive alone. If you take the train, it will take 
about the same amount of time. On the one hand, that 
would free you up to work en route. On the other, you’d be 
without a car in New Haven. These two options cost about 
the same amount and are much more efficient than fly
ing. So what will you do? In choices like this one, and the 
earlier case of working through the different diet options, 
you don’t move directly from intention to choice. Instead, 
you pass through an intermediate stage during which you 
weigh those different options. In the process, certain can
didates emerge as more reasonable or more preferable for 
whatever reason. These options become the fodder for our 
judgment/choice. This intermediate stage is called coun
sel (from the vantage of the intellect) or consent (from 
the vantage of the will). In these more complex human 
actions, the second stage is composed of two distinct acts 
— counsel/consent and judgment/choice — which are just 
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the first two acts of prudence. After all that, the third act 
of prudence is straightforward. It corresponds neatly with 
the third stage of human action.

Let’s trace the workings of prudence through each of 
its three acts. Counsel is the stage of discovery. It’s the point 
at which we entertain different means, compare them to 
the end, and size them up against each other. Counsel 
plays out different possible patterns of cause and effect for 
the action under consideration to determine which means 
are most likely to conduct us to the end. So we might ask 
a variety of questions: Which is easiest? Which is quick
est? Which is noblest? Which is most consistent with my 
character? Which is most likely to make me the man or 
woman I want to be? There are a variety of helpful ways 
for thinking through different scenarios. Answering these 
questions can prove difficult, though, especially if you ha
ven’t encountered a similar situation before.

To work toward an excellent choice, certain things 
have to be in place at the stage of counsel:

• First, the end has to be good. If the end is evil,
it’s a non-starter. Better to abandon ship than 
chart a course to destruction.

• Second, the means themselves have to be 
good. As Saint Paul instructs the Romans, 
one cannot do evil that good may come (Rom 
3:8). A good end doesn’t justify evil means.

• Third, counsel has to have a sense of timing. 
Neither hasty nor halting, counsel aims for
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Stage One

Apprehension (Intellect) 

Intention (Will)

Stage Two

Counsel (Intellect) 
Consent (Will)

Judgment (Intellect)
Choice (Will)

Stage Three

Command (Intellect)

Use (Will)
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what is fitting at the proper time.
• Fourth and finally, counsel has to account 

for the big picture. While a particular means 
might make sense on its own terms, it must 
fit in with the whole of one’s life. Counsel 
weighs all of the relevant factors.

From counsel, prudence passes to judgment. In its most 
basic form, a judgment is just a comparison of two things. 
That comparison can be expressed in the form of a prop
osition. For instance, “Penguins exist,” or “My brother is 
not short,” or “I shouldn’t cheat on this test.” In a judg
ment, one is either composing two things — like penguins 
and existence — or dividing two things, like my broth
er and shortness. Judgments, in the broad sense, can be 
either speculative or practical. The penguin and brother 
examples are speculative judgments. Both are occasions of 
knowing for knowing’s sake. There’s nothing further to be 
done with the knowledge they supply. Since judgments of 
this sort do not concern action, they do not engage pru
dence. Rather, they engage speculative intellectual virtues 
like knowledge and wisdom.

The cheating example is a practical judgment. In this 
case, it’s an occasion of knowing for doing’s sake. There 
is something further to be done. Here, one doesn’t com
pare a being to its existence or to one of its characteris
tics. Instead, one compares an abstract principle of hu
man action, like “Evil is to be avoided,” with a concrete, 
particular action under consideration, like “Cheating on 
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this test would be evil.” From this comparison, one draws 
the conclusion, “Cheating on this test is to be avoided” or 
“I shouldn’t cheat on this test.” In this example, the judg
ment moves beyond itself. It is directly ordered to action, 
and it isn’t complete until it shapes and moves the will and 
passions. Judgments of this sort do engage prudence. They 
account for prudence’s second act.

From judgment, prudence passes to command. Com
mand is the intellectual act at work in the third stage of 
human action. Command ensures that the chosen means 
are seen through. It brings our counsel and judgment con
tinually to bear on reality as the action is brought to per
fection. It achieves the end of practical reason. Command 
is the distinguishing, determining, culminating, and animat
ing act of prudence.

First, command is the distinguishing act of prudence. 
Whereas counsel and judgment, at times, contribute to 
the working of other virtues, command is peculiar to pru
dence. At a certain point, Saint Thomas refers to prudence 
simply as “the virtue which commands.”

Second, command is the determining act of prudence. 
Command is where one’s character is brought to bear on 
reality. On the one hand, command shows the thought 
that went into a choice and the quality of the person who 
chose it. On the other hand, it indicates that person’s tra
jectory in life and conducts him or her along that path. 
Command is the place where one passes from was and is 
to can be and will be.

Third, command is the culminating act of prudence.
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Command carries with it the power of actual performance 
of a chosen word or deed. It is immediately concerned 
with doing since it actually applies the choice. As such, 
command is able to mobilize the full force of practical rea
son, that is, knowing for doing's sake. We can counsel all 
kinds of courses of actions and make all kinds of excellent 
judgments as to how best to realize those plans, but until 
such time as we actually carry them out, those delibera
tions and judgments remain incomplete. Command fully 
applies them to action.

Finally, command is the animating act of prudence. In 
prudent action, we look always to command, to the full em
bodiment of the action in real time. To aspire to less would 
be impractical. Counsel is ordered to judgment, and judg
ment is ordered to command. Command, in turn, draws 
counsel and judgment to itself, reaching back and shaping 
all that comes before.

The Eight Integral Parts of Prudence
These three acts — counsel, judgment, and command — 
sketch a passable likeness of the virtue, but they’re really 
just a scaffolding built around the edifice of prudence it
self. What then of the foundation, the walls, the roof, and 
all that goes into the building? What of the real substance 
of prudence which makes for the excellent human being, 
the type we want to be, the sort who would be an irreplace
able colleague, a trustworthy friend, a strong lover of God?

By a closer look at the metaphorical foundation, walls, 
and roof that together make up prudence, we discov
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er a wealth of subtle perfections, testimony to the divine 
craftsmanship at work in the life of reason. Saint Thom
as calls these perfections the integral parts of prudence. 
He lists eight of them: memory, docility, understanding, 
shrewdness, reason, foresight, caution, and circumspec
tion. The common mistake when describing these parts is 
to think of them as eight moments of prudent action oc
curring one after another in chronological sequence. This 
paints an overly neat and potentially misleading picture. 
Rather than moments, they are perhaps best thought of 
as bricks in the edifice of prudence. Together, the integral 
parts work jointly in prudent action to build out the full
ness of the virtue.

Saint Thomas divides the eight integral parts into two 
main groups, based on whether they concern knowing or 
commanding. The integral parts which concern knowing 
are memory, understanding, docility, shrewdness, and 
reasoning. These help with acquiring, retaining, and us
ing knowledge.

The first part of prudence that Saint Thomas treats 
is memory. Memory recalls experiences of the past. In 
matters of prudence, experience goes a long way. It’s for 
this reason that young people are more likely to lack pru
dence and old people are more likely to have it. Since pru
dence concerns practical matters which involve all kinds 
of particularities and contingencies, it’s basically impos
sible to have a tidy science of decision-making. There’s 
just too much that’s up in the air. And so, the prudent 
person weighs his or her experience of the past and uses 
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that memory to account best for present circumstances. 
Memory recalls what tends to happen and applies that as 
best it can.

While it may be helpful for the prudent person to have 
a vast memory, it’s more important that he or she have a 
profound memory. Some people think that their lives are 
necessarily enriched by many different experiences, as if 
you were better for having traveled to Thailand, South 
Africa, and Norway. But, breadth doesn’t always make 
for depth. When it comes to the memory involved in pru
dence, it’s more important that you experience reality well 
than that you experience a lot of it. It’s a matter of what Jo
sef Pieper refers to as “true-to-being memory.” For mem
ory of this sort, it is sufficient that you judge with careful 
attention, that you seek to retain events and things as they 
really are.

Saint Thomas gives some advice on how best to culti
vate memory of this sort. First, you have to work to retain 
memory, lest it slip away. This might be by mental associa
tion or frequent recalling or journaling. Second, you have 
to organize your memory. That means finding an orderly 
place for the things you want to remember, rather than just 
heaping them up in a pile of random facts. Third, you have 
to return to it often. If God is teaching through memory, 
then it merits continual attention. Here, prudence touches 
prayer. In time with the Lord, there is opportunity to re
visit the past, ask for insight, and think through connec
tions, and then anticipate how you might respond again in 
similar circumstances. This ensures the healthy working 
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of memory.
Take the simple example of planning and enjoying a 

meal with some friends. As you make a reservation, you 
consult your memory of past outings. What has worked 
before and what hasn’t? What 
makes most sense for this occa
sion, given what you’ve learned? 
Memory serves as a backdrop for 
present experience.

The second part of prudence 
is understanding. This kind of 
understanding is something oth
er than the virtue of the specula
tive intellect we described earlier. 
This understanding concerns 
knowledge of the present. Spe
cifically, it is the part of prudence 
that instantaneously sizes up a 
particular action. By understand

In time with the 
Lord, there is 
opportunity to 
revisit the post, 
ask for insight, 
and think through 
connections, and 
then anticipate 
how you might 
respond again 
in similar 
circumstances.

ing, you have a sense for whether or not this is to be done 
before ever making a judgment. You still need to reason 
upon the proposed action, but understanding provides an 
initial evaluation of the task. You preview a particular ac
tion and have a feel for how it ought to go.

Again, when planning the evening out, you might 
have the intuitive sense that, given those in attendance, 
you ought to play it safe. Adventurous dining can be fun, 
but this group is just getting comfortable with each other. 
So too, in the course of the meal, you might “see” what 
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needs to be said or done in order to draw everyone into the 
conversation and out of themselves.

The third part of prudence is docility. In general, 
there are two ways of acquiring knowledge. Either you can 
learn it on your own (by discovery) or from another (by 
instruction). Docility aids with receiving instruction. For 
any number of reasons, you might find it difficult to con
sult others about decisions. Perhaps it’s laziness. Perhaps 
it’s pride. As a result, you might not perceive the benefit 
of docility in decision making. And yet, practical matters 
are so various that there’s no way to consider every avenue 
well in a reasonable amount of time. From this vantage, it’s 
a great help to have the assistance of those who are older or 
wiser. Their experience and their prudent reasoning may 
be of great service. But, to access this font of wisdom, we 
have to humble ourselves and ask for it. We have to love 
the truth more than we love ourselves. Docility means a 
genuine open-mindedness. As Josef Pieper writes in The 
Four Cardinal Virtues, “What is meant [by docility] is the 
ability to take advice, sprung not from any vague ‘mod
esty,’ but simply from the desire for real understanding.”

To be docile, you have to overcome obstacles to seek
ing counsel, remain open to what is offered, and then 
weigh and incorporate that input. This doesn’t mean that 
you should become hesitant, impressionable, or enslaved 
to others’ pronouncements. To be prudent means to be 
genuinely self-actualized, albeit with the recognition that 
there is much to be gained from the counsel of others. 
“Trust in the Lord with all your heart, / and do not rely 



Am I Prudent? 81

on your own insight” (Prv 3:5). “Stand in the assembly of 
the elders. Who is wise? Cleave to him” (Sir 6:34).

Returning to the evenings events — it can help to 
consult some reviews and food critics ahead of time. Per
haps you 11 learn that the restaurant operates by European 
standards of hospitality and that, if you’re going to get the 
check, you’ll have to ask for it directly. Seeking advice saves 
you from some awkward indecision at the end of the meal.

The fourth part of prudence is shrewdness, sometimes 
called sagacity or acumen. Whereas docility aids with in
struction, shrewdness aids with discovery. Shrewdness is a 
keen first estimate or judgment of what should be done. By 
comparison to understanding, which intuits the situation, 
shrewdness assesses it. The shrewd person has a knack for 
settling practical matters. He or she works them out ef
fortlessly by a kind of nimbleness of mind, always at the 
ready with very reliable snap judgments.

The importance of shrewdness reveals something 
significant about prudence. The practical wisdom that 
prudence provides isn’t necessarily a matter of lengthy de
liberation. It may be worthwhile to consider a course of 
action for a period of time, but prudence comes from the 
quality, not the quantity, of that consideration. It doesn’t 
really matter if you’ve thought a lot about it. It matters that 
you’ve thought well about it. The goodness of an action 
is measured by its being done virtuously. When the Lord 
called the first of the apostles, the Gospel recounts, “And 
immediately they left their nets and followed him” (Mk 
1:18). Was that hasty of them? Might they have taken some 
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time to think it through? In this case, they didn’t need to. 
They had been awaiting the Lord, and they recognized 
him when he arrived. Theirs was a genuinely excellent re
sponse to a genuinely excellent call. By shrewdness, they 
judged in an instant, and by prudence they responded 
with the assent of their whole person.

Back at the restaurant, you draw upon shrewdness to 
coordinate the order. After quite a few minutes, everyone 
continues perusing the menu non-committally despite the 
waiter’s increasing impatience. At an opportune moment, 
you gently but firmly settle on a couple bottles of wine for 
the table and foster consensus for hors d oeuvres, helping 
all present to arrive at a choice with which they are pleased.

The fifth part of prudence is reasoning, used here to 
signify the way that the human intellect moves step by 
step when working out a choice. As human beings, we are 
made toward the goal of life, but we aren’t quite there. To 
arrive at happiness, we must take the right steps. Our in
tellectual nature reflects this fact and reasoning sees to it 
that we take those steps well. We are intellectual pilgrims 
on a journey toward the goal, and part of being prudent 
is proceeding well along this pilgrimage of many move
ments.

Reasoning is especially visible in how you plan the 
evening. From start to finish, you see to every detail. You 
do the research and make the reservation. You alert the 
restaurant to your friends’ dietary restrictions. You scout 
out parking, estimate transit time, and make sure each of 
your friends has all the information he or she needs. All is 
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accounted for.
These first five integral parts — memory, under

standing, docility, shrewdness, and reasoning — perfect 
prudence’s work of knowing. The remaining three inte
gral parts perfect prudence’s work of commanding.

The sixth integral part of prudence is foresight. Fore
sight provides for the future by ensuring that we hold the 
end in mind when carrying out the action. In the moment, 
it can be easy to get a bit caught up, and at times, we risk 
losing ourselves in the excitement. Foresight has one look 
to the end. It’s a kind of prudential recollection in the pur
pose of action.

The goal of your dinner is to enjoy the company of 
some old friends and make some new ones. When one 
friend alerts you that she’ll be late in arriving, you are just
ly upset but take a moment to work out a solution. You 
could confront her for being irresponsible, but that’s likely 
to dampen the mood and ruin the evening. So, you just 
have her meet you at the restaurant, not letting a little hic
cup get in the way of the evening’s enjoyment Here, fore
sight holds the end in mind and sees to it that the action 
responds to that vision.

The seventh integral part of prudence is circumspec
tion. Circumspection continues to compare the means to 
the end in the performance of the act. For instance, having 
arrived at the restaurant, your intention to enjoy a deli
cious meal looks a particular way at the outset. After you 
have eaten a bit or had a few drinks over the course of the 
evening, though, your thinking shifts on what that enjoy- 
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ment entails. When you perceive that you may be expected 
to eat quite a lot in the circumstances, you begin splitting 
plates and leaving courses unfinished. When you realize 
that your friends are able to handle more than you, you 
start sipping a little slower and staggering your drink or
ders. As the act unfolds, it requires revisiting, and circum
spection sees to that. If one were to simply sit down and 
say, “I am here to eat and drink” without ever revisiting 
the choice during the course of the evening, it might make 
for an uncomfortable and regrettable meal.

The eighth and final integral part of prudence is cau
tion. Caution avoids obstacles that appear in the perfor
mance of an action. With many good choices, some po
tentially perilous circumstances may be mixed in. That’s 
just the way of contingent and complex realities. Caution 
gauges these circumstances in order to avoid or manage 
them. For instance, you know that certain topics may 
come up in the course of the evening, and if they do, the 
conversation may be a bit tense. You prepare in anticipa
tion and remain on the lookout as the meal progresses. 
Mindful of your friends’ sensitivities and strongly held 
opinions, you’re able to facilitate an engaging discussion 
and chart a course around any potential pitfalls.

Interestingly enough, when many people think of 
prudence, they only think of caution. Remember that pop
ular appraisal of prudence at the end of the last chapter? It 
sounded a lot like what we just identified as caution, one 
of eight integral parts. Caution is part of the story, but it’s 
not the whole story. If we treat it as the whole story, we end 
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up with a limited understanding of prudence. We cant 
content ourselves with that. We want the full grandeur of 
prudence.

Clearly, prudence is an amazing virtue bringing a
tremendous variety of resources 
to bear on human action. All at 
once, prudence helps mine the 
past, build the present, and secure 
the future. It weighs past experi
ence, draws from the wisdom of 
others, perfects our instincts, re
fines our judgments, disciplines 
our thinking, looks down the 
road, anticipates the unforeseen, 
and improvises when necessary.

Caution is part of 
the story, but it’s 
not the whole story. 
If we treat it as the 
whole story, we end 
up with a limited 
understanding of 
prudence.

Prudence is the virtue that perfects practical reason in all 
of its ins and outs. It s an excellence for the way, suiting us 
beautifully to a life on the way.

Reflect
Given that the goal of the virtue of prudence is essential
ly practical, what is the benefit of understanding all these 
detailed philosophical distinctions? How do the different 
stages of human action and acts of prudence help you to 
make sense of your life and choose confidently?

Is the priority of command reflected in your own ap
proach to life, or do you sometimes get stuck in analysis 
paralysis? Now that you grasp the reality that counsel 
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looks to judgment, and judgment looks to command, do 
you need to (or how might you) adjust your approach to 
everyday choices?

Which of the eight integral parts of prudence come as a 
surprise to you? What place do these perfections occupy 
in your present approach to making decisions? What place 
might they occupy in a future approach?
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Ëm I Me?

In the previous chapter, we took prudence apart to ex
amine its different acts and parts. There our discussion 

worked like a mechanic disassembling an engine into 
component parts. In this chapter, we’ll take the opposite 
approach. With the work of breaking down behind us, its 
time for building up. Here the discussion will work like 
a mechanic assembling a car, starting from the chassis, 
suspension, transmission, and engine. We will situate pru
dence in the context of the whole moral life to show how 
it “drives” that whole. Whole, here, means something that 
is integrated or unified. For a human person, to be whole 
is to live coherently or consistently for a meaningful pur
pose. Prudence brings about this wholeness by conducting 
us steadily to the goal of human flourishing.

87
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The Virtues Are Connected
Not unlike the parts of a car, which are manufactured for 
assembly, so too, the virtues are designed to fit and work 
together. Saint Ambrose writes, “The virtues are connect
ed and linked together, so that whoever has one, is seen 
to have several.” Saint Augustine adds, “The virtues that 
reside in the human mind are quite inseparable from one 
another.” Their observations square with our experience. 
Where one virtue is seen, more are sure to be found. If I 
see that a coworker is kind and objective in a conflict, I 
can safely assume that she’s also peaceable and forgiving. 
Every once in a while you’ll find exceptions, but virtuous 
people tend to be virtuous throughout. The virtues, it 
turns out, are connected. By the same token, the vices, too, 
are connected. Cicero writes, “If you confess to not having 
one particular virtue, it must needs be that you have none 
at all.” Saint Gregory adds, “One virtue without the other 
is either of no account whatever, or very imperfect.” If I 
see pride or vainglory in a man, I’m not surprised to learn 
later that he is easily offended and dishonest. Persons with 
grave moral faults often have a whole host of vices crowd
ing around inside them, and they’re likely to breed more.

This connection among the virtues isn’t accidental or 
haphazard. It’s part of the design. If one is temperate, he 
or she doesn’t just happen to be prudent, just, and coura
geous. In reality, the virtues actually reinforce each other. 
They encourage, inspire, or even cause each other to grow 
and to flourish. Most of this chapter describes how pru
dence causes the moral virtues. It’s also true, though, that 



Am I Whole? 89

the moral virtues cause prudence, albeit in a different way. 
Aristotle has a shorthand way for capturing this phenom
enon. He says, “As the man is, so he sees? So, if a man is 
good or virtuous, then he will reason well or virtuously. In 
other words, if a man is just, courageous, and temperate, 
then he will be prudent as well. For, if he has the moral vir
tues, his well-formed desires aid him to have well-formed 
thoughts.

Aristotle describes why this is so. He explains that, in 
practical things, the ends of the moral virtues each work 
like principles. Principles here mean something like points 
of departure. They are what motivate or give rise to action. 
The end of justice is simply what is due to the other. The 
end of fortitude is difficult sense goods and evils. The end 
of temperance is simple sense goods and evils. Concretely 
speaking, these ends may be as humble as satisfying hun
ger (temperance) or as lofty as worshiping God (justice). 
Regardless of whether they are low or high, though, a vir
tuous person develops an orderly appetite for these ends 
or an orderly relationship to them. He learns to love them 
well and within bounds. This then affects how he thinks 
about them — a virtuous person is more likely to think 
about ends well when it comes to making decisions. He is 
better disposed to be prudent

To illustrate this point, say you’re headed down the 
block to have a much-anticipated lunch at a local diner. As 
you walk along, you recall that you owe $10 to a friend. As 
it turns out, you only have $10 on you. Then, as luck would 
have it, you see this friend standing in front of the diner 
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in conversation with a police officer. From a distance, you 
hear the police officer say, “You can’t just leave your flash
ers on. You have to pay the $10 parking.” You also happen 
to know that your friend is overwhelmed by responsibili
ties right now and strapped for cash. If anyone is deserving 
of your aid, it’s her. Because you are just, courageous, and 
temperate, you see the meeting as providential and your 
arrival as timely. Here is an opportunity to repay a debt 
and lend a hand. You don’t think for a minute about how 
you’ll miss out on lunch. It doesn’t even occur to you. And 
so, disposed as you are to act prudently, you hurry over to 
your friend, pay the parking cost, and maybe even extend 
a dinner invitation for later in the week. Because you have 
orderly appetites, you see the situation well, more or less, 
and so act prudently.

Aristotle goes on to explain that the inverse is equally 
true. If you are the slave of malformed appetites, you will 
see poorly. Injustice, cowardice, and intemperance each 
dispose to imprudence. The man who is consumed by a 
life of vice neither loves nor pursues the ends of the moral 
virtues as he should; and since he desires perversely, his 
view of reality is skewed. He sees exclusively in the selfish 
terms of satisfying his needs. Failings in justice, fortitude, 
and temperance dispose him to failings in prudence.

Return to the diner, but this time from a vicious per
spective. Again, you notice your friend out front in con
versation with a police officer. This time, though, you hes
itate. At this point in your day, the thought of returning 
home and preparing a turkey sandwich is just too much 
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to handle. People are always asking you to make sacrifices, 
but every now and then you need to spend a little some
thing on yourself. After all, your $10 isn’t the only $10 that 
your friend could use to pay for parking. Technically, you 
never said when you’d pay her back. What’s another few 
days? With these thoughts in mind, you sneak in the side 
entrance to the diner and leave your friend to her fate. This 
is imprudent, given your motives, but it’s not surprising. 
You were disposed to imprudence by an inability to recog
nize what is due to another (injustice), an unwillingness to 
labor in the kitchen (cowardice), and an inordinate attach
ment to diner food (intemperance). Behold the flip side of 
the coin. “As the man is, so he sees.”

From this illustration, it’s evident that we need the 
moral virtues to be truly prudent. Without them, we 
flounder. From one vantage, this can be dispiriting, espe
cially given our moral weakness. 
Seen from another perspective, 
though, it can be encouraging. 
Moral virtue is a force multiplier: 
Growth in moral virtue means 
growth in prudence, growth in 
one’s whole moral life. The mor
al virtues heal and elevate desire, 
and in so doing, they clarify our 
thinking and dispose us to pru

The moral virtues 
heal and elevate 
desire, and in so 
doing, they clarify 
our thinking and 

dispose us to 
prudent action.

dent action. As we become better, we see better. As we 
grow in moral virtue, we grow in prudence. But while the 
moral virtues cause prudence, prudence also causes the 
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moral virtues in its own way. It’s to this aspect that we now 
turn.

The Charioteer of the Virtues
When describing the cardinal virtues, St. Bernard of 
Clairvaux refers to prudence as the “charioteer of the vir
tues.” According to the image, the charioteer (prudence) 
sets out with a purpose in mind, namely, winning the race. 
To that end, he drives his horses (justice, fortitude, and 
temperance), spurring them on and reining them in, as 
need be. If he is to compete well, the charioteer must know 
his horses and how best to treat them. He must also know 
how they interact with each other so he can coordinate 
their movements. Effectively, the charioteer is responsible 
for integrating and unifying his team in pursuit of victory.

From this image, we get a basic understanding of 
how prudence directs the moral virtues and so makes the 
human person whole. First, prudence oversees the move
ments of the individual virtues. Each virtue has its own 
particular end and inclination: Justice concerns what is 
due to the other; fortitude concerns difficult sense goods; 
temperance concerns simple sense goods. Prudence, like a 
charioteer who knows his horses, gets to know these dif
ferent inclinations and identifies the best ways to achieve 
them. Prudence drives each of the lower virtues to its full
est potential by alternately spurring them on and reining 
them in as it presses on toward victory.

Second, since it has the power to see the whole of life, 
prudence draws together the movements of the moral vir- 
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tues and drives them to its own overarching end. In effect, 
prudence trains the moral virtues into a team. Like the 
charioteer who might place the strong, impetuous horse 
in the front and the calm, veteran horse mid-pack, pru
dence coordinates the moral virtues so as to get the most 
out of each. In the process, it also raises them to a higher 
pursuit. Left to themselves, horses don’t dream of winning 
a race. It’s the charioteer who dreams of such feats. If they 
succeed, though, both charioteer and horses share in the 
same victory. Likewise, justice, fortitude, and temperance 
don’t think in terms of the whole of life. Prudence, though, 
thinks for them. Prudence holds the goal in mind as it 
spurs the moral virtues on toward the victory of integral 
and unified human flourishing under the rule of faith and 
reason, carried on by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit To 
appreciate better how prudence causes the moral virtues, 
let’s look closer at these two main features of prudence’s 
whole-making work.

Inclinations and the Natural Law
The first dimension of prudence’s whole-making work is 
to help the individual moral virtues achieve their ends. 
Prudence, the charioteer, tends the stable of the moral vir
tues by sizing up their different pursuits and identifying 
the best ways to go about them. In this work, prudence 
deals with the different inclinations of each of the moral 
virtues. Inclinations describe the different ways we tend 
toward different ends, whether those be food, drink, fami
ly life, or divine worship. The moral virtues train and per
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feet these inclinations. In fact, a moral virtue is effectively 
a healed and elevated inclination for some human end. 
Prudence helps the moral virtues along by establishing 
order in these different inclinations. Since inclinations are 
so foundational for grasping this concept, we will spend 
a moment trying to better understand their significance.

From a cursory look at creation, we can see that every 
creature gravitates spontaneously toward what makes it 
whole. Plants send out roots to collect both water and nu
trients and turn their leaves toward the sun s rays. Animals 
flee from predators and care for their young in order to fill 
out their flock, pack, or herd. Human beings plant crops, 
husband animals, build cities, and seek to know truths of 
the highest order. Each creature seeks the fulfillment of its 
nature in the way it “knows” best.

In the case of our own human nature, there are cer
tain basic inclinations that define who we are and how we 
are meant to be. First, we want to keep on being. And so, 
we are naturally inclined to stay in existence. Second, we 
want to ensure the survival of our species. And so, we are 
naturally inclined to family life. Third, we want to culti
vate meaningful relationships. And so, we are naturally 
inclined to know the truth about God and to live peace
ably in society.

These inclinations (among others) aren’t just some
thing tacked onto our nature as an afterthought. They 
are at the heart of what it means for us to be human, so 
deeply impressed in our natures that we refer to them as 
a law — the natural law. To say that the inclinations are a 
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law means that, if we are to flourish, we must follow them. 
That doesn’t suggest that we can just abandon ourselves 
to them. Our inclinations, especially those most basic in
clinations to food, drink, and sexual intercourse, are of
ten disorderly. This comes as no surprise since they flow 
from fallen powers of a fallen nature. As we saw earlier, we 
experience ignorance in the intellect, malice in the will, 
and a combination of weakness and concupiscence in the 
passions. As a result, our natural and good inclinations 
cannot always be relied upon to track consistently with 
the true good. Even though we may recognize that a high
er good (like the worship of God offered at Sunday Mass) 
should be preferred to a lower good (like eight hours of 
sleep after a late night), it may still be hard to choose the 
higher good when the lower good is very attractive. How, 
then, do we heal and elevate these different inclinations? 
How do we follow the natural law? By growth in moral 
virtue. The moral virtues clarify the natural law for us and 
empower us to carry it out. They free us for excellence and 
direct us toward happiness.

Ends and Means
In the work of healing and elevating these inclinations, 
prudence occupies a special place. It exercises a kind of 
leadership by forming an estimation of the ends of the 
moral virtues and identifying the best means to those 
ends. Prudence, the charioteer, trains each of the moral 
virtues for the roles they are to play in the race and drives 
them on to the attainment of true human excellence.
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The human person is presented with a variety of good 
ends in need of ordering. Some rank higher while others 
rank lower, and a choice of one may exclude the choice of 
another. At a glance, the prudent person is able to take 
in all these goods, comprehend them, and fix each in its 
place. Prudence is able to do so because it can survey the 
whole landscape of human pursuits. It’s not limited to just 
this or that good. It accounts for everything that is prop
erly human.

To master a language, you can’t just focus on gram
mar or vocabulary or listening or speaking to the exclu
sion of other dimensions. It all has to be taken together 
to become truly proficient. Prudence helps you to master 
the language of the whole of human life. It’s the virtue of 
human fluency. Aristotle writes that the prudent man is 
“able to deliberate well about what is good and expedient 
for himself, not in some particular respect, e.g. about what 
sorts of things conduce to health or to strength, but about 
what sorts of things conduce to the good life in general.” 
While other virtues are determined to some specific do
main of human activity, prudence is focused on human 
totality. From this standpoint, the prudent person esteems 
different goods as they ought to be esteemed — according 
to the role they play in genuine human flourishing.

Because of the overarching perspective that prudence 
enjoys, it can help the moral virtues to size up their ends, 
to identify means, and to perfect inclinations along the 
way. Each moral virtue has its own proper excellence. 
The virtue of justice heals and elevates the will, rectifying
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ones relationships by rendering to the other what is due. 
The virtue of fortitude heals and elevates the passions by 
steeling one against difficulties — alternately urging on 
to confrontation and cautioning from recklessness. The 
virtue of temperance heals and elevates the passions for 
food and drink and sexual intercourse (in the setting of 
married life) by heartening one to enjoy these goods while 
retaining sobriety of spirit Left to themselves, these vir
tues have a sense for their proper excellence, but they don’t 
necessarily know how to go about selecting means to those 
ends. This is the task of prudence, because only prudence, 
informed by law and grace, knows what acting reasonably 
looks like in the circumstances.

The ends of the moral virtues, we have seen, are just 
part of the natural law. The human person is built to de
sire preservation of existence, family life, and genuine 
communion. The moral virtues 
don’t have to discover their ends. 
They are provided by human 
nature. However, the means to 
those ends have to be discerned 
by reason, and the moral virtues 
are not, of themselves, reason
able. The moral virtues live in 
the appetites — the will and the 
passions. They don’t live in the 
intellect. Thus, they need a reasonable virtue — prudence 
— to help them sort out the means to their naturally-given 
ends.

Prudence is 
responsible for 
determining how·, 
how io be just, how 
to be courageous, 
and /tow to be 
temperate.
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Prudence is responsible for determining how·, how to 
be just, how to be courageous, and how to be temperate. 
In the case of justice, prudence grasps when to punish or 
to pardon in light of the common good. In the case of for
titude, prudence discerns concretely whether to fight, to 
flee, or to endure, given the persons involved. In the case 
of temperance, prudence supplies the particular insight 
into what’s too much or too little given the time and the 
place. The moral virtues form the appetites to desire well, 
while prudence applies the reason to think well. Prudence 
chooses among different desires, directing one in the con
crete choice between a corporate reimbursement or a per
sonal expenditure, between a pull-up jump shot or a drive 
to the hoop, between two cocktails or three. Prudence siz
es up the different goods at stake and then selects the best 
means for achieving the ends.

Coordinating the Virtues
The second dimension of prudence’s whole-making work 
is intimately associated with the first dimension. Pru
dence, the charioteer, coordinates the movements of the 
moral virtues and drives them together toward its goal. 
Prudence assembles and harnesses its team to fashion an 
integrated and unified life bent on human flourishing.

Let’s return briefly to the discussion of inclinations. 
The moral virtues each have inclinations to their respec
tive ends: Justice is inclined to what is due to the other, 
fortitude to difficult sense goods and evils, and temper
ance to simple sense goods and evils. It’s not only the mor
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al virtues that have inclinations, though. Prudence has its 
own inclination as well, an inclination not of appetite but 
of thought. Aristotle writes, “All men, by nature, desire to 
know.” As we have said, sometimes that knowledge is for 
knowing’s sake, and sometimes it is for doings sake. Pru
dence guides this latter inclination to the practical truth, 
moving us to choose well for what makes us flourish. In 
effect, prudence heals and elevates the inclination of prac
tical reason — the reasons pursuit of what is to be done, 
and not just in this or that setting, but for the whole of life.

While it holds this truth in mind, prudence calls upon 
the moral force of justice, fortitude, and temperance for 
achieving the end that it alone is able to understand. In 
the process, the moral virtues come to their most excel
lent expression in the fulfillment of the whole. With pru
dence driving them onward, the rigor of justice, the au
dacity of fortitude, and the moderation of temperance all 
assume their highest realization. How does this play out 
in the concrete? Let’s say that you are, by temperament, 
a very anxious and detail-oriented person. Often, your 
mind is consumed with practical things, especially when 
those things seem urgent. You are trying to manage it but 
only with limited success. Unsurprisingly, this disposition 
makes it hard for you to pray. You try to meditate for thir
ty minutes each morning, but your mind wanders toward 
practical things. When this happens, you set aside your 
prayer in order to list your action items. You muse to your
self that, perhaps, this is what the Lord wanted you to pray 
about. If you’re honest, though, you don’t really believe the 
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rationalization. For, although momentarily relieved by re
hearsing the day’s duties, you soon feel disappointed that 
you were so easily deflected from your prayer.

As of late, however, you have had some successes. On 
a couple of occasions, you were able to resist the urge and 
persevere in your meditation. When that happened, your 
mind was soon quieted as you attended to the Lord less 
anxiously. As you have grown in virtue, prudence inte- 
riorizes the experience of these successes and calls upon 
the pertinent virtues to aid you when the occasion next 
arises. As the mental list begins to populate, prudence kin
dles justice to recall that your commitment to the worship 
of God is more important than these little tasks. Further, 
prudence commands fortitude to quell the fear that what 
is not immediately written down will necessarily be for
gotten. It also tasks temperance the night before to ensure 
a good night’s sleep, apart from which this prayer time 
wouldn’t have been possible in the first place. In this one 
simple act, justice, fortitude, and temperance are all drawn 
into worship through the coordination of prudence. Each 
of the moral virtues participate in the victory of prayer, 
and, in the act, your moral life comes together in the pur
suit of a wholly human end.

Prudence, Saint Thomas teaches, is like the provi
dence of the moral virtues. Just as providence disposes 
creatures sweetly and strongly within a well-orchestrated 
divine plan, so prudence draws the moral virtues into its 
own rational designs. Prudence is able to account well for 
the whole course of our human lives. Whereas the moral 
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virtues lower their eyes and plow ahead, prudence stands 
upright and surveys the scene as it sets about its wise work. 
By taking into account the whole of the human affair, pru
dence gives full scope to justice, fortitude, and temperance, 
looking beyond their blinders into its own plenary vision.

Which leads us back to the image of prudence as char
ioteer of the virtues. Prudence, we have seen, is uniquely 
suited to assist the moral virtues in their respective pur
suits and draw them into a wholly human work. Apart 
from prudence, they may exhibit some excellence or 
achieve certain goods, but they will never reach their full 
potential. The moral virtues without prudence are like 
untrained horses. When they’re running wild or resisting 
the breaker’s whip, they may be inspiring, but they’re also 
terrifying — beautiful at a distance, but scary up close. 
Once trained though, these horses become part of a hu
man work — employable for labor and leisure alike, called 
into genuine human pursuits. It’s from among their ranks 
that you have your war horses and race horses, the great 
horses of memory. Under the tutelage of the trainer, the 
cavalryman, and the jockey, these horses do something 
special. So too with the moral virtues. Under the care of 
prudence, the charioteer of the virtues, the moral virtues 
are driven to the realization of their ends and coordinated 
in the work of human flourishing.

Infusing Reason
By distilling the insights taken from the charioteer imag
es, we can think of prudence as the reason of the virtuous 
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appetites. Prudence, in its interaction with the will and 
passions, can be said to infuse reason into every aspect of 
human life. From beyond the bounds of the intellect, pru
dence’s insight into the practical truth overflows into the 
appetites, inspiring virtuous action and shaping the appe
tites accordingly. This can be seen in two main ways.

First, prudence infuses the appetites with a habitual 
desire for a reasonable life. Aristotle writes that the mor
al virtues direct the appetites to a kind of mean, maneu
vering them between excess or defect. The courageous 
man, for instance, wends his way between rashness (ex
cess) and cowardice (defect) and the temperate man nav
igates between overindulgence (excess) and insensibility 
(defect). This mean is determined by prudence, but the 
determination actually spills into the very appetite itself. 
To give an everyday example, think of your approach to 
the kids’ menu. At a certain point, we all stop ordering 
from it. That first departure may be a conscious decision 
to set aside childish things, but at a certain point, we just 
move on from it entirely. Imagine going back to the kids’ 
menu now. Chances are that we no longer even enjoy those 
meals. Our appetites have changed. We want food that is 
more substantial and real. What is true of food is also true 
of the good more generally. As prudence infuses reason 
into our appetites over the years, we come in time to desire 
what is more substantial and real in human life.

Second, the appetites themselves come to interact 
more reasonably. One of the effects of the wounds of orig
inal sin is that we enter the world in an unreasonable state.
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Each of our appetites seeks its end with little concern for 
how it ought to coordinate with the others. Each appetite 
acts like a pouty child endlessly repeating “Mine!” Before 
the fall, man would have found it easy to pursue a variety 
of human goods in orderly fashion. Now, it is exceeding
ly difficult By infusing reason into the appetites, though, 
prudence begins to order the appetites according to the 
pattern of their original harmony. Each appetite is em
powered to interact fruitfully and reasonably with the oth
ers, because each has been made part of reasons integral 
and unified work. The whole of ones life has been made to 
bear the mark of reason.

Both of these aspects of infusing reason involve the 
moral virtues. Moral virtues mature the appetites and 
help to coordinate a reasonable harmony among them. St. 
Thomas Aquinas writes that “Moral virtue is a habit ac
companied by right reason, which, of course, is prudence.” 
The moral virtues, as the allies of prudence, work with 
reason to reintegrate and unify the human person. As a 
result, the moral virtues come to share in the nobility of 
prudence s dignity. The moral virtues experience some
thing of prudence s providence. To illustrate this, take the 
example of temperance.

Left to itself, temperance just concerns food, drink, 
and sexual intercourse. There’s nothing about its activ
ity, though, that is distinctively human. We share its in
clinations with cows and kangaroos. But, when taken up 
by prudence, temperance goes well beyond the animal 
kingdom. As Josef Pieper writes: “Only by means of this 



104 Chapter 5

perfected ability to make good choices [prudence] are in
stinctive inclinations toward goodness [appetites] exalted 
into the spiritual core of man’s decisions, from which truly 
human acts arise.” In alliance with prudence, temperance 
is drawn more fully into the life of reason. In this setting, 
whether one is selecting the menu for a dinner party or 
deciding to fast on Wednesdays and Fridays, the choice 
takes on a new aspect. The passions are still engaged, but 
as suffused with reasons judgment.

Temperance, here, isn’t just a matter of slowing down 
and saying no. Prudence draws it into a richer human sto
ry, one that prudence alone is able to tell. For the temperate 
woman, it is not enough to say, “I am inclined to family 
life, therefore I will marry this man standing next to me 
and begin.” That might not be the best choice, especially if 
the particular man under consideration is very young or is 
about to leave the country for a work rotation or is called 
to a religious vocation. In the end, the human person is 
ordered to a whole life, a life of integrity and unity, one 
in which the moral virtues play an important role — one 
perfected and coordinated by the virtue of prudence.

Prudence, with its infusion of reason, is simply the 
human excellence par excellence. It’s the competence that 
sorts out the different aspects of one’s life and brings them 
together in the pursuit of happiness. It’s in this spirit that 
the Desert Fathers refer to prudence as “the mother, the 
guardian, and the director of the virtues.” Prudence gath
ers the power of the lower virtues, spurs them on accord
ing to its clear-sighted vision, and guides each in its proper 
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place. Prudence sees to the perfection of a whole person, 
for it is the place of prudence to integrate, to unify, and 
ultimately to infuse the whole of human life with its rea
sonable excellence.

Reflect
Are there particular virtues you feel like you need to work 
on? How might growth in those virtues help with growth 
in prudence?

What are some practical steps you can take toward estab
lishing a more prudent prayer life?

Think of some moments in your day where you feel over
whelmed by desire, whether to eat a snack or look at your 
phone or something else. What role does your conscious 
thought ordinarily play at those times? How can prudence 
infuse reason into those moments?
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Am I Ce! d?

Thought only gets us so far. Eventually, thought has to 
be translated into action. It’s good to be thoughtful, 

but it’s better yet to be bold. Prudence is the virtue re
sponsible for translating thought into action, and the pru
dent person is a man or woman of action. Unfortunately, 
though, this aspect of prudence tends to be diminished 
by many Christians, and instead of a healthy emphasis 
on acting or doing, there arises an unhealthy emphasis on 
pondering or discerning.

Part of the reason for this is that, in both theory and 
practice, prudence is often edged out by conscience. In
stead of stressing prudence, we stress conscience. Con
science, though, is not nearly so bold as prudence. Pru
dence is immediately and directly practical. Conscience 
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is not. How then do we address the current imbalance? 
First, well study conscience to determine its rightful place 
in the moral life. Then, we’ll turn to prudence to see how 
it differs from conscience. Finally, we’ll conclude with a 
comparison of the two. As we’ll see, conscience evaluates, 
whereas prudence both evaluates and acts. By reaffirm
ing the rightful place of prudence, perhaps we can recover 
something of the boldness of the moral life that is often 
lost from view.

What Is Conscience?
Whether we are making decisions or evaluating their mo
rality, we often speak in terms of conscience. How do I 
form my conscience? How do I know what my conscience 
is telling me? Can I really be confident in following my 
conscience? In practical matters, conscience helps to facil
itate our moral reasoning. It gets some principles on the 
table, applies them to particular situations, and works to
ward resolutions. All of that, though, sounds a lot like how 
we have described prudence. What, then, is conscience, 
and how does it differ from prudence?

St. Thomas Aquinas teaches that conscience is neither 
a power of the soul (like the intellect, will, or passions) nor 
a virtue (like faith, wisdom, prudence, or justice). Rath
er, conscience is an act of the intellect. It’s part of how we 
think about our human lives and choices. In general, it 
concerns the same types of things that prudence concerns 
— human acts and their morality. Conscience differs from 
prudence, though, in how it treats those things. Prudence 
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directly concerns action. It performs the act under con
sideration. Conscience, by contrast, indirectly concerns 
action. It assesses the act under consideration. The dictate 
of conscience may be carried out eventually, but it is pri
marily and principally about evaluation.

Effectively, conscience is a tool for appropriating the 
moral law — for making the moral law one’s own. The 
moral law exists, whether one acknowledges it or not If 
one seeks to live well within its bounds, though, he or 
she has to appropriate it by acquiring moral knowledge. 
What exactly does this look like? As man comes of age, he 
fashions a rough and ready reserve of moral knowledge 
— his current sense of the moral law. Over the course of 
a lifetime, he refines this moral knowledge so that it ac
counts better for his experience. Conscience facilitates this 
growth by sizing up particular acts against what he cur
rently knows and giving feedback.

In this task, conscience evaluates the goodness of both 
past and future moral actions. If it’s a future deed that one 
is contemplating, then conscience may instigate, encour
age, caution, or bind. “You really ought to consider this,” 
conscience might advocate. If it’s a past deed that one is 
revisiting, then conscience defends, excuses, accuses, or 
nags. “You really ought to apologize,” conscience might 
suggest. Ultimately, judgments of conscience help one to 
come into more perfect possession of moral knowledge. 
Within its domain, conscience is an invaluable tool for ap
propriating the moral law.
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Conscience and the Natural Law
Conscience makes its judgments based upon two sources 
of practical truth. The first source is the moral knowledge 
that one acquires throughout the course of his or her life. 
The second and more basic source is the natural law. In 
the last chapter we described how the natural law works 
through human inclinations, prompting and guiding the 
pursuit of different goods. In addition to working through 
inclinations, though, the natural law also works through 
thought. The natural law can be known, and human be
ings can reason on the basis of it.

All human beings recognize the natural law to a cer
tain extent, and there is pretty significant agreement on 
the fundamentals of what’s good and what’s evil. Respect 
for elders, good. Murder of innocent, evil. There may be 
some dispute over the details, but that shouldn’t distract 
from the considerable consensus. From a Christian per
spective, we know that this consensus isn’t accidental or 
random, nor is it likely to change. It’s part of who we are. 
We are capable of genuine insight into moral realities be
cause that insight flows from our very nature given by 
God. The light of the intellect, our sharing in the divine 
light, reveals to us a vast and intelligible moral universe. 
By our intellectual capacity to access the very natures of 
things, we are empowered to know who we are and how 
we ought to engage with our environment. The natural law 
gives us an habitual “sense” for the law of God inscribed in 
us at creation. Since it is part of our nature, the natural law 
cannot be blotted out. It is a permanent feature of human 
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life. It may be obscured and our sensitivity to it deadened, 
but it always remains. It is an ineradicable consequence of 
our being made in the image of God.

This habit of the natural law illustrates how our life 
ought to look in its most basic contours. When stated in 
such terms, though, it may seem a bit abstract How, then, 
is the natural law brought to bear on human life in real 
time? From the light of the mind, the natural law gives rise 
to certain principles by which to live. The most founda
tional of these is “Do good and avoid evil.” From this start
ing point, we can tease out further principles like “Honor 
your father and mother” or “Thou shalt not kill.” These 
principles, and those that flow from them, begin to give 
concrete shape to our life of practical reason.

These basic principles don’t give us enough detail to 
evaluate particular acts though, so we need more refine
ment. The natural law has to be further determined and 
applied. With the principles at work in the background, 
we fashion more specific arrangements and laws concern
ing worship, politics, family life, human sexuality, prop
erties and contracts, courtesy and social discourse, and so 
on. What do these determinations and applications look 
like? Take one example: In the state of Pennsylvania, car 
theft is punishable by up to seven years in prison and up to 
$15,000 in fines. At first blush, that law may seem some
what arbitrary and far removed from the natural law, but 
on closer inspection there are good reasons for it.

We begin with the principle “Do good and avoid evil.” 
Whatever policy is decided, it should promote integral hu



112 Chapter 6

man flourishing. Next, we have to acknowledge the place 
of private property. Man has the right to procure and dis
pense of private property within a responsible and peace
able society. If property rights are not safeguarded and 
theft condoned, we run the risk of lawless chaos. Further, 
when someone transgresses the law, justice has to be met
ed out in proportionate punishment which a) reflects the 
gravity of the crime, b) deters other would-be criminals, 
and c) reforms the criminal himself. Thus, given the value 
of security and civil order, the cost and importance of a 
car in modern life, and the relative weight of similar in
fractions, the legislature of Pennsylvania settled upon this 
law. Its not immediately obvious that it’s the best possible 
arrangement, but the legislature was certainly reasonable 
in making it, for at root the determination arises from the 
natural law and applies it well. From the natural law, we 
eventually make our way to the nitty-gritty details of life, 
like car theft. It s on these grounds that Saint Thomas re
fers to the principles of the natural law as a kind of seed 
plot from which grows all of our subsequent practical rea
soning. The natural law empowers us to seek what is good 
and to turn against what is evil in every dimension of our 
individual and social lives.

The Judgment of Conscience
From its grounding in natural law, the judgment of con
science makes concrete determinations and applications 
of moral knowledge. Judgments of conscience are for
mulated like arguments with premises and conclusions. 
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In a judgment of conscience: 1) the natural law supplies 
one premise; 2) moral knowledge concerning a particular 
action supplies the other premise; and 3) the act of con
science draws the conclusion from the premises. The con
clusion is an application of moral knowledge concerning 
a particular action. It concretizes what is implicit in the 
premises by teasing out the implications of the natural law 
and moral knowledge.

Let’s say that you have been working for three months 
in one of your company’s foreign offices, and you have to 
get a driver’s license in your new country of residence be
fore the year is out. To get the license, you need to pass a 
theory exam. Now, you could study the 119-page manual 
written in a foreign language or you could just bring your 
phone to the licensing center and look up the answers dis
creetly and efficiently. The rules of the road don’t differ 
much, and you probably wouldn’t be endangering anyone. 
What does it matter if you don’t know precisely how many 
centimeters you have to leave between your tire and the 
curb? In the judgment of conscience informing your deci
sion, the argument plays out as follows:

1. The one premise is supplied by the natural 
law: “Evil is to be avoided.” This is a basic in
tellectual inclination — the first principle of 
practical reason — to which everyone every
where has access.

2. The other premise is supplied by one’s moral 
knowledge of the particular act: “Cheating 



114 Chapter 6

on this driver’s exam would be evil.” Here 
you recognize that, even though it may seem 
harmless, it is still an instance of cheating 
and, thus, an act of injustice.

3. From these two premises, then, you judge: 
“One should avoid cheating on this driver’s 
exam.” The conclusion is the judgment of 
conscience — an application of moral knowl
edge.

In this particular judgment, you begin with a basic prin
ciple of the natural law: Evil is to be avoided. You don’t 
reason to it. You just recognize it. It registers deep in your 
person, deeper than any stated rule or regulation. At the 
level of the natural law, everyone knows that evil dimin
ishes our humanity, that it makes us less of a person and 
undermines human flourishing. Regardless of time, place, 
or person involved, evil is to be avoided because it is de
humanizing. That being said, though, the principle is not 
especially concrete, nor is it immediately evident how it 
applies in the current circumstances. Thus, you need an
other premise to facilitate that application. You move then 
to the level of the particular by considering the nature of 
the act under consideration. Throughout the course of 
your life, you have acquired moral knowledge, gaining 
better appreciation for what is good and evil, and for what 
is permissible and forbidden. Against the backdrop of your 
moral knowledge, you examine the particular act. In your 
country, culture, church, and home, cheating is frowned 
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upon and discouraged. It merits punishment. It causes 
you to feel uneasy beforehand and guilty afterwards. From 
this vantage, animated by the natural law and motivated 
by your particular knowledge regarding this act, you then 
render a judgment as to whether or not it should be done.

And that’s it. This should be done, or this should 
not be done. That’s all that conscience offers. Conscience 
doesn’t necessitate action of any sort. One can judge well 
what is right or wrong and still act against that judgment 
You may subsequently choose to cheat on the theory exam. 
That wouldn’t be a failing of conscience, though, because 
it’s not conscience’s responsibility. The work of conscience 
is effectively complete once it has refined or applied moral 
knowledge. It renders a judgment on a particular act and 
doesn’t go further.

For instance, a man’s conscience might judge cor
rectly that he is engaged in a habitually sinful act, but that 
doesn’t always mean — often doesn’t mean — that he will 
change his behavior. The novelist Graham Greene knew 
quite well that his carryings-on were sinful and that they 
prevented him from receiving the sacraments. It’s just that 
he preferred his carryings-on. Once, when visiting Italy 
with his mistress, Greene had the opportunity to meet Pa
dre Pio, but turned it down. When asked why, he said, “I 
didn’t want to change my life by meeting a saint, and I felt 
there was a good chance that he was one.” Greene’s choice 
illustrates that conscience may indicate, but it needn’t mo
tivate.

The point, here, isn’t to criticize conscience for not 
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acting. It is simply to highlight conscience’s limited scope. 
Conscience is not a virtue. It doesn’t make you good. It 
doesn’t make you act well. It evaluates the morality of an 
act in light of the natural law and applies moral knowl
edge to particular actions, but it consists in thought alone. 
There’s no guarantee of action with conscience. For ac
tion, we need prudence.

The Judgment of Prudence
The judgment of prudence goes beyond thought alone. 
It applies thought to appetite, which is to say, it trans
lates thought into the movement of the will and passions. 
Whereas the judgment of conscience has no immediate 
bearing on the practical order, the judgment of prudence 
does. It is always and everywhere ordered to action.

In a judgment of prudence, one employs a similar 
form of reasoning as in a judgment of conscience: The one 
premise is supplied by the natural law and the other prem
ise is supplied by moral knowledge concerning a particu
lar action. Take again the example of cheating, now as a 
judgment of prudence.

1. The one premise reads the same: “Evil is to 
be avoided.”

2. The other premise reads the same as well: 
“Cheating on this driver’s exam would be 
evil.”

3. In the judgment of prudence, the conclusion 
is the actual act, the embodied choice of both
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intellect and will not to do as tempted: “I will 
not cheat.”

Recall that, in the judgment of conscience, the conclusion 
was “One should avoid cheating on this driver’s exam.” 
However, the judgment of prudence draws a different 
conclusion. But if the premises are the same, how do we 
account for that? Here is where prudences relationship 
to appetite comes into play. At every step of the judgment 
of prudence, the intellect is in conversation with the will 
and the passions. As prudence carries out its judgment, it 
sees to it that right thinking is applied to right desiring. 
In this, it goes beyond the territory of mere “should” and 
“should not” and into the territory of “am doing” and “am 
not doing.” For prudence to be truly prudence, it is not 
enough to know what is good; it must also do what is good. 
Thus, we can observe a twofold activity in the judgment 
of prudence. First, prudence applies general principles to 
particular situations, an application that it shares with 
conscience. Second, prudence applies those general prin
ciples to concrete works, an application that goes beyond 
conscience. The first application determines that cheating 
is to be avoided. The second application determines that 
you won’t cheat.

The key is the coordination of intellect and appetite. 
Left to itself, the intellect lacks the wherewithal to perform 
an embodied act It can only give indication as to what 
should and shouldn’t be done. But, in association with the 
appetites, the intellect (guided by prudence) motivates a 



118 Chapter 6

fuller response. This is not to say that the judgment of pru
dence is an act of the will. It’s an act of the intellect, but 
one that immediately and directly informs the activity of 
the will and the passions and reflects their activity in turn. 
In the judgment of prudence, the intellect imbues the ap
petites with its reasons for acting, and the appetites move 
spontaneously to the good reasoned on by the intellect.

This is ultimately what distinguishes the judgment 
of prudence from the judgment of conscience. In terms of 
premises and conclusions, the two look almost identical, 
but the connection with appetite sets prudence apart from

Conscience is

conscience as more immediately 
and directly practical. Conscience

like an armchair is like an armchair philosopher.
... i u It may have good ideas, but it will philosopher. It may 7 . .

need some motivation to see those
have good ideas, . . , „ .
, , plans through. Prudence, by com
bat it will require . ... . . , ,but it will require 
some motivation

parison, is like a politician who has 
the backing of financial resources

to see those plans anj a competent staff. It has both
through. good ideas and the means (or ap

petites) to bring them about. Pru
dence always reasons with an eye toward action. At every 
moment it holds in mind the successful realization of its 
intended purpose — the application of thought to appetite.

The Priority of Action
The connection between thought and appetite recalls pru
dence’s distinctive excellence among the virtues. It is one 
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thing to recognize the difference between good and evil; 
conscience does so, and man is better for it. Mere recog
nition isn’t enough, though, if one aims to live coherently 
or consistently for a single, meaningful purpose. Genuine 
human flourishing requires one to choose for good and 
against evil and to persevere in that choice. This is an
other thing entirely. Prudence is poised for action of this 
sort. Prudence applies knowing to doing and engages one 
more fully in action. It takes one from mere recognition 
of what is good and what is evil to actually choosing good 
and avoiding evil. Prudence is a virtue. It makes one good, 
makes one act well. It forms good character.

Think again of the image of human life as a pilgrim
age. Man lives his life on the way. He is en route to the 
eternal enjoyment of God, and he must grow in holiness 
to fit him for that end. In order to arrive, he has to take 
many steps in the life of grace. Of course, many of those 
steps are of a mental sort. Self-examination and contem
plation, for instance, are both important dimensions of 
human growth. Still, though, they are not the whole of it. 
If the pilgrimage could all unfold within the borders of the 
mind, why did God bother to give man a body? Man is, by 
creation, a rational animal. To be human, then, means to 
embody thought — to translate thought to action. Thus, 
if man is to successfully wend his way to happiness by a 
journey of many steps, it will require him to apply thought 
to appetite. It will require him to act It will require him to 
be prudent.

If man is to complete this pilgrimage, he can’t set out 
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in aimless or disorderly fashion. A “just do it” mentality 
only works if the “it” is the right “it.” He has to engage with 
the best of human goods, from God on down. Over the 
course of his life, he aims to get better at engaging these 
goods — to choose them ever more easily, promptly, and 
joyfully. In short, he aims to grow in virtue. The whole 
trajectory, though, is contingent upon a willingness to act, 
which willingness is the true face of prudence.

The hyper-cautious type isn’t necessarily prudent. 
While there may be times to avoid risks, there are just as 
many times to take them. Is this grounds for thoughtless 
impetuousness, then? No. The point is not to act for act
ings sake, but to act in response to a good, a good that 
may even require sacrifice. The prudent soldier isn’t the 
one who flees from every fight so he can die another day.

Were he to do so, he might lose 
his home, his country, and even 
his soul — a fate worse than 
death. The prudent soldier is the 
one who risks his life precise
ly when he must. Because he is 
willing to lose his life, he stands 
a chance of saving it and saving 
others. So, too, the prudent per

son is one who can identify opportunities for the good and 
seize them. If one envisions choice in this way, if one em
bodies the primacy of action, then life is filled with drama 
and excitement. Every deed matters, because every deed is 
part of shaping character and shaping destiny.

Every deed 
matters, because 
every deed is 
part of shaping 
character and 
shaping destiny.
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Action and Penance
In the day-to-day, it is easy to overlook action and fixate on 
evaluation instead. When that happens, though, we end 
up missing out. If our moral imaginations are limited to 
what is permitted and forbidden, or we are less concerned 
with pursuing greatness and more concerned with re
maining blameless, then we’ve got a problem. The point 
of the moral life isn’t just to avoid sin. Were that so, the 
goal might as well be to die shortly after baptism. No, the 
point is to do good — to know, love, and serve the Lord, to 
undertake big, bold, and magnanimous things. Prudence 
sees to it that we respond to God’s call and aim for genuine 
greatness.

If you take an action-centered approach, one in
formed by prudence, it’s inevitable that you will make 
mistakes and commit sins. If you strive for the good, you 
will suffer misadventure. Fortunately, though, these day- 
to-day failures don’t spell disaster. There is only one genu
ine tragedy in life, and that’s not to become a saint. Truth 
be told, life isn’t about never falling down; it’s about push
ing on and growing in virtue. Admittedly, that’s hard, but 
God gives us the strength for it. At times, the emotional, 
psychological, and spiritual toll of falling feels heavy. In 
those moments, it is tempting to retreat into yourself and 
settle for sinlessness over saintliness. That temptation has 
to be resisted. You are made for bold action, not analysis 
paralysis. There’s no salvation to be had in spinning your 
wheels thinking about sins and vices. Salvation is only to 
be had in living your life.
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This is especially important in your preparation for 
and practice of the Sacrament of Confession. Obviously, 
moral evaluation is a big part of the Sacrament of Confes
sion. An integral confession requires that you recount the 
sins you have committed — number and kind. Certainly, 
there is sin accounting to be done, but the sacrament isn’t 
just about sin accounting. If it were, then every visit to the 
confessional would amount to an admission of failure, a 
clean slate, and not much more.

In addition to the pardon of sins, the sacrament also 
gives growth in holiness. When you confess your sins with 
contrition and receive absolution, you are empowered to 
be better and live better. It’s more than a reset button. 
This should shape how you prepare for the sacrament. Of 
course, it’s good to review the precepts of the Church, the 
Ten Commandments, and the seven deadly sins in one’s 
examination. In addition, though, it’s also good to revis
it the virtues, gifts of the Holy Spirit, and the Beatitudes. 
How is God prompting you to grow? Where do you see his 
grace giving indication? How have you failed to respond 
to that, and how can you respond better? An examination 
like this better disposes you to receive the healing and ele
vating grace of the sacrament, to be a real actor in the sac
rament, and to look toward the goal of God and salvation.

It can be easy to think of the priest (acting in the 
person of Christ) as the real actor in the sacrament, as if 
confession were just something done to the penitent. This 
isn’t true, though. The priest is part of the sacrament, but 
not all of it. Granted, the priest confers absolution. That’s 
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huge. He may also have good insights and counsel. Thats 
also helpful, but it’s secondary. What’s primary is that the 
penitent meets God in the sacrament, the God who gives 
grace to both heal from sin and grow in holiness. God acts 
to meet the penitent. The penitent acts in response to meet 
God. The priest acts to facilitate that encounter.

In the Sacrament of Penance, you aren’t just getting 
done unto, you’re doing as well. You contribute more than 
just attendance and regularity. You contribute yourself to 
the act. If done devoutly and perseveringly, it will make 
you good; it will make you act well. Admittedly, it’s an es
pecially punishing act at times. With each confession, you 
recognize candidly that you will be back before too long. 
Life is difficult, human nature is weak, and sin is seem
ingly unavoidable. Despite all that, though, virtue can be 
sought throughout. That’s the goal. Through your use 
of the Sacrament of Confession, you can grow in virtue. 
Don’t lose sight of that vision.

Substituting Evaluation for Action
If we lose sight of this vision, it’s easy to grow anxious 
about our moral footing. You can envision how the lack of 
confidence takes hold in a person. Failing to rely upon the 
dynamism of prudence to secure growth and boldness, 
instead she frets over always having the “right” answer. 
Soon, she starts referring everything to the priest. She 
might seek his input just for clarification, at first Then, 
she needs his counsel for reassurance. Finally, she is un
able to act without it. In the process, emphasis shifts away 
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from action in her virtuous life toward the evaluation of 
her moral standing. Whereas she may have formerly en
visioned her moral life in terms of beatitude, grace, and 
virtue, soon she comes to speak only of conscience, obli
gation, and sin.

With this change, you can see how easy it becomes 
to live at a distance from the excitement of the moral life. 
For one thing, all moral evaluation now becomes the field 
of the expert. A focus on resolving moral problems gives 
the impression that the average believer is not competent 
to choose for herself in most cases. Practically every moral 
issue now seems too complicated to manage. Thus, they 
must always be brought to the priest. With this, though, 
one loses the boldness necessary to act, and the dynamism 
of a prudent life is all but lost.

This kind of approach simply doesn’t equip one to 
live in the real world. In life, there are no invariable moral 
strategies. There is no life hack for flourishing. Action, in 
practical matters, must constantly be adapted to the un
predictability of changing circumstances. For that, rules 
are helpful, but they’re not enough. One needs prudence. 
One must become a virtuoso of the moral life — prepared 
to improvise at a moment’s notice. Past experience, helpful 
counsel, and keen insight give the prudent person what he 
needs to succeed in whatever challenge lies in store. You 
may make the right decision; you may make the wrong de
cision. Either way, you can learn and grow, with your ac
tion playing an instrumental role in your lifelong pursuit 
of the good. The person who thinks exclusively in terms of 



Am I Bold? 125

conscience, obligation, and sin is terrified at the prospect 
of failure, struggling to see her choices in terms of the big 
picture. Instead, she sees each crisis as an isolated instance 
for which she is ill-suited. What is needed in this setting 
isn’t a technique, but a boldness suited to the complexity 
of life. What is needed is prudence.

Prudence is not an academic science reserved to the 
expert, nor is it an art to be wielded only by the skilled 
or advanced. Prudence is for everyone, forming each to 
engage an intricate world of moral realities and to do so 
well. This should mark our attitude toward the virtuous 
life. We are not primarily meant to memorize the finest of 
moral distinctions or master the rule book of life. Rather, 
we are meant to learn what is good and to grow each day 
in pursuit of it. Prudence makes this possible.

In the end, we want to stay close to the reality of our 
embodied human lives, for only the real bears beatitude, 
grace, and virtue. There is little growth to be had in con
stantly revisiting our own psychological states. Salvation is 
not likely to be found in further sensitivity to our thoughts. 
Rather, we need our thoughts to be saved by having them 
acted out and put in contact with God and his creation. 
Sure, there are plenty of ways to fail, but there are far more 
ways to flourish. With beatitude on our horizon, the grace 
of God to fill our sails, and the virtue of prudence to steer 
the course, there are great adventures to be had. To pilot 
well the ship of our lives, we need only be a little bold. The 
rest takes care of itself.
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Reflect
Recall a few recent questions of conscience you tried to 
sort out. In trying to resolve them, how did you go about 
informing your conscience? How did knowing the facts 
help you in your choice?

Sticking with those same questions, how did you go about 
motivating your actions? How did virtue help you in your 
choice?

How would you characterize your current approach to 
regular confession? What role does prudence play in your 
preparation and practice? How might a prudence-centered 
mentality help you to draw more from the sacrament?
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Am I certain?

In practical matters, we are always happening upon the 
one-in-a-million and the could-have-been-otherwise.

These encounters introduce uncertainty into our choic
es. Having only explored a few options, aren’t we bound 
to wonder if the best may be found elsewhere? How can 
we know that we’ve seen all that there is to see? This is a 
real fear that many experience. Fortunately, it’s a fear that 
prudence addresses. How? By insisting on the difference 
between what we can know and what we can’t, and by 
seeking the certainty of a virtuous life squarely within the 
bounds of human possibility.

How then are we to proceed? Furthermore, what are 
we to do with our uncertainty? Should we hold off on the 
decision until were really sure? Or open the Bible randomly 
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and look for a sign? Or something else entirely? The answer 
has become familiar by this point. If we want to choose well 
and be certain, we have to grow in prudence. This means, 
first, cultivating genuine moral maturity — persevering in 
prayer, making good use of the sacraments, seeking to grow 
in virtue, introducing some penance in your life, cultivat
ing healthy friendships, studying the faith. It also means 
reimagining what we mean by certainty. Decision-making 
simply has to get away from evaluating tortured psychologi
cal states. The “correct” answer isn’t a matter of performing 
the right mental gymnastics. Decision-making will contin
ue to remain difficult, but that difficulty needn’t disconcert 
us. Rather, it ought to draw out an increasingly free and 
generous response. And, since prudence perfects our use of 
practical reason, making us both whole and bold, it is the 
key for bringing about this transformation and readying us 
for a life of concrete choices. Only in this way do we derive 
certainty.

In short, we don’t need to know everything there is to 
be known about a choice before we choose. The only prereq
uisites are knowing what can be known and acting in accord 
with virtue. Prudence, with the certainty it affords, accom
plishes both of these things. Ultimately, the goal of a prudent 
life isn’t to avoid all mistakes or to guarantee all successes; 
it’s to live one’s life well and become a saint. As it turns out, a 
touch of uncertainty and a glut of errors are entirely consis
tent with that goal. This side of eternity, we can only achieve 
the uncertain certainty of prudence, but that’s enough to 
choose well and to do the good with what we’ve got.
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A Bold Certainty for the Whole of Life
There are different kinds of certainty to be had in life, 
depending upon what kind of knowledge we re working 
with. Usually, when we think of certainty, we think of ab
solute or mathematical certainty, sometimes called specu
lative certainty. This is the certainty we have that 2 + 2 
= 4. This is the domain of the virtues of understanding, 
knowledge, and wisdom. Prudence can’t give this kind 
of certainty, because it doesn’t deal with the same subject 
matter. Prudence deals with the uncertain truths of hu
man action. The certainty it gives is an uncertain certain
ty, sometimes called moral or practical certainty. Moral 
certainty is basically the certainty we have of something 
that happens for the most part.

Moral certainty is the certainty that a jury is look
ing for before they rule on the guilt of the defendant. As 
they hear a variety of witnesses, they are looking to find 
a preponderance of evidence. Once they have it, they can 
be certain of their ruling. Prudence works a bit like this. 
Prudence’s certainty, though, is not based on the testimo
ny of witnesses. Rather, it’s based on the testimony of the 
moral virtues. Effectively, when lining up an action, pru
dence checks in with justice, fortitude, and temperance. 
The prudent person asks, would a just, courageous, and 
temperate person perform this action? If the answer is yes, 
then he or she can be certain. That’s roughly all that moral 
certainty entails. Why, though, the testimony of the moral 
virtues? Why not something else?

The moral virtues give prudence its principles for ac
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tion. As we have seen, the moral virtues clarify our ap
petites, providing us with insight into human goods. As 
the moral virtues make us to be better, they cause us to 
see better, and with that comes certainty. The more ro
bust our formation in the moral virtues, the more certain 
is our footing in practical matters. Take the example of 
a battlefield commander. Neither a cowardly nor a rash 
captain has surety of his commands. A cowardly captain 
can’t be certain when he thinks his company should re
treat. His inclination might just indicate that he lacks the 
fortitude to take the requisite measures. The rash captain 
can’t be certain of his action either. He may feel impelled 
to take a risk, but, then again, he always does. Perhaps he 
simply doesn’t value his life or the lives of his soldiers. A 
courageous captain, though, can afford to be certain. He 
knows that he wouldn’t ask anything of his soldiers that 
he doesn’t first ask of himself. He also is able to see what 
is called for in the circumstances. As a result, he sets out 
boldly. In the case of the captain, moral virtue is the key 
to moral certainty. When he knows that his action arises 
from a courageous character, he can be certain that it is a 
prudent course.

Not only does prudence take its cue from the moral 
virtues when formulating the action, it also checks in with 
the moral virtues when performing the action. In this 
exchange, the moral virtues let prudence know whether 
its judgment is sound or not. If it is sound, the judgment 
translates to virtuous action. If it isn’t, then it doesn’t. Take 
the example of a soon-to-be college graduate. She has 
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big plans for the future. She wants to make it as a writer, 
launch a periodical, and work for social change. At this 
point though, she doesn’t know how best to go about it. 
Should she look for jobs in creative writing? Should she 
apply to graduate school? Because her path will be arduous 
and long, it’s hard to say which will contribute best to the 
realization of her big plans. Still, she can have a kind of 
certainty. She knows that if she is going to succeed, she will 
have to grow in virtue. She will have to grow in truthful
ness (justice), magnanimity and perseverance (fortitude), 
and humility (temperance) — just to name a few. With 
this in mind, she can approach her decision with an eye 
toward growth. Which will challenge her more, contribute 
more to her formation in character? Ultimately, she can be 
certain of her choice, provided it is just, courageous, and 
temperate. Here, again, moral virtue is the key to moral 
certainty. When she knows that her action bears out and 
contributes to a just, courageous, and temperate character, 
she can be certain that it is a prudent course.

Prudence is situated “between” the moral virtues. On 
the one hand, prudence receives its principles from the 
moral virtues. The more morally virtuous one is, the clear
er those principles are. On the other hand, prudence ap
plies its judgments to the moral virtues. The more prudent 
one is, the more consistently one’s judgments translate to 
morally virtuous action. Prudence and the moral virtues 
are mutually reinforcing. They grow together. Where the 
moral virtues are, there too is prudence. As a result, the 
moral virtues secure prudence’s objectivity. In answer to 
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Prudence isn’t 
bound to a 
hypothetical best 
possible state of 
affairs. Instead, 
it seeks what fits 
with a virtuous 
character.

the question, “Is this a prudent choice?” one can respond 
with greater certainty provided that he or she is just, cou
rageous, and temperate. The key to prudences certainty 
is the unity and integrity of the human person ordered to 
action by a life of virtue.

The Correct Answer
Notice that this doesn’t mean that one is always searching 
for a single correct answer. In fact, it leaves a lot of room for 
variety. Prudence isn’t bound to a hypothetical best possi
ble state of affairs. Instead, it seeks what fits with a vir
tuous character. The goal is to choose means that accord 
with virtue and promote virtue. There are always better 

and worse means to a given end. 
Of course, one seeks to identify 
the best, but it may not always 
present itself. Say, for instance, 
that you’re choosing a Christmas 
present for your goddaughter. 
You ask her mom what she wants. 
You ask her what she wants. You 
shop around, make purchases, 
wrap the gifts, and present them. 
As she opens them up, it’s clear 

that, while not displeased, she’s not blown away. You got 
some B+ gifts. Better luck next year. After the fact, you 
can evaluate whether there were better options, and may
be you approach it differently next year. Frankly, though, 
the main point is that you love your goddaughter and that 
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your gifts tried to convey that That’s enough.
The prudent person can’t treat morality as if it were a 

deductive science. Human life is too complex, and it takes 
more than intelligence to figure it out. Truth be told, try
ing to get the correct answer in every choice may actually 
paralyze prudence. If only the hypothetical, best possible 
solution were sufficient, you couldn’t ever be certain that 
you had happened upon it. In practical matters, there is 
simply no speculative certainty to be found. Making a 
choice isn’t like solving a math problem. Certainty in a 
choice will never be such as to remove all anxiety, and so 
you have to learn to live with it All you get in practical 
matters is the uncertain certainty of prudence. In time 
though, the life of virtue imparts its own confidence and 
certainty. Moved by the moral virtues and applied to the 
moral virtues, prudence’s judgment begins to take on the 
aspect of surety. Ultimately, the real human certainty de
rived from prudence lies in its powrer to make one good.

Think of how this applies to Natural Family Planning. 
How do a mother and father know for sure that they are 
ready to welcome another child? Short answer: They don’t 
Long answer: Couples may consider a variety of reasons 
for waiting to conceive. There may be serious financial 
constraints; they may have children with special needs 
who demand much of their energy, the mother may have 
grave complications with each pregnancy. In their thought 
and prayer, they weigh these factors prudently, with an 
openness to God’s will, and eventually come to a decision. 
Still, they will never be absolutely certain of their choice.
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If they seek such certainty, they may risk overplanning in 
search of the hypothetical, best possible solution. Whatev
er they choose though, when they choose prudently, will 
give them sufficient surety. Though they cannot know 
beyond any shadow of a doubt, they can know enough. 
Their family plan will not disappoint, provided only that 
it is shaped by virtue and genuinely open to life.

We are responsible for becoming good and acting well. 
We are not responsible for weighing every possible factor 
that may contribute to a choice. We can neither know 
those factors nor act upon them. Limitation is baked into 
our human reality. Acknowledging and accepting that fact 
doesn’t amount to resignation; it is actually a source of em
powerment. Consent to the limitations of what prudence 
can and cannot do brings with it the wholeness and bold
ness of real human certainty.

The Bounds of Certainty
Human certainty comes from what we can really know, 
but in practical matters there are a lot of unknowns. Real 
certainty is found within those limits, within the terms set 
for us by our actual lives. When it comes to limits, we first 
have to be reconciled to the inscrutability of human affairs. 
In a given situation, there are any number of ways that you 
can legitimately act. And with each of these ways, there 
are potential consequences, both good and bad. Once you 
begin to entertain all of these consequences, the prospect 
of making a decision may become overwhelming.

For instance, let s say that a friend recently hosted you 
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for the weekend while you were in town for business. You 
are grateful and want to communicate that. You could buy 
her a little house plant, for instance, or give her a gift cer
tificate to a local restaurant. In truth these are both good 
options. But might there not also be unforeseen compli
cations that render them unfitting? On the one hand, she 
might be hyper-pragmatic and see a house plant as just 
something else to take care of in her already busy life. On 
the other hand, she might see a gift certificate as evidence 
that you’re not comfortable receiving without repaying, 
causing her to question the authenticity of the friendship. 
So, what do you do? Get bent out of shape at the thought 
that she might be less than pleased and choose to do noth
ing? No. The point is that you do something that expresses 
your appreciation and attempts to deepen your friendship. 
Depending on how well you know her, you might be able 
to anticipate potential sensitivities, but you also might not. 
You can only act on what you can know. You are not re
sponsible for reading her mind, and it’s not reasonable to 
expect that of yourself. What is reasonable is that you act 
virtuously. Provided that you do, you can be certain that 
the act is good. Might it have bad consequences? Perhaps, 
but truth be told, that’s not your business.

Even though human affairs are inscrutable, we have 
what we need for choosing well. Prudence sees to that. 
First, it gathers the variety of our moral experience, draw
ing upon our successes and failures and taking its cues 
from law and grace, custom and culture. Then, it con
denses that experience into a rough working model, one 
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reflecting what happens always or for the most part, which 
then serves as the basis for present and future endeavors. 
This working model gets the job done as well as it can be 
done. Errors crop up, but they’re rare. In the case of select
ing a gift for your host, your response is shaped in part 
by your virtuous formation, by the setting in which you 
live, and by the peculiarities of this particular friendship. 
For most people, a small gift will do the trick perfectly. 
Every once in a while, you’ll be thrown for a loop, but you 
needn’t brace yourself against that chance occurrence. You 
take it in stride.

Practically speaking, we cannot live in perpetual fear 
of the consequences of our choices, nor permit them to 
keep us from acting. Negative consequences will inevita
bly arise from our decisions. This is especially true when 
it means confrontation with another person. Perhaps you 
are thinking about suggesting to your friend that he see 
a counselor or therapist, but what if he takes it the wrong 
way? Or maybe you are thinking about alerting your boss 
to some financial irregularities, but what if some of your 
colleagues get fired? What do you do?

If you are dedicated to living in truth and abiding in 
love, it’s practically guaranteed that you will upset other 
people. That’s very stressful, but it shouldn’t keep you from 
acting. You are genuinely able to testify to the truth and 
encourage others in virtue. You may be uncertain of your 
ability to do so, but you can’t let that get in the way. With 
each interaction of this sort, you can simply ask yourself: 
“Does this actually matter? Can this actually change? Am 



Am I Certain? 137

I actually motivated by love?” If the answer to those ques
tions is yes, then it’s just a matter of timing. Do your best, 
and don’t beat yourself up if the other person reacts poorly.

Over the course of a lifetime, interactions like this 
should get easier, and occasions of stress and perplexity 
fewer. As your working model gets fine-tuned, it draws 
more readily from a richer store of experience. This isn’t 
simply to say that by experiencing more things, you will 
automatically become more prudent. There are plenty of 
“experienced” people who live imprudently until their 
last breath. This goes back to the integral part of memory. 
What is important isn’t so much a breadth of experience as 
a depth of experience. The prudent individual might never 
leave his zip code, but he can nonetheless discover what is 
in the heart of man. So, while he might not see everything 
there is to see, he can come in time to experience every
thing there is to experience. With that comes a greater 
moral certainty, even in difficult encounters. That is what 
lies in store. That is what is expected of us.

That accounts, then, for the things below us — the in
scrutability of human affairs. But, what about the things 
above? Many experience God’s designs as maddeningly 
mysterious. The Psalmist sings, “Such knowledge is too 
wonderful for me; / it is high, I cannot attain it” (Ps 139:6). 
Saint Paul muses, “O the depth of the riches and wisdom 
and knowledge of God! How unsearchable are his judg
ments and how inscrutable his ways!” (Rom 11:33). God’s 
ways are so far beyond us. Despite our best efforts, they 
seem to always elude us. Though one might peer behind 
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the veil at times, the common lot is one of general bewil
derment. To what extent, then, can we really know his 
plan?

Imagine someone who reasons about a decision along 
the following lines: God is eternal, so he sees everything — 
past, present, and future — in one gaze. In that one gaze, 
he sees my life, my future, my flourishing. God knows it 
all. What is more, he knows this choice — how it should 
go, how it will go. But, for whatever reason, God has not 
seen fit to reveal to me what he knows. Perhaps he will 
reveal it at some future date. In the meantime, everything 
else remains on hold. After all, I dont want to mess it up.

While some of this thinking is true, it represents 
a flawed way of understanding and interpreting God’s 
providence. What is more, if endorsed, it can seri
ously hamstring our efforts at living a virtuous life. 
There are four basic tenets at work in this position:

1. God knows the plan.
2. I am capable of knowing the plan.
3. In order to act, I need to know the plan.
4. It’s up to me to know the plan and to act upon 

it.

Each tenet is true on the surface, but underneath a few of 
them is just enough error to skew ones understanding of 
divine providence.
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God knows the plan.
If God created it, he knows it. Since he created it all, he 
knows it all. Since God is the author of all creation, his 
providence encompasses every imaginable aspect of 
things visible and invisible. Nothing escapes his gaze. 
There’s nothing here that’s objectionable.

I am capable of knowing the plan.
Indeed, we have intellectual natures capable of receiv
ing God’s revelation. By faith God gives us his very own 
knowledge of himself. Faith, though, is a virtue on the 
way. “Faith is the assurance of things hopedfor, the convic
tion of things not seen” (Heb 11:1). Faith isn’t yet the vision 
of heaven. “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face 
to face” (1 Cor 13:12). While on earth, there will always 
be limits to what we know. Even in heaven, we still won’t 
know the plan exactly as God does. To comprehend the 
plan perfectly, we would have to comprehend God perfect
ly. But God is infinitely greater than our minds and hearts. 
As human beings, we can only know his plan to a limited 
extent, according to our limited capacity.

In order to act, I need to know the plan.
It’s true that we can’t choose what we don’t know, but we 
don’t need to know all of the details, just some of them. 
We need to know what pertains to us, and that is for God 
to decide. Often enough, God chooses to show us the next 
step and little else. We have to be content with that. As St. 
John Henry Newman writes:
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Lead, Kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom 
Lead Thou me on!

The night is dark, and I am far from home— 
Lead Thou me on!

Keep Thou my feet; I do not ask to see
The distant scene—one step enough for me.

One step is enough. While it might be nice to have a sense 
for the whole of one’s life within the broad sweep of salva
tion history, such vision awaits us only at the general res
urrection. As for now, “Thy word is a lamp to my feet I and 
a light to my path” (Ps 119:105).

It s up to me to know the plan and to act upon it.
The healthy emphasis on acting is well-placed, but we of

God’s plans 

are not often 
communicated 
with crystalline 
clarity, like the 

onrush of prophetic 

insight. Instead, 
they are given in 

the quiet certainty 

of prudence.

ten look in the wrong direction 
for marching orders. Many peo
ple seem to think that they can’t 
proceed without explicit direc
tions. “I’ll do whatever you ask of 
me Lord, I just don’t know what 
it is.” But God’s plans are not 
often communicated with crys
talline clarity, like the onrush of 
prophetic insight. Instead, they 
are given in the quiet certainty of 
prudence:

For this commandment which I command you 
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this day is not too hard for you, neither is it far 
off. It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who 
will go up for us to heaven, and bring it to us, that 
we may hear it and do it?’ Neither is it beyond the 
sea, that you should say, ‘Who will go over the sea 
for us, and bring it to us, that we may hear it and 
do it?’ But the word is very near you; it is in your 
mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it 
(Deuteronomy 30:11-14)

God’s plans are at work in our own ability and desire. 
They arise organically from the outworking of the life of 
grace and virtue.

God alone sees the plan in its plenitude. It is for him 
to give and for us to receive, and we receive it by prudence. 
Prudence is just our created share in God’s providence. By 
providence, God takes care of the whole world, orchestrat
ing the movements of all the creatures that fall within his 
power. Some of those creatures fail; some of those crea
tures sin; but God is able to incorporate even failure and 
sin into a work of great glory. By prudence, we take care 
of our world, orchestrating the movements of everything 
that falls within our power. Sometimes we fail; sometimes 
we sin; but we, by God’s grace, are able to incorporate even 
failure and sin into a work of great glory.

Prudence gives us the insight to see who we are and 
where we fit, helping us to flourish within the bounds of 
human limitations. Prudence empowers us to know our 
part and to play it well. Think of human life as a role in a 



142 Chapter 7

stage play. The actors in the play need to know something 
of the playwrights intention and the directors vision to 
interpret their part well, but they dont need to know all 
the details. They just need to be good actors. If an actress 
felt that she had to know what Shakespeare had for break
fast on the morning of April 29,1578, and the precise rea
son why he named his children as he did before acting the 
part of Desdemona, that’d be a bit excessive. Certainly 
she needs to know something of the context and setting 
of Othello, but not all there is to know. She needs to know 
her movements and her lines, and she needs to deliver 
them beautifully. So too in human life. Like the actress, we 
have enough to go on. Sure, we may not know the whole of 
Gods plan, but, frankly, we don’t need to. We were made 
to learn our movements and our lines and to deliver them 
beautifully. While we may chafe at being so bound, we can 
be certain that the script is good and that it leaves noth
ing out. What is more, we are amateurs, and so we can’t 
reasonably expect to deliver our lines flawlessly. We can 
reasonably expect to deliver them with our best effort, rec
ognizing that our every word and work is under the care of 
he who is at once playwright, director, and principal actor. 
And so we needn’t call the play into question or write our 
own. We trust that we’ve tried our best to do the good and 
that our happiness lies in just such a pursuit.

Choices, Quandaries, and the Good Life
Though the inscrutability of human affairs and the myste
riousness of divine providence may give rise to frustration 
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at times, it is within these bounds that we find freedom 
and certainty. To say, though, that these bounds are good 
isn’t to say that all bounds are good. The limits to our 
knowledge of human affairs and of divine providence are 
part of being human. They are given by God, by reality. 
We receive them; we don’t invent them. In addition to the 
bounds that we receive, though, there are other bounds 
that we invent for ourselves. Some are good: “I have to stop 
rebound dating. I’ll give myself at least a month after each 
relationship.” “I can’t accumulate any more debt. I’m freez
ing the credit cards and dealing in cash.” Some are bad: “I 
don’t really keep up with friends; it’s a detachment thing.” 
“This sin, it seems, will be with me until I die.” Bounds 
of this sort impose false limits on life and make it hard
er to find freedom and certainty. To flourish, we need to 
address these falsehoods, specifically those that surround 
our choices.

On a particular day, you might do any number of 
things: wake up, brush your teeth, take a shower, eat 
breakfast, go to work, plug away at spreadsheets, drink 
coffee, check emails, take a few calls, go to Mass, go back 
to work, sit in on some meetings, update your comput
er, check the news, sit in traffic, prepare dinner, watch a 
show, pray a bit, think about the next day, and go to bed. 
In the course of the day, you may only make a couple of 
momentous choices where you work through the three 
acts of counsel, judgment, and command in a conscious 
way. Do I go to midday Mass or work through lunch? Do I 
ask my boss about a raise or do I put off the conversation?
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Because these kinds of choices occur only at intervals, we 
often experience them as perplexing. We feel surprised 
by them or impressed by their consequence. Though we 
choose all day long, most of the time we know perfectly 
well what we should do or recognize the choice as a mere 
matter of preference. Why is it then that these momentous 
choices stress us out so much? Have we put them in a dif
ferent category? Have we labeled them as meaningful and 
the other choices as unmeaningful? Have we bounded our 
experience such that everything seems to hang on a few 
choices that matter?

Strangely enough, the best way to choose well in these 
instances is not by doubling down and reaffirming your 
resolve. In fact, it’s probably not healthy to assign any more 
importance to these momentous choices than you already 
have. By focusing too narrowly on them, we risk imposing 
an artificial bound on our experience, that of limiting our 
“moral lives” to the occasional and infrequent. Even if only 
slight, there is a subtle snare at work in this logic. Often, 
those who entertain it start to believe that their lives aren’t 
really meaningful except at crisis points, as if there were 
but two settings: cruise control and chase scene. This is an 
artificial boundary, a false characterization of the moral 
life, and by conceiving of our choice in this way, we miss 
out on all the joy of living.

The moral life and its resources are not intended ex
clusively for crunch time, nor are they addressed princi
pally to solving ones most difficult problems. The mean
ing of our moral lives is distributed among the various 



Am / Certain? 145

experiences that make up our daily fare. The moral life is 
not first about problems; it is first about persons. How we 
make a choice (how we even approach a choice in the first 
place, for that matter) is a fruit of who we are and who we 
want to become.

In any decision, the question is not so much about 
whether I do this or that, but who I am before this choice 
and who I want to be on the other side of it. One’s life isn’t 
principally about results to be realized in the world. That’s 
the domain of the artist. An artist is successful if he makes 
good and beautiful things, and his standing as an artist is 
relative to the things made. When it comes to the prudent 
person though, one’s standing as a human being is relative 
to character. A person is successful if he or she becomes 
good and noble. The results, the consequences of action, 
are, in a certain sense, beside the point As St Teresa of 
Calcutta once said, “God has not called me to be success
ful; He has called me to be faithful.”

Within this setting, the big choices assume the right 
kind of importance. They are part of the story of who we 
are and who we are to become, but just part of the story. 
Beyond the bounds of the momentous choices, there is a 
whole moral universe in which to grow as a person and 
fill out what is lacking in character. From this vantage, we 
see that we aren’t just helpless individuals stumbling from 
isolated bewildering choice to isolated bewildering choice. 
We actually shape our future choices, both in how they are 
presented and in how they are resolved.

Our choices are shaped by our character, and our char
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acter gives us the certainty we need. We will never be sure 
beyond any shadow of a doubt, but neither should we seek 
to be so. There is much we do not know, but there is also 
much that we do. We are not robots operating by machine 
logic. We are human beings acting by prudential logic, 
which is our small share in God’s perfectly providential 
logic. While cultivating a virtuous life, we can grow ever 
more rooted in the uncertain certainty of prudence that 
empowers us to live courageously the life set before us. Be
fore the choices of your life, both great and small, ask not 
whether it is the theoretically best possible decision or one 
completely void of bad consequences. Ask instead whether 
it is good with what you’ve got. Ask whether it makes you 
and those whom you love to be good, too.

Reflect
Think back to a good choice you’ve made. What identified 
it as a good choice before, during, or after? In the future, 
how might you be able to better identify the certainty that 
prudence affords in your practical decision making?

Are there any bounds you have set for your life which you 
suspect may be false? Have you cordoned off your import
ant choices in some way? What are some steps to reclaim
ing the whole of your life for happiness and holiness?

Can you think of a choice you have been deferring for a 
while? Are you conscious of the reasons why you have 
been deferring it? Are there aspects of the choice or its 
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consequences that you fear? How might this choice offer 
an opportunity for new-found freedom and certainty?
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Am I Confident?

With certainty ought to come confidence, a bold 
exercise of freedom. Why then does it often feel 

more like we’re bluffing rather than actually enjoying that 
confidence? Why does freedom seem so burdensome? At 
times it may feel like too much is left up to our freedom, 
and with this comes bewilderment. Other times it may 
feel like too little is left up to our freedom, and with this 
comes discouragement. In either case there arises fear of 
failure and hesitancy to act. The key to confidence, then, 
lies in identifying our true freedom and working within 
its bounds. Ultimately, knowing how freedom is framed 
helps to understand how freedom is exercised, both in the 
ordinary day-to-day and in the more extraordinary mo
ments of life.

149



150 Chapter 8

What does it mean to be free? Many people associ
ate their freedom with independence or with license to do 
what they want. My freedom ends where your freedom 
begins. With this understanding, however, the influence 
of others is seen as a limit to freedom. I am only free to the 
extent that I set myself up against family, nation, Church, 
or whomever. Otherwise, I am just another follower. It’s in 
this spirit that many seek to define themselves as unique 
or special according to their own lights. The question aris
es: What if I don’t know exactly who I am or what I want? 
What if the encouragement “You be you” leaves me per
plexed rather than impassioned? According to a Christian 
world view, you needn’t fear. There is freedom to be found 
within the limits of your life.

Receiving Our Freedom
In the traditional understanding, freedom is just as much 
received as it is exercised. In reality, much of who we are 
is visited upon us. Take the example of family life. You 
were born to these parents at this time and place. You were 
taught a particular language and raised with certain be
liefs. By nature and nurture, you have this temperament 
and this personality. As a result, you are better suited for 
this work or this vocation. It might seem like this passivity 
compromises your freedom, but such is not the case. It is, 
in part, the source of your freedom.

Freedom, we said earlier, is about being a virtuoso hu
man being, one wholly in possession of his humanity. The 
free person knows his goal in life and will not be deflect
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ed from that purpose. In his pursuit of the goal, there are 
some things that others choose for him and some things 
that he chooses for himself. Whether those choices come 
from without or from within is less important; what is 
more important is that they shape his pursuit of the goal.

The givens of life do not detract from our freedom. 
They situate it. By ordering us toward a particular version 
of the good life, these givens establish how we are to flour
ish. At a certain point, you learned English. That continues 
to shape how you see reality and how you communicate. 
You live in the twenty-first century. You won’t ever work 
as a newspaper crier, but you will have to be at least a little 
tech savvy. And if you were baptized, you have an indeli
ble mark on your soul. That gives you a permanent share 
in the priesthood of Christ tending always to the worship 
of God. Before you ever choose, you are fixed as this per
son in this setting with this life. These factors define what 
it means for you to live well. Accordingly, you’re free to 
choose what lies within your power, and you needn’t both
er with what doesn’t.

This Christian understanding of freedom may sound 
unreasonable to those who encounter it for the first time. 
For instance, what if one’s setting is outdated or limited or 
prejudiced? Shouldn’t it be called into question? Perhaps. 
At times, one may have to rise above his or her setting or 
even reject it altogether, but this isn’t the default position. 
The default position is to learn from it and work within it, 
because there may be real wisdom in what we receive.

The givens in life afford us access to the wisdom of 
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others. They initiate us into a more broadly reasonable 
life at work in our family, nation, Church, and so on. By 
welcoming the influence of a childhood mentor, a family 
tradition, or an ecclesial law, we inherit something of their 
freedom. By looking to our forebears, we draw strength 
to choose the kind of life we know to have been good for 
them. For instance, plenty of young people enlist in the 
armed services at the age of eighteen. How do they ade
quately weigh the consequences of that choice? Well, often 
they don’t; but perhaps they don’t always need to. A nation 
needs good soldiers, and it’s good to serve one’s country. If 
a father or an uncle served before, that may be enough to 
fix a boy’s mind on it for himself. That’s not unreasonable. 
In fact, it’s free.

To choose in this way means to broaden the horizon 
of choice. Prudence isn’t limited to the steps of counsel, 
judgment, and command. It’s at work in our genes, in our 
language, in our worship. We take part in a reasonable 
culture in which all kinds of relationships and institutions 
play their part. With this comes the relief that we don’t al
ways have to be anxiously, intentionally, optimally ratio
nal. We live the way we do, dress the way we do, believe 
the way we do in large part because we are borne on by 
the reasons of others, by our part in the whole. And that 
is perfectly reasonable. So, why did Christen become an 
accountant? In part because her father is an accountant. 
That’s a good reason. Why did Regina join this parish? In 
part because that’s where she lived. That’s eminently sane.

The secular age would have you believe that reality is 
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wholly unintelligible, that life only has the meaning you 
give it. To think so is tempting, especially as traditional in
stitutions and narratives break down. But there is no need 
to invent the meaning of our situation, and to try to do so 
is counterproductive, even anti-Christian. Life isn’t some
thing that we make up. It’s something that we receive. God 
put you here and now, with this personal, familial, and so
cietal history. He isn’t surprised that you are limited and 
that your reasoning is limited. Not only is that permissible, 
it’s intended. Your freedom is engaged by embracing it.

Exercising Our Freedom
This idea of freedom, as both choosing and receiving, 
might upset our notion of what it means to be in control. 
One might protest: “If I don’t choose it, then I don’t want 
any part of it!” But such a spirit runs completely counter to 
the logic of creation and redemption. If we are honest, we 
have received everything from the hand of God: “What 
have you that you did not receive? If then you received it, 
why do you boast as if it were not a gift?” (1 Cor 4:7). Before 
the givenness of life, the Christian response is not one of 
dissent, but one of consent, even abandonment.

This idea of consent is premised on a basic truth: God 
loves you and provides for you. Some things he gives you 
through your exercise of choice. Some things he gives you 
through a choice that goes before you. Whether by choos
ing or receiving, though, God is loving and providing.

God did not create you to no end, for he makes noth
ing in vain, and you can rely on him to supply you with 
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what you need to flourish. What is more, God has creat
ed you for a meaningful pursuit within this reality. This is 
the setting in which your flourishing is to be found. Ad
mittedly, it’s one marred by evil, but God would not have 
permitted that evil were he not able to draw from it some 
good. What you need to flourish is not to be discovered by 
going over, under, or around your present circumstances. 
Rather, it is to be found in willingly embracing them. Real 
life is not elsewhere. It is here and now.

Imagine that you are a single mother. Your husband 
recently passed away, and you have two small children. 
You really want your children to mature in their faith and 
persevere in their practice of it. You have also heard that 
having a churchgoing father is the single best predictor for 
post-collegiate church attendance. What should you do? 
Remarry for the sake of the children? Try to play the role 
of the father yourself? Despair entirely? Freedom in this 
situation amounts to consent: You can only be the chil
dren’s mother, so be their mother. It may be harder for 
your children to come to know and love the faith given the 
loss of their father, but that’s beyond your control. You are 
only free to be you — a good woman and good mother — 
once you accept that.

So, what then are you responsible for? Saint Augus
tine prays, “God give what you command and command 
what you will.” God will supply you with what you need 
for the life to which he has appointed you, a life crafted in 
the depths of his wisdom and animated by his boundless 
mercy. Its unfolding will look different than that of the
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Only you are able 

to reveal what 
God’s grace can do 
in the here and now 

of your life.

next person, but you can embrace it with the confidence 
that it is good and that it is yours. Only you are able to re
veal what God’s grace can do in the here and now of your 
life. By offering your consent to 
life as God gives it, you become 
a monstrance of his peculiar love 
and announce something unique 
of his divine life.

At the heart of his will for 
your life, you have real freedom. 
Since God’s eternal plan includes 
you and your actions, you may be tempted to think that 
your life is predetermined. But his plan is so powerful 
that, not only does he cause you to act, he causes you to act 
freely. God’s creative power does not force our hand or act 
violently on our liberty. He moves us strongly and sweetly 
in a way more interior to us than we are to ourselves. He 
makes our acts to arise naturally and organically as the 
fruit of our choice. So, yes, God sees your future which 
is eternally present to him, but he sees it as something he 
brings about in and through your act of free choice. In ac
counting for everything, his plan accounts for (and makes 
possible) your very contribution.

How do you contribute? By playing the hand you’re 
dealt and playing it as well as you know how. Your life may 
not seem the best, but you can be confident that God’s 
plan is good. The best life for you is the life that God ac
tually gives. It is the product of his love, and he loves you 
quite a bit — more than you love yourself, more than you 
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could ever imagine. The hand you’ve been dealt is a hand 
dealt by love. God wants you to be happy more than you 
do. He wants you to be a saint more than you do. With 
this in mind, it’s possible to play your hand with a kind of 
joy and, in the playing of it, to become good. God is not 
waiting for you to mess up. He is excited to see you and to 
cause you to live beautifully, truly, and well.

Ordinary Freedom
So how then do we exercise this freedom? The last four 
chapters have each already responded to this question 
in one way or another. Here, we’ll limit what remains to 
some very practical advice, treating first the ordinary and 
then the extraordinary exercise of our freedom.

In an ordinary choice, begin by consulting your de
sires. Who are yon, and what do you really love? It’s good 
that you want to do God’s will, but how does his will take 
root in your humanity? Take your cues from what draws 
you. It’s like choosing at a diner. You have a huge menu 
before you, so you start with the normal questions: What 
have I been hankering for? Am I thinking sweet or savory? 
Do I want to bring home leftovers for dinner? Do I want 
to feel good about my life afterwards or like I have a rock 
in my stomach? It’d be strange to ask what God wants 
you to order and leave it at that. You answer that question 
by thinking virtuously and picking something. Because 
desire is God-given, you can trust it, and as you grow in 
grace, you can trust it more. Note: There’s no sense in 
choosing something more difficult if it s not for you. God
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God isn’t interested 

in what you think 

is hard. God is 
interested in what 
you love.

isn’t interested in what you think is hard. God is interested 
in what you love. The principle of merit is charity, not ex
ertion. He created you and redeemed you for love, not for 
drudgery. So, tend toward what 
you love and, as you do, your vir
tuous inclinations will take more 
definite shape.

At this stage, you will always 
be dealing with mixed motiva
tions. “Okay, I want the number 
four, but there’s no way I’ll finish 
it. That being said, I can take the rest home. Also, he’s pay
ing, so there’s that, as well.” Because we are fallen people 
with fallen powers, we can’t expect to summon perfectly 
pure motivations at a moment’s notice, as in: “I will choose 
the number seven because it is dietetically balanced, per
fectly proportioned, and eminently suited for my day’s 
work of ministering to the poor.” This side of heaven, it 
just doesn’t play out that way. And yet, even though our 
inclinations are weak and wounded, we can still manage 
to choose well. If you live your life virtuously, your moti
vations will be purified, but only with time.

Having consulted your desires, next weigh your op
tions. Some options are evil and the choice of them sinful. 
Obviously, those are to be avoided. Here the moral law 
helps by giving clear indication of what’s out of bounds. 
There are plenty of good options though, and we’re gen
uinely free to choose among them. You are in search of 
what is good for you, here and now, given the concrete and 
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particular circumstances of your life. It may seem holier 
to make a holy hour, attend Mass, pray the Liturgy of the 
Hours, and serve with the Missionaries of Charity every 
day, but that mode of life is not holier for a project man
ager during the busy season or a young parent currently 
potty-training the twins. The holy thing is what makes 
you faithful, charitable, and generally virtuous in your 
real life. Be confident that God drew you into your voca
tion because it’s the best way of making you holy. What 
you’re after is the good option for you, an option which 
may not always look how you imagined it would, but that 
is, in fact, good. Only your real life bears grace, not the life 
that might have been. There are all sorts of paths that lead 
to sanctity. Take yours.

Also, when weighing options, don’t overthink it. Fix
ating on a choice can be counterproductive. In the dis
cernment of vocation, for instance, you sometimes hear 
the following: “I would like to marry this man. I hope we 
will be engaged soon. Sometimes, though, I worry that I 
haven’t discerned sufficiently. Religious life seems like 
it would be really burdensome for me, even unpleasant. 
Maybe, though, that’s just what I need.” It’s this type of 
overthinking that gets us all bound up. If your head causes 
you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you (See Mt 5:29-30, 
sort of). Often enough, you know what to do. Trust your
self. God does.

Next, do the thing. Prudent thought should lead to 
prudent action. Some may be tempted to second guess or 
defer to another day. Others might be tempted to launch 
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into action without taking counsel or making sound judg
ments. Virtue is not too much and not too little. Virtue, 
Aristotle writes, is in the middle. It’s in the mean. Think 
it through, then see it through. If you’re an indecisive per
son, you might practice making small decisions within a 
set limit of time, whether it’s choosing a new show or se
lecting a rest stop to gas up. Limit your options to quell 
your fears. You could also try choosing the thing you’re 
immediately drawn to in order to see what happens. You 
may be pleased to discover that your instincts are good. If 
you’re an excessively decisive person, practice deferring to 
someone else’s judgment from time to time or asking for 
input from a friend or family member, even if you feel like 
you don’t need it. Try to take their advice every so often. 
You might also make small journal entries of decisions 
and read them after a few weeks to see how your original 
confidence has matured.

Finally, assess how you did. Often, we think about 
prudence at work before the act and in the act, but pru
dence is also at work after the act in the work of assess
ment. That assessment needn’t be overly complicated. 
How did it go? Were you pleased with the result? What did 
you learn? Whatever you do, though, assessment shouldn’t 
be reduced to simple self-accusation or self-justification. 
It’s not just about whether you got it right or wrong. It’s 
about growing from your successes and failures. The hope 
is that, by this practice, you cultivate self-knowledge and 
move in the direction of genuine self-acceptance. Appar
ently, for better or worse, this is who you are. With self-ac
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ceptance, then, comes self-transcendence. When you 
really know who you are, you are less surprised by your 
failings and weaknesses and better disposed to offer them 
to God.

In the work of assessment, it can be easy to get lost in 
our own heads, and so it’s good to have recourse to friends. 
Friends encourage us in the virtuous life: They both model 
it for us and talk us through it. They widen and deepen 
our insights. They see things that we don’t. Were often in
clined to give the best interpretation of our own actions 
and the worst of others. Friends aren’t so easily fooled. 
Knowing us and loving us as they do, though, they are 
able to communicate the truth in a way that is both can
did and gentle. If you find that your friends are reticent to 
offer their advice or correction, consider giving them your 
explicit encouragement to do so. While their input may be 
painful at times, it is a great help to growth in prudence.

We can also enrich our assessment by reading good 
literature. Prudence, we have said, comes from experience. 
When we read literature, we share in the author’s experi
ence of human life. While engrossed in good literature, we 
live in the characters’ heads, partake of their action, and 
see succinctly how their lives play out. Within the arc of 
the plot, we are able to draw connections between their 
activity and destiny, their choices and their flourishing. By 
reading good literature, we can profit from rich insights 
into humanity, and those insights can transform our own 
approach to human life.

Human life itself has a kind of narrative quality. Our
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lives are stories in the telling. Part of our energies are de
voted to living that story. Part of our energies are devoted 
to interpreting it. By interpreting it well, we are empow
ered to live better. Self-reflection, the company of friends, 
and the riches of literature are all part of this work. Each 
helps us to better consent to the story that God is recount
ing in us, rather than searching idly for a different tale. In 
the end, you can be confident that the story is good, for 
it is yours, and God has chosen to tell it through you and 
you alone.

Extraordinary Freedom
It’s one thing to be confident in the ordinary day-to-day 
of prudent living, but what about the extraordinary times 
which seem entirely beyond us? Regardless of howprudent 
we are, there are bound to be certain decisions that leave 
us baffled. Say you work at a pharmaceutical company on 
the HR side. You don’t always understand the research 
side, but you’re beginning to think that some of the cur
rent projects are a bit dubious. That being said, you’ve just 
had your third child in five years, and things are a bit tight 
financially. It would not be a good time to change compa
nies, especially with the industry in its current state. What 
should you do?

When thinking through a concrete choice, we ordi
narily rely upon our human wherewithal. We consult ex
perience (memory), ask advice (docility), weigh principles 
(understanding), intuit consequences (shrewdness), and 
reason it out (reasoning). Sometimes, though, that human 
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wherewithal just isn’t enough. The choice is just too big, 
too difficult, too obscure. In these moments, we may feel 
despondent. Curiously enough, though, it is in these mo
ments that God is nearest. Recall what was said earlier of 
the gifts of the Holy Spirit. When the virtues are stretched 
to their limits, the gifts come to their aid. When the vir
tues falter from human deficiency, the gifts lift them to a 
divine sufficiency.

When prudence, in particular, comes up against 
obstacles, the Holy Spirit intercedes through the gift of 
counsel. Counsel supplies us the extraordinary wisdom of 
God’s prudence, one far surpassing the ordinary wisdom 
of our own. You can think of prudence as a young physi
cian who is attending a patient with strange symptoms, 
symptoms that don’t conform to any diagnosis known to 
him. This physician may know a great deal, he may be the 
brightest of his generation, but there are bound to be cases 
that fall outside his expertise. When such a case arises, he 
consults a senior physician who has seen it all and who 
can make a clear diagnosis. Counsel is like the senior phy
sician. This doesn’t suggest that prudence is faulty. It’s just 
limited. And in those moments, it appeals to the limitless 
wisdom of God.

It’s hard to describe exactly how the Spirit commu
nicates this wisdom. Some spiritual authors describe it as 
a kind of affective or heart knowledge. Others explain it 
as a sweet and intimate experience of divine wisdom, like 
“having the eyes of your hearts enlightened” (Eph 1:18). 
In counsel, God doesn’t so much communicate, step-by- 
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step, how things are going to go. Rather, he causes the soul 
to see as he does. He imparts a savor for his divine plan 
and for our place within it, and he gives us an instinct for 
faithfully and charitably carrying it out. The gift of coun
sel causes the soul to sing, “I will run in the way of thy 
commandments / when thou enlargest my understand
ing!” (Ps 119:32).

Counsel opens us to the divine prompting. It does not 
so much initiate prudent action, as receive prudent action. 
Luis Martinez writes in The Sanctifier that, “[By counsel, 
the Holy Spirit] constitutes himself the immediate di
rector of the soul, which in its full strength and freedom 
moves only under his inspiration.”

When you feel yourself confused by a tough choice, 
you should be on the lookout for the gift of counsel. While 
certain indications might suggest one solution to your 
problem, you might feel yourself drawn to another. In 
that latter direction lies “love, joy, peace, patience, kind
ness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control” 
(Gal 5:22-23). There may be plenty of reasons that make it 
difficult to heed the divine instinct. Perhaps it’d be risky 
or unpopular or even silly. Don’t be discouraged. As you 
begin to follow the Spirit’s cue, it gets easier to identify his 
inspirations and follow them in the future.

Though exercised often in extraordinary circum
stances, counsel is a regular part of Christian life. It’s given 
with the grace of baptism. Like the virtue of prudence, it’s 
a habit of mind, which means that it’s a stable and per
manent disposition to be Spirit-led. It responds to Christ’s 
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promise that the Holy Spirit “dwells with you, and will be 
in you” (Jn 14:17). Ultimately, it’s an essential feature of 
beatitude. For, while prudence is perfect in a way, it relies 
upon counsel to direct our actions all the way to heaven.

Confident Freedom
With that, we’ve got the basics of the virtue of prudence. 
All that remains is to live them. That, though, is still dif
ficult. No sense in saying otherwise. Along the way, there 
will be stumbling blocks. All of us sin and will continue to 
do so, despite our best efforts. There will also be humbling 
disappointments. Not all dreams come true, especially if 
you dream big. For all that, though, you can be confident 
that you have what it takes to venture forth.

Admittedly, there is a real gap between the exalted 
Christian vocation and our weak and wounded natures. 
That we even dare to pray the “Our Father,” C. S. Lewis 
remarks, is itself astonishing. After all, aren’t we putting 
ourselves in the place of a son or daughter of God? Aren’t 
we dressing up as Christ? Isn’t that some pretty preposter
ous pretending? And yet, it’s the startling truth. In baptism 
God adopted you and commanded you to live accordingly.

So if you still feel yourself to be pretending, remem
ber that some pretending can be good. Children, Lewis 
comments, pretend to be grown-ups all the time, and, be
fore too long, they get the hang of it. So too in the moral 
life. Lewis writes in Mere Christianity, “When you are not 
feeling particularly friendly but know you ought to be, the 
best thing you can do, very often, is to put on a friendly 
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manner and behave as if you were a nicer person than you 
actually are. And in a few minutes, as we have all noticed, 
you will be really feeling friendlier than you were. Very 
often the only way to get a quality in reality is to start be
having as if you had it already.”

For those, then, who remain overwhelmed at the pros
pect of choosing well, of living life as a prudent risk, you 
can afford to be a little confident. Ultimately, “pretending” 
is just progressing. Life is like any project It’s imposing in 
the abstract or at the outset, but it gets easier when you just 
start doing it. We were made to act. We can and should 
act. Along the way we will make many, many mistakes. 
That can be troublesome, but its the only way to grow. 
“For a righteous man falls seven times, and rises again” 
(Prv 24:16).

God doesn’t ask us to be perfect yesterday. He asks us 
to try today. God created us to do marvelous things in a 
gloriously blundering way. His perfect plan works through 
our imperfect actions. God knows that our best is limited 
and flawed, and he loves it. He hasn’t somehow lowered 
his expectations to accommodate our weaknesses and sin
fulness. In fact, he makes us rise to him precisely in and 
through them.

Our life is a life on the way. Though it may feel like 
a lot, it is possible. Don’t let the perfect be the enemy of 
the good. God gives you enough for the task, and you are 
enough for the task. God has more confidence in you than 
you do. The only way you can disappoint him is by de
spairing of that confidence. So seek to choose him in ev
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erything you do, and you will succeed in his eyes, which, 
in the end, are the eyes that matter.

Reflect
What are some aspects of your life that you wish were 
otherwise? What about them can be changed and what 
about them can’t? How can accepting the aspects you can’t 
change contribute to greater freedom?

If it’s true that your real life isn’t elsewhere, that it’s here 
and now, what specifically about your real life do you still 
need to consent to? What would it mean to play the hand 
you’re dealt in these circumstances?

Think again of a choice that you have been putting off. 
What do you suspect you really want to do? What is keep
ing you from pursuing that course? Challenge yourself to 
move forward confidently in prudence.
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