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The Integration of Law and Virtue:
Obedience in Aquinas’s Moral Theology

The recent recovery of the Aristotelian/Thomistic notion of virtue is generally seen as the
antithesis of a legalistic approach o morality. As a result, the importance and role of law
tend to be ignored by virtue ethicists, while related concepts such as duty and obedience
get little attention. The author seeks to demonstrate the central significance of law, and a

certain primacy of the virtue of obedience, in Aquinas’s understanding of a specifically
Christian virtue ethics.

I. Background

ZCOT work has been done in recent years to show that the focus of the
moral theory of the Christian tradition up through the high middle
ages, culminating in St. Thomas Aquinas, was not law and duty, but
virtue and grace.' Virtue ethicists have in the last couple of decades made
an overwhelming case that Aquinas’s morality is fundamentally con-
cerned with virtue. This has been a very valuable recovery of part of the

Christian tradition, for virtue is a central part of any adequate moral
system.

However, many virtue ethicists seem to overlook both the important
place of law, duty, obedience, and the like, and the significant role they
play for Aquinas’s moral theology. Because of the polemics involved in
countering the heavy emphasis on law in casuistry, they tend to speak of
virtue over and against law.’ Too often those working for the recovery of

1. See especially Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, trans. Sr Mary Thomas
Noble, OP (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1995).

2. Maria Carl, ‘Law, Virtue, and Happiness in Aquinas’s Moral Theory’, Thomist, 61 (1997):
‘[There is a] tendency in many recent rereadings to downplay, criticize, or repudiate par-
ticular elements in Aquinas's moral theory ... that are legalistic, universal, and deductivist
(426). Carl provides a well-articulared and well-arpued analysis of how natural law is inte-
gral to even Aquinas’s understanding of virtue, especially prudence, which has received so
much attention in the last couple of decades. She does not, however, as fully integrate
virtue and law as [ think needs to be done, leaving law in the end as little more than a
means to virtue. For a few examples of the downplaying of natural law in Aquinas, see such
aurhors as Daniel Mark Nelson, The Priority of Prudence: Virtue and Natural Law in Thomas
Aquinas and Implications for Modern Ethics (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania Srate
University Press, 1992): ‘Natural law ... conrtainfs} no guidance for our conduct’ (100);
Alan Donagan, ‘Teleology and Consistency in Theories of Marality as Narural Law’, in
Anthony N. Perovich, Jr. {ed.), Reflections on Philosophy and Religion (Oxford University
Press: Oxford, 1999): ‘Any true moral theory must, like Aristotle’s, be eudaimonistic, and
primarily concerned with virtue rather than law’ (109); and Jean Porrer, Moral Action and
Christian Ethics (Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, 1995): *Thomas Aquinas explic-
itly rejects the claim that some kinds of actions are wrong because they are forbidden by

God, arguing to the contrary that certain kinds of actions are forbidden by God because
they are harmful in some way' (52).
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virtue ethics see law only as a means to the development of virtue — an
important help along the road, pointing in the right direction — rather
than more essentially and integrally related. Maria Carl, for example, who
actually criticises the virtue ethicists’ tendency to downplay or utterly dis-
regard law; she claims that law and virtue exist in a dialectical inter-
change, and in the end relegates law to a subservient role.’ Such a
subordination of law to virtue seems to me to be not only insufficient in
itself, but a misunderstanding of the majority of the ancient and medieval
Christian tradition, Aquinas in particular.

IL. Introduction

In order to begin to address the above misunderstanding, this paper will
explore just one part of the thought of one person. My aim is to examine
Aquinas’s understanding of obedience, particularly obedience to God, in
order to show that for him law* is not something superfluous or instru-
mental, but rather plays an essential role in the Christian moral life.
Other aspects of his moral theology could be investigated to make the
same point, as could a number of other thinkers, but I must leave such dis-
cussions for future consideration.

I will show that Aquinas holds that one aim of law is to put the subject
into right relation to the ruler, which means that to follow the law is to
enter into right relation to God (and His secondary authorities).
Perfection is only had when one stands in the proper relationship with
God, and therefore following the law is essential to human perfection.
Obedience is the virtue by which a subject is properly related to those
who have authority over him, and thus obedience is needed for and
ordered to the fulfilment of the law as its end. The centrality of obedience
for Aquinas only makes sense when one understands it as he did, as a per-
fection of man which frees and enlivens him, not as a heavy, drudgerous,
heteronomous burden that must be put up with. The latter tends to be the
modern conception of obedience. Kant’s morality of duty without incli-

3. Carl writes: ‘the acts that the natural law commands are the acts that generate the habits
of virtue; and since the virtues in rurn dispose to the same good actions, as qualified above,
the perfection of the virtues denotes that the agent also fulfils the precepts of the natural
law’ (442), but then immediately continues with: ‘The fundamental relationship between
the natural law and the virtues, then, is twofold: The subject matter or content of the pre-
cepts ~ what they are about — is virtuous actions, and the end or tinal cause of the precepts
is virtuous dispositions. Thus, while the natural law is ontologically prior to virtue in the
order of generation as cause to effece, virtue is teleologically prior to law as final cause to
that which is for the sake of the final cause. ... Law is God’s means of instruction about the
good’ (442), emphasis mine.

4. Throughout this paper 1 will be using the term ‘law’ to refer primarily to the natural law,
though much of what is said will also apply to human law. Similarly, my use of ‘obedience’
will refer primarily to obedience to God as the promulgator of natural law {cf. STh I-1, q.

91, a. 2), though many aspects of this paper will also apply to obedience to human author-
ities.
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INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 335

nation has negatively impacted contemporary understandings of obedi-
ence such that, when we think of law, duty, and obedience, we conceive
of them as opposed to inclination, love, joy, and happiness. In order to
understand the essence of obedience, and its essential place in the
Christian life, we need to see that there is no opposition between it, love
and freedom.

Obedience, for Aquinas, is an act of religion, an act of worship
whereby we sacrificially offer our whole selves to God in loving service.
So important is this sacrifice of obedience that Aquinas says that it, not
prudence, is the highest natural virtue. Even more to the point, Aquinas
argues that obedience, like charity, is the form of all meritorious acts.
That is, even though there may be many virtues informing a given act,
if one of them is not obedience then the act cannot be meritorious, and
is therefore imperfect. To emphasise further the importance of obedi-
ence, Aquinas argues that it is the virtue, which, with a few exceptions,
ingrafts all the other virtues into the soul. Therefore, because obedience
always has reference to law, the moral life — particularly the Christian
moral life — cannot flourish without continuously keeping in mind the

law of God.

I11. Virtue Ordered to Law

Maria Carl is on the right track when she says that ‘the perfection of
the virtues denotes that the agent also fulfills the precepts of the natural
law’> She recognises that there is an ordering of virtue to law in that
virtue disposes the agent to fulfil the law. But, for her, this effect of virtue
exists only insofar as the law is first the pointer to virtue. In other words,
virtue only disposes the agent to fulfil the law because the law is first
ordered to the development of virtue, so that as one develops virtue, it
just so happens that one is also that much closer to fulfilling what the law
requires. Carl does not take the further step of saying that virtue can actu-
ally be for the sake of keeping the law. It is not enough to hold that virtue
disposes one to keep the law as a secondary effect. One of the purposes of
virtue, one of its actual ends, and one of the things to which it is ordered
is to make one able to follow the law more perfectly. Such an end is cer-
tainly not the only end of virtue, but it is a real and true end, something
to which the virtue of a person is ordered. In other words, one should cul-
tivate the virtues not only because they are human perfections, burt also
because they allow one to better keep the law.

Though such a claim probably sounds radical, the key to seeing its
truth lies simply in reconsidering the rather flat notion of law that is
prevalent today. Thomas does not consider law to be some sort of abstract
principle, but a relational reality, something which puts the subject into

5. Carl, 442.
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right relation to the ruler.® Thus, to say that virtue has the fulfilment of
the law as an end is to say that virtue is ultimately ordered to placing man
into correct relation to God, which is man’s fulfilment and perfection.
Following the law is not something to be done mindlessly or simply out
of duty, nor is it to be done simply because one recognises a good habitus
that it aims at developing. The law is to be followed because God is our
Lord and He has commanded it, and one’s proper relation to God requires
submission to Him. This does not mean that human persons are simply to
obey God’s commands, in the sense of mindlessly subordinating them-
selves to Him. Obedience, for Thomas, is a virtue, and as such requires
the full engagement of the person, intellect, will, and passions. This
means that one who is most fully obedient grasps the intrinsic intelligi-
bility of the law and willingly follows it, because he sees that it directs him
to goodness, and also because he willingly submits himself to God as his
Lord. To make morality an either-or proposition — either the moral life is
about self-perfection or about obedience to God — is to cut it in half and
mistake a part for the whole.

Aquinas gets at just this point when he asks the question whether or
not all are subject to the law.” He distinguishes two ways in which one
might be said to be subject to the law. In the first way, as one who comes
under the law, that is, as one who is under its power and governed by it.
In the second way, as one who is coerced by its power. Understood in the
first way, all men, good and wicked alike, are subject to the divine law.
But understood in the second way, not all are subject to the law, but only
the wicked, for they do not will to do what the law requires of them and
are thus coerced by it to act in a way that they do not of themselves will
to act. Since the will of the good person, however, is in harmony with the
law, he is not coerced by it; he is not forced by the law to act against his
will since he already wills to do what the law commands him to do.
Nonetheless, he is still subject to the law in the first way, for he falls under
its power. In other words, if he were to stop willing the good in accor-
dance with the law, he would immediately fall under the law’s coercive
power. Thus, he is both free and commanded at once, and Aquinas sees
no contradiction therein. This is made even more clear in the reply to the
third objection, wherein Aquinas explains that, though a sovereign is not
subject to the law’s coercive power, since one cannot be coerced by one-
self, nonetheless he is still subject to the law’s directive force of his own
free will. Freedom and obedience are not opposed, but necessarily exist
simultaneously in all good subjects.

6. Summa Theologica I-11, q. 92, a. 1. All English quotations of the Summa Theologica (here-
after STh) are taken from the translation by the Fathers of the English Dominican
Province (New York: Benzinger Brothers, 1948), reprinted (Westminster, MD: Christian
Classics, 1981). This translation is generally the most literal English translation and so
generally the most helpful for those already familiar with St. Thomas’s language and
thought. All Latin quotations of the Summa Theologica are taken from the version pub-
lished by Typographia Forzani et S., Rome, 1894.

7.SThI-11, q. 96,a. 5. '
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INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 337

Though Aquinas does not make much of the point that virtue is
ordered to the fulfilment of law, it is nonetheless clear that it is a compo-
nent of his moral theory. In the Summa Theologiae, 1-11, q. 92, a. 1,
Thomas asks whether an effect of law is to make men good. To show the
affirmative, he argues that law is given in order to develop virtue in man
and that virtue in turn is that which makes its subject good, from which
it follows that law has the goodness of the governed as an effect. In this
we see that he thinks that law is ordered to virtue, but in arguing this
position, he also claims the converse. In arguing that law is given in order
to develop virtue in man he appeals to what he recognises as the funda-
mental basis of law, the relationship of the governed to the governor: ‘the
virtue of any being that is a subject consists in its being well subordinated
to that by which it is regulated.” For example, the virtue of the appetite
is in its proper subordination to reason. Therefore: ‘The virtue of every
subject consists in his being well subjected to his ruler. ... But every law
aims at being obeyed by those who are subject to it. Consequently, it is
evident that the proper effect of law is to lead its subjects to their proper
virtue.” In other words, the virtue of man consists in his being in right
relation to his ruler, that is, subject to the law, and thereby to the maker
of the law, who is ultimately God."® Human virtue, and therefore human
perfection, consists in standing in right relation to God, which includes
being subject to Him through His laws. Thus, human perfection includes
within it subjection to God's law, and therefore the development of virtue
must have as one of its purposes to make one a good subject, a good
obeyer of God’s Law. In this way virtue is ordered to the fulfilment of law
as to an end.

IV. Obedience as the End of Law

It is important at this point also to develop the central idea of the sec-
ond premise of the argument quoted above: ‘Every law aims at being
obeyed by those who are subject to it.”"' Law, for Aquinas, has a certain
inner, dynamic orientation towards being obeyed. The immediate end
that every law calls for is its own fulfilment, the submission of the ruled
to the command of the law. This idea must not, however, be divorced
from Aquinas’s wider vision already noted above, namely that law relates
the subject not simply to an impersonal command dissociated from any-
thing else, but to the ruler. Thus, to say that law aims at being obeyed is
to say that law aims at the right relation of ruled to ruler, which, at the

8.STh -1, q. 92, a 1: ‘Cuiuslibet autem subditi virtus est, ut bene subdatur ei, a quo guber-
natur.’

9. Ibid.: *Virtus cuiuslibet subjecti est, ut bene subjiciatur principanti ... ad hoc autem ordi-
natur unaquaeque lex, ut obediatur ei a subditis; unde manifestum est, quod hoc sit pro-
prium legis, inducere subjectos ad propriam ipsorum virtutem.’

10. Cf. SThI-1, q. 93, a. 3.

11.STh 111, q.92,a. 1.
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very least, includes the recognition of the ruler’s authority and obedience
in light of that. This point cannot be underscored enough: the purpose of
the obedience aimed at by law is the right relation of subject to ruler, a
relation which, when properly ordered, is not restrictive in the least, but
perfecting of the person.

This is precisely where virtue and law are intimately intertwined: the
obedience to law, as a characteristic of right relation and right order, is
itself a virtue. This virtue, however, is not developed unless one is truly
obedient, truly subject to the ruler in his laws. One can only be fully in
right relation when he has developed the virtue of obedience. Law, there-
fore, is ordered, on the one hand, to the obedience of its particular pre-
cepts, and on the other, to the virtue of obedience itself, which is
developed by those acts and without which one cannot fully and perfectly
obey the law. Without the virtue of obedience, one cannot completely ful-
fil the very command itself, for an act is only perfectly done when done
with the proper virtue. But, on the other hand, in order first to develop and
then continue to live out the virtue of obedience, one must obey the law
as such by subjecting oneself to the ruler. Thus, if one is to keep the law,
one must necessarily develop the virtue of obedience as something essen-
tial to its full and perfect observance. Similarly, if one is to develop and live
out the virtue of obedience one must keep the law, for that is the proper
act of the virtue of obedience. Each involves the other; they cannot be
separated. The law is ordered to the development of the virtue of obedi-
ence and the virtue of obedience is ordered to the fulfilment of the law.

V. Obedience as the Highest Natural Virtue

Thomas thinks that law and obedience are so important for living a
good life that he argues that obedience is the highest natural virtue. We
should begin by noting that Thomas says that ‘the proper object of obe-
dience is a precept, and this proceeds from another’s will. Wherefore,
obedience makes a man’s will prompt in fulfilling the will of another,
namely the maker of the precept.? Obedience has as its proper object a
precept, or a law, but only insofar as such a law is the expression of the
will of the lawmaker. It is the ruler, and specifically his will, which lies
always in the background and provides the foundation for law and obedi-
ence. Obedience is always with respect to another person who stands in a
relation of authonty to the subject. The precept itself is the proper object
of obedience, but it has binding power only insofar as it is the expression
of the will of one who has authority.” The foundation underpinning law
12. 8Th lI-11, q. 104, a. 2, ad 3: ‘Proprium autem objectum obedientiae est praeceptum;
quod quidem ex alterius voluntate procedit; unde obedientia reddit promptam hominis vol-
untatem ad implendam voluntatem alterius, scilicet praecipientis.’

13. See Thomas’s definition of law, wherein authority is a key element: ‘an ordinance of

reason for the common good, made by him who has care [and therefore authority] of the
community, and promulgated’ (STh 11, q. 90, a. 4).
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INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 339

and obedience is the interrelations of persons: since persons are commu-
nal beings they have certain relations to one another which put some in
authority over others for the sake of the common good. The archetype of
such a relation is that of man and God, in which the relation of author-
ity is founded on the ontological difference between the two.

In his discussion of obedience in the Summa Theologiae, Thomas asks
whether obedience is the greatest of the virtues."* Absolutely speaking, he
answers, it is not, since the greatest virtues are the theological virtues, the
greatest of which is charity. But among the moral virtues, Thomas says
that obedience is the greatest, since it spurns the greatest created good,
one’s will, in order to adhere to God." Just as the greater sacrifice is that
which offers the greater oblation, so too the greater virtue is that which
adheres to God in the fuller way through the ‘offering’ of the greater
object. In obedience one’s very will is offered to God and placed in sub-
jection to Him. The will is the faculty by which the person governs him-
self, and by offering the governor, one also offers the whole of what is
governed. Thus, one’s whole being is offered to God, through wilful sub-
mission to Him." No one can make a greater offering than that of his very
own being. Therefore, obedience, by which one offers one’s whole self to
God under the aspect of the submission of one’s will to His Will, must be
the greatest of virtues.

What then of charity? Thomas here makes an important distinction.
The highest virtue, he says, absolutely speaking, is that by which we most
fully and strongly adhere to God in Himself, which is what the theologi-
cal virtues, especially charity, are ordered to explicitly and without quali-
fication. The natural virtues are also ordered to the adherence to God,
but more through the spurning of that which is not God. Thus they are
not as high as the theological virtues because they are not ordered to God
without qualification; they are ordered to Him only through some nega-
tion of created things. Therefore, Thomas argues, it is only among the
natural virtues, all of which spurn something in order to adhere to God,
that obedience is highest, since in comparison with the supernatural
virtues obedience is not as fully, directly, and immediately ordered to

God.
VL. Obedience as the Form of Perfectly Virtuous Acts

Aquinas's acknowledgment of the importance of obedience does not,
however, end with the recognition of it as the highest natural virtue. He

14. STh 111, q. 104, a. 3.

15. Ibid.

16. See also Aquinas’s tract on The Religious State, the Episcopate, and the Priestly Office,
trans. F J. Procter, OP {Westminster, MD: Newman Press, 1950), where he discusses cer-
tain aspects of obedience in greater detail than in the Summa. See pp. 45 and 52 for his
argument that obedience is the offering of one’s whole self to God.
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goes on to note that obedience is in some way an element in all virtuous
acts, even those of charity. Just as charity must inform all of the virtues in
order for them to be perfect, so too, obedience must inform all of the acts
of virtue if they are ro be perfect and meritorious: ‘wherefore any other
acts of virtue are meritorious before God through being performed out of
obedience to God’s will."" Obedience to God, for Aquinas, is something
which must be present in all of our actions, if they are to be perfect. In
other words, a perfect act of virtue must have direct reference to God and
be done out of subjection to Him. Every perfectly virtuous act must be
informed by obedience, just as it must be informed by charity. If even the
greatest of all the species of acts, martyrdom, must be informed by both
obedience and charity, as Aquinas says it must, then all other species of
acts must also, for all the species of a genus partake of the greatest in that
genus.”® Aquinas explains further that obedience must enter into every
perfectly virtuous act because charity itself cannot exist apart from obedi-
ence, as will be shown later.

1. A Misunderstanding of Obedience Corrected

In order to make sense of this, it is necessary to further examine what
obedience means for Aquinas. It is not something in any way opposed to
charity, as if, when one acts out of obedience to God, one cannot at the
same time be acting out of love.” We tend to conceive of obedience as
something drudgerous, difficult, grudging, and contrary to one’s real
desires, whereas love is thought of as proceeding from an inner motiva-
tion of superabundance to the joyful outpouring of oneself for the sake of
the other. Such an opposition is not, however, Thomas's conception. For
him, obedience is not necessarily something drudgerous and contrary to
one’s own inclinations, though he recognises that it seems to be. He
argues that, as far as outward appearances go, obedience seems to diminish
in agreeable matters in which one tends to the fulfilment of the precept
of one’s own accord.” That is, when one is commanded to do something
that he already desires and wills to do, it would seem that he is not really
acting out of obedience, but simply out of himself. Conversely, obedience
seems to be present only when we act in conformity to a command only
because of the command and for the sake of the command, which only

17. STh1I-11, g. 104, a. 3: ‘For were one to suffer even martyrdom, or to give all one’s goods
to the poor, unless one directed these things to the fulfillment of the divine will, which per-
tains to obedience, they could not be meritorious.” ['Nam si quis etiam martyrium
sustineret, vel omnia sua pauperibus erogaret, nisi haec ordinaret ad impletionem divinae
voluntatis, quod directe ad obedientiam pertinet, meritoria esse non possent.’]

18. STh 1, q. 2, a. 3, the fourth way.

19. CL. STh1I-11, g. 4, a. 3, ad 3.

20. STh 1I-11, g. 104, a. 2.
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INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 341

occurs when we don’t really want to perform the action of our own
accord.”

Such a notion of obedience, however, is only a partial one, based on a
certain superficial examination. Thomas writes that

according to the judgment of God, who searches the heart, it may
happen that even in agreeable matters obedience, while holding its
own, is nonetheless praiseworthy, provided the will of him that
obeys tend no less devotedly to the fulfilment of the precept.?

In other words, obedience takes place not only when one doesn’t want
to act according to some precept yet does so anyway, but also when one
actually desires and wills the action on one’s own. Since obedience con-
sists in the intentional conforming of one’s will to the precept — and
thereby to the will of the maker of the precept — it can occur in both
agreeable and disagreeable matters. One can just as well obey in pleasant
and self-willed matters as in difficult and undesired ones, because the sin-
gle requirement of obedience is the subjection of oneself to the will of the
maker of the precept. Human actions can have a variety of motivations,
and Aquinas’s claim is simply that a person can will the action of his own

accord as well as on account of the law. There is no contradiction in
willing both.

Therefore, one can will at one and the same time to do something
because it is good and because God commands it. Aquinas holds that no

21. This is Kant's idea of duty, which has so greatly influenced modern conceptions that we
have a difficult time thinking about duty, law, obedience, and the like in any way but as
restrictive and burdensome, though Kant is by no means the only thinker who has thought
this; the previous couple of centuries before him prepared the ground for his definitive for-
mulation. He argues in The Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of Morals, trans.
Thomas K. Abbot (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice, 1949) that only actions done from a
motive of duty are of any moral worth, which, for him, means that there can be no incli-
nation toward the action. So much is this the case that only the action of the man who
‘wishes for death, and yet preserves his life without loving it — not from inclination or fear,
but from duty’ (15) is of any moral worth. For a good explanation of Kant’s position and a
critique thereof, see Lawrence M. Hinman, ‘On Purity of Moral Motives: A Critique of
Kant’s Account of the Emotions and Acting for the Sake of Duty’, in Monist, 66 (1983),
249-67. For an overview of Aquinas’s thought on the same issue, see Richard K. Mansfield,
‘Antecedent Passion and the Moral Quality of Human Acts According to St. Thomas’, in
American Catholic Philosophical Quarterly, 71 (1999), 221-31, and Judith Barad, ‘Aquinas on
the Role of Emotion in Moral Judgment and Activity’, in The Thomist, 55 (1991), 397-413.
It is also worth noting that Philip Stratton-Lake in his recent book Kant, Duty and Moral
Worth (London: Routledge, 2000) argues that Kanrt did not actually think that there had
to be no inclination to a given action in order for it to be of moral worth, but just used
those types of examples because only then is it clear that the real motive is duty (pp. 93-
94). Nonetheless, the traditional understanding of Kant is that the motive of duty excludes
that of inclination, and this opposition between duty and inclination has been a factor in
negatively colouring modern conceptions of law, duty and obedience.

22. STh 1l-11, g. 104, a. 2, ad 3: ‘Potest contingere, quod etiam in prosperis obedientia alig-
uid de suo habens non propter hoc sit minus laudabilis; si scilicet propria voluntas obedi-
entis non minus devote tendat ad impletionem praecepti.’
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act is perfect unless one of its motivations is in fact to do what God wills,
that is, to obey His precepts. For example, though a man may desire quite
ardently of himself to remain faithful to his wife or maintain charitable
relations with everyone, he can still do so out of submission to God’s will,
by willing such submission as part of his action. In this way all actions can
be informed by obedience and still be perfectly free and loving.

This becomes clear when Aquinas poses the question as to whether or
not Christ died out of obedience.? The second objection claims that obe-
dience involves compulsion under necessity, whereas Christ died freely
and voluntarily. Thomas answers this by distinguishing between the
necessity that obedience implies with regard to that which is com-
manded, and the freedom that it implies with regard to the fulfilling of
the command. What exactly this means is difficult to grasp, but the point
to note here is that Aquinas is trying to explain how a certain necessity
attaches to one under obedience, but that it does so without necessarily
hindering the subject’s freedom in any way, for it is always up to him
whether or not to fulfil the command, and how readily to do so. The third
objection draws a similar opposition, this time between obedience and
charity. Thomas once again answers by reuniting what was pulled apart:
Christ was charitable out of obedience to the Father who required both
of Him, and He was obedient out of love. The two interpenetrate one
another in the death of Christ —~ in fact, throughout His whole life — as
they should in the lives of all who follow in Christ’s footsteps.

Even more to the point, acts of obedience in which one acts grudgingly
are not perfect acts of obedience. Only when one obeys wilfully, promptly,
readily, and joyfully, is one fully obeying. Not only is the concept of obe-
dience as an act of great difficulty incorrect, but it turns obedience on its
head. Obedience is most fully itself only when one’s will is so fully
informed by it that one obeys with ease and joy. It is a mark of the virtues,
for Aquinas, that they inform all aspects of one’s being, including the
appetites, passions, desires, and even the will. To treat obedience as a
struggle is to reduce it to a quasi-virtue, like continence.” When one fully
has the virtue of obedience, the struggle ceases and one is able to subject
oneself to God readily, presumably because one has come to the state in
which he wills of himself what God wills.

It is also important to understand that for Aquinas obedience to God
is an act of religion, for it proceeds from reverence for God, paying

23. STh1li, q. 47, a. 2.

24.In SThII-11, q. 155, a. 1, Aquinas explains how continence, unlike temperance, informs
only the will, leaving the concupiscible appetites untouched. Therefore, it is only a quasi-
virtue, a mixture between virtue and lack of virtue. Because continence fails to reach all
levels of a person's being, it fails to reach the full stature of being a virtue, for a true virtue
brings right order even to the sensitive appetite, such that one no longer even desires
things that one should not, and so one can will the good promptly, easily and joyfully.
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INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 343

worship and honour to Him.” Obedience, above all else, characterises the
life of those in religious orders, a life which is ordered to most completely
living out the virtue of religion.® This is the case because obedience,
which is vowed by those in the religious life, is that by which one offers
the greatest sacrifice to God, namely, one’s whole self, thereby paying
Him the greatest honour. Obedience, therefore, is a type of worship of
God, for by obedience to God one bows before Him in all things, offering
one’s very self as a holy sacrifice to Him.” The virtue of obedience to
God, involves an attitude which places God first and foremost in all
things, an attitude in which one is ready to follow the will of God as soon
as it is known. It is good to seek the good and strive to perfect and rightly
order oneself, even without explicit reference to God, but not nearly as
good as the same act performed also in obedience, for obedience makes
the performance into an act of worship, which is more perfect, for ‘it is
more meritorious to worship God, than to order ourselves rightly.”
Understanding this helps one to see obedience as a free act of the person,
proceeding from within, rather than imposed from without, and therefore

personal, dignifying, joyful and loving rather than wearisome, drudgerous,
slavish, and oppressive.

2. Obedience as Characteristic of Friendship

Only when one’s actions are imbued with both love and obedience is it
possible for one to be the perfect friend of God and simultaneously His
perfect subject, both of which are essential to the Christian life. Friends
want to do what their friends want them to do, for such co-willing is a
means of union. The more perfect the friendship, the more conformed are
the wills of the friends. Even when it may be difficult at times, a true
friend still strives to conform his will to the will of his friend. If friendship
is truly present, even difficult and painful actions will have a certain joy
attached to them because love is the animating principle.” One loves

25. SThII-1I, q. 104, a. 3, ad 1. It is worth noting that Aquinas thinks that even obedience
to creaturely persons is in some way part of the virtue of religion. Obedience, for Aquinas,
falls under the virtue of observance, the virrue by which honour is paid to men who have
a superior dignity (STh 1111, q. 102, a. 1). However, he notes that depending on whom one
is obeying, obedience falls under different virtues (STh II-11, q. 104, a. 3, ad 1), so he could
just as easily have put obedience directly under the virtue of religion or piety. The only rea-
son he seems to put it under cbservance is for the sake of gond order, sin-e he first needs
to discuss religion, piety, and observance in general before he can fully consider obedience,
which pertains to all three in different ways. Much of Aquinas’ discussion of obedience to
God in the Summa falls under his discussion of vows, which will be examined later in this
paper.

26. Aquinas, Religious State, 49-50, and STh II-1], q. 186, a. 8.

27. Aquinas, Religious State, 45-6, 49-50. For a fuller account of the deeply religious narure
of obedience, even to a creature, see Bernard Leeming, The Mysticism of Obedience (Boston:
St. Paul Editions, 1964).

28. Ibid., 60.

29. STh1I-11, q. 4, a. 3, ad 3.
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one’s friend and wills to be united and conformed to him, and therefore
undertakes even the most arduous tasks for the sake of the friend. The act
of selflessly subjecting oneself to one’s friend for the sake of accomplish-
ing his will is a kind of obedience. Obedience is therefore a means of wil-
fully cooperating with God as His collaborator by freely appropriating His
will to oneself in order to accomplish His will in all things. As is the case
with all the virtues, living the virtue of obedience at the beginning of its
development is painful, but when perfected it should be spontaneous,
delightful, energising, invigorating, and freeing. Obedience is perfecting
of the person and in no way opposed to freedom or love.®

In Aquinas’s discussion of obedience in the Summa, we have seen that
he says that charity is the virtue by which we perfectly adhere to God in
Himself, by which we enter into an intimate relationship with Him.
Obedience is not out of place in such a relationship when understood as
explained above. In the same passage, Thomas quotes 1 John 2:5: ‘He that
keepeth [God’s] word, in him in very deed the charity of God is perfected’
and follows it with the explanation: ‘and this because friends have the
same likes and dislikes.”" He introduces friendship at this point, puzzling
as it may be at first glance, precisely because he understands obedience to
be something pertaining to the most perfect human relation, namely
friendship. Friends will the same things, since that is part of what it means
to be conformed and united to one another. No two human wills, how-
ever, are perfectly conformed, and thus friends strive to become ever more
perfectly conformed to one another. Such continuous growing in likeness
to one another happens through willing what the other wants you to will
for the common good of you both, which is precisely what Aquinas means
by obedience. Thus, obedience is involved in a certain way even in
earthly friendships, in which the persons are on an equal footing insofar
as they have the same nature. Much more, then, should that be the case
in man’s friendship with God, who has absolute authority over man.
Obedience, thus understood, is an essential virtue for entering into
friendship with another, especially God.

30. C£. STh1I-1l, q. 186, a. 5, ad 5. Felix D. Duffey, With Anxious Care (St. Louis: B. Herder
Book Co., 1961), offers a good discussion of the perfecting character of obedience on pp.
71-82. See also Columba Cary-Elwes’s summary and defence of Aquinas in Law, Liberty and
Love: A Study in Christian Obedience (London: Hodder and Stroughton, 1950), 22-23, 147-
163; Yves R. Simon, A General Theory of Authority (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame Press,
1962), 143, 148-56; James R. Tracy, Obedience, Freedom and Personality Development
(Rome, 1966), especially pp. 49-52; and Marcelino Iragui, Freedom and Obedience in
Evangelical Perspective (Alwaye, India: Pontifical Insticute of Theology and Philosophy,
1974).

31. SThIL-1L, q. 104, a. 3: ‘Et hoc ideo est quia amicitia facit idem velle, et nolle.” Though
this phrase is accurately translated with ‘likes and dislikes’, it should be noted that velle and
nolle usually have reference to the will, which is why Thomas’s explanation of the quoted
Scripture passage makes sense: friends want and will the same things.
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INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 345
VII. Obedience as the Ingraftor of Virtues

Thomas draws another conclusion from the above quotation from
1 John. He says that ‘charity ... cannot exist apart from obedience’.”
Only in keeping God’s word, Scripture says, is it possible for the love of
God to be perfected in us. This relarionship between love and obedience
can be understood better by looking at what Thomas writes a little later.
To the question whether obedience is the greatest virtue, he raises the
objection that, according to Pope Gregory the Great, obedience ‘is the
only virtue that ingrafts virtues in the soul and protects them when
ingrafted’, and that since the cause is greater than the effect, obedience
must be greater than all the other virtues. Thomas responds by first not-
ing that ‘all acts of virtue, in so far as they come under a precept, belong
to obedience’ and in this way ‘obedience is said to ingraft and protect all
virtues.”” The essential point that Thomas is getting at, and will flesh out
more fully in what follows, is a distinction between a virtue itself, and an
act of virtue. All acts of virtue can be considered under the aspect of a
precept, and in that respect they are instilled, developed, and preserved
in a person through obedience. By obeying God in performing good
deeds, one begins to develop specific virtues, and by continuing in that
obedience, one preserves those virtues.

More to the point, however, is that Thomas wants to say that it is not
simply by doing virtuous acts that we develop and preserve virtue, though
that is certainly the case. Rather, it is specifically by doing them in obedi-
ence to God that they are developed and preserved. Considered only under
the aspect of self-perfection and movement towards the good, virtues in
man have a certain instability. But when there is the force of a precept
that obliges one to perform certain acts of virtue, in conjunction with the
subjective appropriation and motivation toward the good, the virtues are
fully ingrafted and preserved. When obedience is present, one submits to
the command by eagerly grasping the commanded action and making it
one’s own out of love and reverence for the commander. In so doing one
brings more of himself to bear on the action and thereby more solidly
roots in the soul the virtue out of which one is acting.

This is not to say that anything that goes by the name of obedience
ingrafts the virtues so fully. If one follows a law simply because one is
forced to obey it, then such obedience does a poor job of ingrafting virtue.
Such forced ‘obedience’ is not a virtue, but only the external appearance
of virtue, for the virtue of obedience makes one’s will prompt in fulfilling
the commands of the superior. Struggling obedience may be the starting
point for the Christian journey, but as the virtue of obedience begins to

32. STh1I-1L, q. 104, a. 3: ‘Caritas ... sine obedientia esse non potest.’
33. Ibid., ad 2 [emphasis mine}: ‘Ad obedientiam pertinent omnes actus virtutum, prout

sunt in praecepto ... intantum dicitur, quod obedientia omnes virtutes menti inserit, et
custodit.
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develop, one’s actions take on a whole new character. One does not shed
the skin of obedience as he advances in the Christian life and begins to
obey the law out of himself. Rather, obedience is deepened and developed
so that it becomes a law written on the heart. This is the point at which
virtuous acts become no longer drudgerous, but joyful and desired for
their own sake. As we already saw earlier, Thomas does not say that obe-
dience then becomes obsolete; rather it is then that obedience can take
on its fullest character, for it is then that we can tend to the fulfilment of
the Will of God with the most devotion, which is a more perfect obedi-
ence than the difficult obedience at the beginning of the moral life.*

1. Vows and Obedience

The idea that obedience ingrafts, informs, perfects, and preserves the
other virtues is made evident in Thomas's discussion of vows. He asks the
question whether it is advantageous to take vows, and answers that: ‘By
vowing we fix our wills immovably on that which it is advantageous to
do. Hence it is advantageous to take vows.”” In other words, one advances
better towards the state of perfection and better develops virtues in him-
self, when he does so under the obligation imposed by a vow, for he
thereby more surely and resolutely fixes his will on the good. Such a vow
confirms and establishes the will in its orientation to some good and
thereby, so to speak, grasps the good in question and implants it in the
soul. A vow adheres the soul to the good in a manner that cannot be
achieved otherwise. Thus, the goods and virtues aimed ar in taking vows
are ingrafted and preserved through the obligation imposed by the vow.
Only if this is the case does it make sense for Aquinas to claim that ‘the
state of perfection requires an obligation to whatever belongs to perfec-
tion: and this obligation consists in binding oneself to God by means of a
vow.” It is better and more perfect to be ordered to the good by means of
obligation than to be ‘free’ in a void of unconnectedness to choose the
good or not’” This in no way opposes true freedom to laws, vows, and
other obliging forces, for, as was said above, one can and should still freely
choose to comply with one’s obligations.

Thomas is clear, then, that the Christian life is more perfect when obliga-
tion is involved. If one only detrermines oneself towards a specific created
good, considered simply as a good, something partially perfecting and ful-

34. SThILIL q. 104, a. 2, ad 3.

35. 8STh II-11, q. 88, a. 4: *... vovendo voluntatem nostram immobiliter firmamus ad id,
quad expedit facere; et ideo expediens est vovere’ (translation amended).

36.STh1I-11, q. 186, a. 6: ‘Ad statum autem perfectionis requiritur obligatio ad ea quae sunt
perfectionis, quae quidem Deo fit per votum.’

37. 1 recognise that there are a myriad of issues involved in the understanding of what true
freedom is, and how freedom relates to obligation, but unfortunarely the scope of this paper
does not permit a more detailed discussion thereof. | refer the reader to discussion by
Pinckaers in chapters 14-16 of The Sources of Christian Ethics, op. cit.

Downloaded from hitt

-orn by Scott Hahn on January 5, 2008
© 2002 Irish Theological Quarte {

served. Not for use or thorized
distribution.




uonnqiisip
pozuoy: 1o asn 10} 10N "Paniasal syb ||y “Apapeny eaiBojosyt, ysy) Zo0Z @
8002 'S Aenuer uo uyeH Noog Aq wos qndebes by woly papeocumoct

Tpust

-diosead seasorod 12 1139dmiod enb xs “1osslouun SEIIUNGNS SIIBIIOIdNE JBULAIP mﬁoc. cm,m:c
1ad “apy ap 197ed 0 ‘enusipago wenb ‘oud 1931jIneu I311p smua ejjl ‘wmdodserd wenb
‘snuad 1o11yeINTRU 218 wndafqo stnd *us snia enbife 1g, 7 PE ‘¢ e %01 b 111 YIS ¥
Tt WnIue] smony 19

192ep 1nb wenb ‘sngnony WD Waloqe 19 121ep b 1oy 1vrep snid anois ** - NoEy wnjos
mb 211 wenb ‘wotlgns 03(] as sd 910y 32 ‘pmbie 19404 mb AjL, 9 "€ ‘gg b T YIS T

PRISPISUOD ‘1are) ‘310J2I2V ], "YITEJ SI POL) JO SFPS[MOUY Yons 01 0D
oM YoM &g anuia 9y ] 'pot) vnb por) A3GO U0 UED JISWIIL] S[BIART POL)
uays A[UO INq ‘me] [eINIBU 943 SUmO|j0} Aq APda1Ipur por) 4sqo ued su()
"IDUSIPIYO INO $2UMbII YOIYM AJIOYINE Y3 SBY S| TeYd pue SISIXS L]
1Byl MOWwy| om [1un ‘Furyeads Ajxedoid ‘pogy 01 3udIpaqo aq J0UUED Ip

' PO 01
Jua3adwod st puBwwIod 03 1emod Y3 Yo1ym Jo uoseas Aq ‘Arioyine
QUIAIP JO IMIEU SWIGNS ) MOUY 01 SWOD dm AQRIoym ‘yirej i
SNUIA € NG *30ud1paqo o3 1oud Ajjeinieu sq 01 pres st aniaia 1eqs
‘adaoard o1 03 s01d AffeInieu si 199[qo asoym A Aue g 19 J1

:shes sewioy | ‘puooss ay3 03 10adsar Uy
YRy
pue ‘plo ‘I103e31T) INO SB JJISUIL] $[B3A3L 181y oY Ing ,Euofzm Se pon
01 UOLIR[DI Ul $9A73s1n0 Ind 18115 J0U Op 2m J0J ‘ooe1d Jo Ayond pue Avew
-td ay3 Zunoudt 3q pnom 3y ‘A|puodag ‘uew jo red I3 WO IDUSIP3GO
Aue woy rede ‘4Anmiexd dmnd s ut poo) Aq paatasaid pue uaaid oxe yorym
sanyia ‘o1motd Y3 Jo Ino samnia jemeuradns oy3 uraed] 3q pinom Yy
“ISIL] "y3re} DHOYIBY) 91 JO SYINI [eluswrepuny oml JuLoust aq pinom ay
‘Je) Aes 01 d19M SBWOY |, J] "UonIedyI[END INOYIIM SIMIIA 9} |[e syeidur
1 aeys 1ou ‘Buryeads A[eInjosqe aniiia 35918018 oYl AQRIayl s 9dUIIPaqo
18] ‘sAes oY ‘MO[[0] 10U SOOP 3L INg] "SANIILA JO 1837831F Y1 103dsa1 ye ut
S puUe ‘s300 4123 U1 SaM1A 31 [T s1oa01d pue syerdul s0udpaqo e Aes
01 J[qe §1 seuinby ‘OMIIIA JO 108 dYI PUB INIIA UIMIDQ SurysimBunsip
Ag ‘uoneoyienb juelodw ue seYEW 9y AIBYM ‘JEIC) a1 A108210) woy
uonoaIqo a1 01 Adar SSEWOY ] JO 1591 YY) SUIUIBXD 03 PIdU M ‘SaNIIiA

ISYI0 YD SPRIFUL DUIIPIGO MOY JO UOISSNOSIP 31 01 MOU SUTUINIY

SONIA oSojoaYy ] 3 fo Kong ayJ -7

“I9IDEIRYD U SNOIF31 pue [BUOon
-2[21 AJ[B1IURSSI ST UONEBST[() "POL) 01 J[ISIUO SISO U0 N Aq 10} ‘uordias
Jo onina a1 Jo ued e se 35udIPIqo JO MmI1A sseunby 01 palear AJasod
ST BapI SIY [, "3y oY1 se sduiids worde Y3 Yowym woiy 2911 ap ‘Jureq
A19A S 5U0 WIL] 03 SIOPO SUO ING ‘POL) 01 UOKIDR SJUO A[UO 10U $3A1T SUO
‘92U9IPaO U] "UOIBI[a1 pUE IDUIIPIJO JO SIDE SNONMIA S} Osfe sunojrad
NG J]9S31 PSP SNONUILA AY) S0P AJUO 10U SUO 3DUIPIO Jo 1adse ayp
Iopun s1oe souo Furunopad Aq 10 Buimoa Ag 4, AJuo 1Ny a1 soald oym

ATEIVNO TYDINDOTOTHL HSIY] 2149



uopngisIp
HOY; 10 asn jey; d0j JoN ‘pasiasas siybu |1y Kueueny eoibojoay ] ysy| Z00Z ©
8002 ‘G AEnuer U0 UyeH N03S AG Wo gk 77:dnly wol papeojumog

EIDLIDES 19(] Wepaenb senb
‘winynd wnualp pe jusuiad wier 1S enb (0104 X3 Juey IS ‘elolsw sidewr 19 ‘BIOIPW

WNS *° WNIRIOW Wmnista wruelfe e1ado ospt 17, [putw siseqdwyg] 9 e ‘gg ‘b ‘TI-11 LS O
"3D1012 PAIDANPUN PUE ‘PIULRIISIIUN ‘PIIIPUIYUN SB WOP31} JO BaP1 U 03 pasoddo se
‘shem JURDYILUSIS UL PSP pUE PaIdpIo sniya st pue uolidapad ansind 01 15mod 9y se poois
~1apun §1 WOPaaly Yolym Ul ‘WSI{EUTWION] 10J3q UOLIIPEI] UBNISLIYY) SY1 Ul PAUIRIUOD Wop
+331) JO UONIOU Y1 IGUISIP 01 SIPRNDUL] Aq pasn seryd 31 §1 ,90UB[[DXD 10} WIOPAAL], *6¢
[os1eaq ut 1o ‘oa(] ut

393ed 3N HW21EIAGT] ANUIUP UOU WNUOG Ul SIEIUN[OA JBIRULIL] SEIISSIDIU N el fuaies
-19q1] Aamnunuip uou 31e533d assod uou INJIG,] PISSAq SYI PUB pory Ul padueisul se ‘A1
-q1] Y2 US| J0U S0P Pood 01 paxy Ajuuly (s B Wwol) Funjnsal A31ssadau atfl ‘003 ‘os ‘uls
01 d1qeun 3ulaq JUO Aq pauassa] 30U st A11aqT] $,2U0 se UAAY, i Pe ‘b B ‘gg b II-IT YIS 8¢

9y uey) ‘3m3y s11 Ylim 9313 Y1 SIAIS OYm 210w $9418 9y se 1snf - 11 s30p
Ajuo 1ey3 oy ueyl 210w por)y 01 JPswry $193{qns 91 ss0p pue Buryrawios
SMOA JBU) O, :$aNUNUO0D 3 Usym Jutod swes siyl sxoyiny seuinby
JUWITH] O SIOLLIDES 3], 9 UBD $I0B [|& Agaiaym
‘POLD) Yitm UOLIR[DI IS O3UT $10B § U0 pue Suo sind ‘sadhr om] are smej
pue smoa Yd1ysm JO ‘Uonresijqo 1spun Juipueig soniiia a1 dopeasp pue
Apgsia 108 01 suo SwidjaY 10} SUBOW B UBLI SI0W St MET *2IMIBU UBLINY
JO BUI[Y[0Y ST IRy MOUD| O) DWOD UBD UOSEI Ud[|e} 100d yorym Aq sueow
B UBY) JIOUWI J[131] SE WIS ST ME] UM 1SO] 3¢ 01 SPUIL (OIYM JTUIWI[D Ue
‘por) 01 UVOLIB[II JO JUSWI]D 23 3 ISNUL 2I9Y ], “J[esauo Jo Junosyiad pur
pood ay1 03 Buturene se wayl $99s 9uo Isnedsq Ajrewnd 1o Ajduars anina
Jo 5108 Op 01 103)33d 134 10U 81 1] , 'Ppor) 01 sa0tfuows ) Sureq ‘diysiom
QUIAID 943 01 UO|dq AJY1 SN IDULS ‘MOA B JO JTUIWL[N} UT QUOP 3] Az
J1 ‘SNOLIOIIAUL 2I0W PUE 19119 dIB *** $INUIA [RIOW IIJI0 ) JO $YI0M
33, 1B SMOA JO UOISSNOSIP STY UI I9131Nn] SABS SEWOY [ ‘ME] 101 pue
20URIP2qO JO ddueiIodWl Y JO JUC IDUIAUOD 03 YInOU 10U St SIYI J|
"] [e1ow 2 jo ued
feniuasss pue juelrodwt Ajenba ue jo soepd aya ysiutunp Apea1d 1o ano
2aB9] Aoyl Jeyl Ing ‘onnun st Jeym Aes A9l 1eY3 10U ST SORIS paseq-AInp
pue Ansmsed jo sl 9], "UORESIqO puB me] 01 pale[erun A[LrEw
-1d X0 AJJRIIUSsSSS BUIYIaWOs SB 3Ji] [BIOUL Y1 JO SATIDUOD 01 [BISIUI [e3
-USWEPUNJ B 9q 910J219Y3 P[Rom 1] IolueIens pue 10159101d s11 308} Ui st
NG ‘AI093-3N11A YIIm PITBIIOSSE AJUOTIWIOD IDUI[[IIXD 10} WIOPIaIy, 93
01 ATRITUOD ABM OU Ul §] ‘9I0JOI9Y3 ‘SDUSIP() "PIOA B Ul A|palirurtiodun
duny 1 Ji $$919sN 9q pPINOM WIOP31) 10§ “IIWWIOD 01 pue Isooyd 01 ‘Bury
~3WI0S U0 J{3sit X1 01 SI WOPIdl] JO NIBU A194A Y |, IN0O 1utod 01 [NjoIed
S1 sewoy 1, se ‘U s109j1ad 1nq “WIopasi) usssa] 10U $30p pood a1 01 [ oy
JO 9dURIBYPE UE YONgG "PoOS Y1 UO [jIm s1Y $ax1J A]199)1ad 1s0U1 SUO 1B Y
9D2URIPIQO JO daNnItA Y1 Y3noIyl st 11 10} ‘sonina [[e s109301d pue sijeidul
DURIP3qO Jey) Aes ued sewoy [ Aym uieldxa sdjay sy [, 9] uensuy) Jo
uo1199413d 941 01 dNPUOD 104 INg ‘“4a30ue Aq pasoduut 90105 Suidijqo ue
ST ME] € SEa19ym ‘pasoduii-fjas Aj[euidiio st yeys 32105 SUlBqo ue s MOoA Y
"30UDIIJAI 2ARY $9D10§ FUIFIO || woym 03 ‘por) Ajjerdadss ‘90103 uidiqo
2Wos O UUCQMTQO—O ,wO 109dse wﬁu HU@CS Oﬂm uﬂﬂ S3o8 QuIes Uﬂu wOO@ ANIO0
J1 se Apoajaad se 9j1] UBTISLIYD) 21 AT 10U S0P U0 ‘Buidq s,2u0 Jo Fuly

1249 ANLYEIA ANV AVT 40 NOILVYOT LNI



INTEGRATION OF LAW AND VIRTUE 349

simply as a virtue, is prior to and greater than obedience. There is an ini-
tial priority of faith, without the first gift of which we could not even
arrive at obedience to God, properly speaking.

This does not mean, however, that after the initial gift there is not any
sort of dialectical process between faith and obedience. Once the infused
gift of faith is given, it necessarily leads to acts of love and obedience, acts
whereby the gift of faith itself is implanted even more deeply in the soul.
Once we have the initial gift of the knowledge of the existence of God
and its corresponding assent of faith in Him and personal commitment to
Him, we can then deepen our faith through believing out of obedience to
God’s command that we should have faith in Him. In this way all acts of
faith can be informed by obedience, as they are by charity, which gives
man the dignity of being a cause like God and a co-operator with Him.
The gift and virtue of faith is absolutely prior to obedience, but immedi-
ately following upon that gift should be an act of the obedience of faith.®
This is similar to the way in which there is a dialectical exchange
between act and potency, for there must be an initial priority of act for
the dialectic to even begin. Perfect faith cannot exist without obedience,
and perfect obedience to God cannot exist without faith, but an initial
gift of faith must come first, for it reveals, among other things, the very
object of obedience. Thus, faith is both temporally and logically prior to
obedience to God.

The second exception that Thomas raises to the general rule that obe-
dience has a certain precedence over all the other virtues, is that God can
infuse virtues into the soul apart from any obedience on the side of the
creature, in fact, apart from any act of virtue at all. Therefore, ‘neither in
point of time nor by nature’ is obedience prior to the infused virtues.*
Because God can immediately and directly instil in us whatever virtues
He wills, virtues can as a matter of fact come to exist in us before any act
of obedience. They are prior to obedience in that they can exist without
it, and thus obedience is not the ingraftor of virtues absolutely speaking.
At this point, however, an important distinction which we have alrcady
observed in Thomas’s thought needs to be more carefully drawn out.

Though Aquinas does not here elaborate and make explicit the dis-
tinction between virtues in themselves and acts of virtue, he seems to
expect his readers to pick up on the point simply in his use of the terms.
He says that every act of virtue is meritorious by being performed out of
obedience, that obedience must inform all acts of virtue, as must charity,
and that 4ll acts of virtue belong to obedience, insofar as they come under
a precept.®” For these reasons, Thomas thinks that acts of obedience have
43. In the various references to obedience throughout the Summa, Aquinas regularly quotes

part of Rom. 1:5: ‘... to bring about the obedience of faith ...” in which obedience and faith

are inextricably linked. He understands faith and obedience, as all the virtues, to be intri-
cately interconnected.

44. SThII-11, q. 104, a. 3, ad 2.
45.Cf. STR11-1], q. 4,a. 7,ad 3.
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a certain precedence over all other acts of virtue, and because the acts
flow from the virtue, this gives the virtue of obedience a priority over
other virtues, insofar as it is a principle of action. But obedience does not
have precedence over all virtues absolutely, for the two reasons just dis-
cussed. Considered simply as virtues, the precedence falls on the side of
the theological virtues; but considered in their acts, there is a certain
precedence on the side of obedience, for it is only obedience that fully
ingrafts virtues through informing the acts of those virtues with a solidity,
stability and depth that they do not otherwise have.

Because Aquinas understands grace to build upon and transform
nature, it is not hard to see why he does not stop after considering the
infusion of the supernatural virtues into the soul. The supernatural virtues
are not simply given to one and then left to be. They must come to per-
meate one’s whole being, to inform everything that one thinks, says, feels,
does, and is; they must become connatural, so integrated into one’s being
that it is as if they were part of one's very nature.” Such a process only
happens over time through practicing the proper acts of the infused
virtue. Obedience, which, Aquinas says, always exists in reference to a
law, is a necessary element in every perfect act of virtue. Therefore, all
acts of virtue should be done ‘in fulfilment of the divine will, which per-
tains to obedience’," and thus explicitly in order to fulfil the law.

VIII. Conclusion

It should be clear from all that has been said above that for Aquinas
law, duty, obligation, obedience, and the like are an essential part of the
Christian life. Though Thomas’s focus is certainly on the virtues, as has
been rightly pointed out by many of his commentators in recent years, he
in no way conceives of virtue as opposed to law. Neither does he subordi-
nate one to the other by making law simply the means to virtue. Both are
essential for the Christian life, since both draw out certain aspects of it,
which would be missing were one to focus exclusively on one or the other.
The idea of law captures more the aspect in Christian morality of subjec-
tion to God, conformity to Him, and right relation to Him, whereas the
idea of virtue captures more the aspect of intrinsic human perfection. To
put it another way, the idea of law captures more the aspect of absolute
dependence on God, whereas the idea of virtue captures more the aspect
of the rightful autonomy of man.

Both ideas, however, considered in their totality, contain the primary
aspect of the other: true law is always ordered to human perfection, and
true virtue is always a conformity and subjection to God. We need to keep
both constantly before us if we're to avoid a skewed perception and

46. Cf. STh II-11, q. 45, a. 2.

47. STh1I-11, q. 104, a. 3: ‘ad impletionem divinae voluntatis, quod directe ad obedientiam
pertinet.’
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actualisation of the Christian moral life. Without virtue, law tends to
become pharisaic; but without law, virtue tends to become self-absarbed.
We must aim to perform every one of our actions out of obedience to God
and submission to His Will, and at the same time for the sake of the good
at hand and for the sake of our own actualisations and fulfilment. To
ignore either of these aspects, therefore, would result in a morality that is
fundamentally insufficient. Only by fully integrating them can we
achieve a Christian morality powerfully alive and flourishing.®

48. 1 am endebred to Chad Engelland, Vincent Twomey, and the anonymous ITQ referees
for their comments on an earlier version of this paper.
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