PRUDENCE

If thy eye is single, the whole
of thy body will be lit up.
MATTHEW 6, 22




L. The First of the
Cardinal Virtues

NO pICTUM in traditional Christian doctrine strikes such
a note of strangeness to the ears of contemporaries, even con-
temporary Christians, as this one: that the virtue of prudence
is the mold and “mother”*of all the other cardinal virtues, of
justice, fortitude, and temperance. In other words, none but
the prudent man can be just, brave, and temperate, and the
good man is good in so far as he is prudent.

Our uneasiness and alienation would be only the greater if
we were to take the proposition as seriously as it is meant. But
we have grown accustomed to disregarding such hierarchic
rankings among spiritual and ethical qualities. This is especially
true for the “virtues.” We assume that they are allegories, and
that there is really no need to assign them an order of rank. We
tend to think that it does not matter at all which of the four
cardinal virtues may have drawn first prize in the lottery ar-
ranged by “scholastic” theologians.

Yet the fact is that nothing less than the whole ordered
 Structure of the Occidental Christian view of man rests upon
the pre-eminence of prudence over the other virtues. The
“structural framework of Occidental Christian” metaphysics as a
whole stands revealed, perhaps more plainly than in any other
single ethical dictum, in the proposition that prudence is the
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Qﬁmo%w wwm that the Holy Spirit proceeds out of the Father and
Since this is so, there is a larper s nificance i
people today can respond to ﬂ:m mmm%mos of mronwmwmowwnmwon
of wacmn:mo only with incomprehension and uneasiness. That
they feel it as strange may well reveal a deeper-seated and
more total estrangement. It may mean that they no longer feel
the binding force of the Christian Occidental view of Nmsmn It
may denote the vm.mmsE.nm of an incomprehension of the m—.S..
damentals of Christian teaching in regard to the nature of real-

ity.

&n\ﬁw the o%snoBvS.»J\. BME.& ?dmmmoo seems Jess a prerequi-
¢ to goodness than an evasion of it. The statement that it is
Prudence which makes an action good strikes us as well-nigh
ridiculous. Should we hear it said, we tend to Bmmcsaonmmme
Wr@ wE.mma., and take it as a tribute to undisguised utilitarianism,
. noHn we think of vaanmna as far more akin to the idea of mere
tity, the bomum utile, than to the ideal of nobility, the
~ mcg honestum. In colloquial use, prudence alwa m. car-
| ries .90 connotation of timorous, small-minded mawm. res-
MMM»QOP. om. a rather .m&mmr concern about oneself, Zm#r%. of
ﬂrnwowww Mn .oonmQEa with nobility; both are unworthy of
It is ﬁwmnnmoﬂ difficult for us to understand that the second
8&6& virtue, justice, and all that js included in the word, ca
be said to derive from Prudence. Certainly the common H,Enw
regards prudence and fortitude as virtually contradicto
ideas. A “prudent” man is thought to be one who avoids ﬁww
embarrassing situation of having to be brave. The « Emgnm
man 1s the “clever tactician” who contrives to gn%owaaont
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commitment. Those who shun danger are wont to account for
their attitude by appealing to the necessity for “prudence.”

To the modern way of thinking, there seems to be a more
obvious connection between prudence and the fourth cardinal
virtue, that of temperance. But here too we will discover, if
we dig deeper, that both these virtues are being beheld in quite
a different light from the original great conception of them.
For temperance, the disciplining of the instinctive craving for
pleasure, was never meant to be exercised to induce a quietis-
tic, philistine dullness. Yet this is what is implied in common
phrases about “prudent moderation.” That implication comes
to the surface when people sneer at the noble daring of a
celibate life, or the rigors of real fasting. They will speak
scornfully of such practices as “imprudent exaggerations.” In
similar wise, they will condemn the forthright wrath of forti-

tude as aggressiveness.

To the contemporary mind, then, the concept of the good
rather excludes than includes prudence. Modern man cannot
conceive of a good act which might not be imprudent, nor of
a bad act which might not be prudent. He will often call lies
and cowardice prudent, truthfulness and courageous sacrifice

imprudent.

Classical Christian ethics, on the contrary, maintains that
man can be prudent and good only simultaneously; that pru-
dence is part and parcel of the definition of goodness;?that
there is no sort of justice and fortitude which runs counter to
the virtue of prudence; and that the unjust man has been im-
prudent before and is imprudent at the moment he is unjust.

I Omnis virtus moralis debet esse prudens— All virtue is neces-

) sarily prudent.?
The general ethical attitudes of our era, as revealed in the

conventions of everyday language, are shared by systematic
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truly human acts arise. Prudence is needed if man is to carry
through his impulses and instincts for right acting, if he is to
purify his naturally good predispositions and make them into
real virtue, that is, into the truly human mode of “perfected
ability.”
Prudence is the “measure” of justice, of fortitude, of temper-
ance!’This means simply the following: as in the creative cogni-
tion of God all created things are pre-imaged and pre-formed;
as, therefore, the immanent essences of all reality dwell in God
as “ideas,” as “preceding images” (to use the term of Meister
Eckhart); and as man’s pi i ality ds g it
transcript. of the objec

Ks are transcrip a living pr totype alrea y within his
creative cognition—so the decree of prudence is the prototype
and the pre-existing form of which all ethically good action is
the transcript. The, precept of prudence is the “permanently
exterior prototype” by which the good deed is what it is; a
good action becomes just, brave, temperate only as the conse-
quence of the prototypal decree of prudence. Creation is what
it is by its correspondence with the “standard” of God’s crea-
tive knowledge; human cognition is true by its correspondence
with the “standard” of objective reality. The work of art is
true and real by its correspondence with the pattern of its
prototype in the mind of the artist. In similar fashion, the free
activity of man is good by its correspondence with the pattern
of prudence. What is prudent and what is good are substan-
tially one and the same; they differ only in their place in the
logical succession of realization. For whatever is good must
first have been prudent,i2

Prudence % he other virtues; it confers upon them
the form of their inner essence. This dictum expresses the same
idea in different manner. The “immanent essential form” of
goodness, however, is in its very essence formed after that
prototype, patterned after that pre-form. And so prudence
imprints the inward seal of goodness upcen all free activity of
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may call to mind Goethe’s saying: “All laws and rules of con-
duct may ultimately be reduced to a single one: to truth.” A

We incline all too quickly to misunderstand Thomas
Aquinas’s words about “reason perfected in the cognition of
truth.” “Reason” means to him nothing other than “regard for
and openness to reality,” and “acceptance of reality.” And
“truth” is to him nothing other than the unveiling and revela-
tion of reality, of both natural and supernatural reality. Reason
“perfected in the cognition of truth” is therefore the receptiv-
ity of the human spirit, to which the revelation of reality,
both natural and supernatural reality, has given substance.

Certainly prudence is the standard of volition and action;
vﬁsﬂro standard of prudence, on the other hand, is the ipsa
res, the “thing itself,” the objective reality of being. And there-
fore the pre-eminence of prudence signifies first of all the
direction of volition and action toward truth; but finally it
signifies the directing of volition and action toward objective
reality. The good is prudent beforehand; but that is prudent
which is in keeping with reality.




2. Knowledge of Reality and 1he
Realization of the Good

THE PRE-EMINENCE of prudence means that realization
of the good Presupposes knowledge of reality. He alone can
do good who knows what things are like and what their situa-
tion is. The pre-eminence of prudence means that so-called
“good intention” and so-called “meaning well” by no means
suffice.! Realization of the good presupposes that our actions
are appropriate to the real situation, that is to the concrete
realities which form the “environment” of a concrete human
action; and that we therefore take this concrete reality se-
riously, with clear-eyed objectivity,

The prudent decisions, which, when realized, shape our free

action, are fed from two sources: “It is necessary for the pru-
dent man to know both the uni

versal principles of reason and
the singulars with which ethical action is concerned.”?
niversa rinciples o; o

Synderesis.* Thus these princi
isions just as the highest principles of speculative rea-

Son permeate all specific judgments. In the dictates of natural
conscience the most generalized cognition of the essence of the
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tive and deciding. Perceptively it is tured toward reality,
“imperatively” toward volition and action. But the cognitive
aspect is prior and sets a standard; decision, which in ies turn
sets a standard for volition and action, receives, as something
secondary and subordinate, its own standard from cognition,
The decree of prudence is, as Thomas says, a “directing cogni-
tion”; o?d%nn decision rests upon the revaluation of preced-
ing true cognitions. (This primary and fundamental cognitive
aspect of prudence is, Enaoznm:v«. confirmed by the direct
meaning of the Latin con-scientia, which includes knowledge
[scientia]; and as we have said, conscience and prudence mean,
in a certain sense, the same thing.)

Prudence, however, is not only cognition, not only knowing
what is what, The prime thing is that this knowledge of reality
must be transformed into the prudent decision which takes
effect directly in jts execution, Prudence is immediately dj-
rected toward concrete realization; hence the difference be-
tween knowledge as viewed by moral science, including
“casuistic” moral science, and knowledge as viewed by pru-
dence. It is important not to mistake these two forms of ethical

wzoi&m@moaosnmzo%ﬁ. We shall return to this subject
later.

elsewhere!®The. stages of the transformation : deliberat:

?mmﬂon.n decision. In the receptive-perceptive attitude of

deliberation and judgment is represented the cognitive charac-

The various modes of imperfection in that transformation of

true cognitions into prudent decisions Iepresent various types
of imprudence,
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circuiting resort to “faith”—let alone by the “philosophical”
Point of view which confines jtself to seeing the general rather
than the particular.

It is true that every Christian receives in baptism, along with
the new life of Emsam&mm with God, a supernatural “infused”
prudence. But, says Thomas, this prudence granted to every
Christian is limited solely to what is necessary for his eternal
salvation; there is, however, a different, “fuller” prudence, not
immediately granted in baptism, which enables a man “to
make provision for himself and for others, not only in matters

necessary for salvation, but also in al] relating to human life,”19

This is that prudence in which supernatural grace has united
with the “prerequisite” of a naturally perfected ability. There
is, in the Summg T'heologica, a sentence which is, incidentally,
extremely comforting: “Those who need to be guided by the
counsel of others, are able, if they have grace, to take counsel
for themselves in this point at least, that they require the coun-
sel of others and can distinguish good from evil counsel.”T'his
Is a statement which gives its due to the higher eminence of
that “fuller” prudence. We must, however, guard against the
misunderstanding that Thomas is speaking here of a pre-emi-
nence of natural and “acquired” prudence over supernatural
and “infused” prudence; rather, he means the pre-eminence of
that “fuller” prudence in which the natural and the super-
natural, the acquired and the given, are combined in a felici-
tous, in a 52»:% “graced” unity.

The attitude of “silent” contemplation of reality: this is the
key prerequisite for the perfection of prudence as cognition,
which perfection in turn involves three elements, namely:
memoria, docilitas, solertia,

\v&g@&&laoaoav\l&mg means more than the capacity for
recollection which we have, so to speak, by nature. Nor has it
anything to do with any “mnemo-technical” capacity not'to
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forget. The good memory which enters into ﬂwm wnnmonnon of
prudence means nothing less nr»n.:nm:m.ﬁo-vﬂsm BaBo%v -
For the virtue of prudence resides in n.?m", that the ol gnwnﬁm,
cognition of reality shall moﬁoaéma action; ﬁ.rmn, nrﬂ Emn .,,.o,_. .
real things shall become determinative. This truth of real
things, however, is contained in the Qmo-ﬁo-vﬂ.nm BQ.WQQ
The true-to-being character of memory means simply that it
“contains” in itself real things and events as nwo,vw nnmp »no»na
were. The falsification of recollection by the assent or nega-
tion of the will is memory’s worst moaw.mmn it Bomnzm:onﬂ%
frustrates its primary function: no.vo a_“container of nmw
truth of real things. (In terms of this meaning. om.mﬂaon% St.
Augustine’s often misunderstood E.REWE trinitatis nooEMm a
good deal plainer; to him memory is the mmEn.S._ ,Eoﬂm.nw» Qm
{rom which thought and volition take their origin; and thus ww
scems to him an image of Co@mawn Fathier, from whom the
rd and the Holy Spirit proceed. . -
i\%roamm waacnnm% nnma-ﬂcmucmmnm memory as the %Hmﬁwnﬂwmﬁa
site for the perfection of prudence; »:.mgbao& this factor is the
most imperiled of all. Nowhere &mo. is the am.nmon so great Mm,.
here, at the deepest root of the %EE&-QEQE .mz%nwm. Mr e
danger that the trath of Teal things Will be Talsified N 3 M
assent or vsnmmﬁos of the will Hro;wna, is nro greater on,mu 2
being so imperceptible. There is no H.uono.Em_&ocm way for
crror to establish itself than E&ﬂmnmmon o». nroango
through slight retouches, displacements, @mﬂno_.onmn%am., onuMm.
sions, shifts of accent. Nor can such ».mw_mnmcon P Ui WM
detected by the probing conscience, even when it »mwrnmpﬁwm .
to this task. The honesty of the memory can be opmannm.b
by a rectitude of the whole human beingwhich purifies the
most hidden roots of volition. Here it becomes ‘apparent how’
greatly prudence, upon which all virtue depends, 5».5%8 Mwnm
dependent at its very fundaments on_‘.,nvo totality o ﬁco othe;
virtues, and above all on the virtue of justice. We shall return
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to the subject of this reci
nrm%.msmmos Ty thi »nmmww_.%n& dependence, for each side of
€ see, then, that more is at stak h ¢
L : : ke here than Psychology”.
ikt er, the metaphysics of the ethical person that Mmmw?.
It therefore becomes a
eCo pparent that the classically Christi
MMMMWE om the virtue of prudence” is a far nJN mnoanMwM
ary idea of it as knowledge of what to do in a given

Situation, a knowledge acquired without any great difficulty.
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man self-sufficient

WMMM.M:M@ ; aSnE.En docilitas there is no wmnmaomwaﬂwwﬁ.mbww
i o.a Moéuoﬁb Is of course not the “docility” and the mw.uEa-
o Eum» o%msamm om.Ea “good pupil.” Rather, what is meant
ety of 1 Mm%%%%-%%»ﬁ%%nmw awaor recognizes the true va-
mey in 1S to be experienced and d
h msanwﬂm”ﬁ:“%b% presumption of deceptive wzoi&m%oaw\w”
vogmg s e m.cm_a\ to take advice, Sprung not from any
ctding AéE.wﬁ.M, N ut simply from the desire for real under-
B, o_omom » lowever, necessarily includes genuine humil-
forms of 5 mind and know-it-allness are fundamentally
incapacity ow Nnnm to the truth of real things; both reveal the
abepa the subject to practice that silence which is th

€ prerequisite to all Pperception of reality. )

P MNmMMMm “m 2 “perfected ability,” by virtue of which man,
by mnMnMMQ ém& 2 sudden event, does not close his eyes
A Mzw HE&M. anm.r perhaps boisterously, take
bt o Action, ather, with the aid of solersiz he can swiftly,
oo u«&mﬂwb M%mm.»nm omnmw.mmm&n& vision, decide for nrm.
mo,nmm,na. o rmo Mn na rm“nmwzm of Sm..cmnm.na. .omug\&.&oﬁ and intem-
uations,” perfect wEaacM,‘nWmnMM meMMo_MSQ  fnexpected st
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In saying this, more is predicated than may be immediately
apparent. Whoever has some understanding of the physico-
spiritual structure of man knows to what extent physical and
psychical health is necessary for the perfected ability of soler-
tia, especially in that realm which is the site of neurosis, where
it both originates and can be overcome. (And that realm—here
we have one of the strange ambiguities of the human soul—in
its depths, so removed from consciousness, is shaped and per-
meated by properly ethical decisions, that is, by freedom.)
Here again, then, as in so many other things,’we see the high
and austere demands which the classical Christian doctrine of
prudence makes upon physical alertness and health, and upon
“trained” physico-spiritual energies. 24

One marginal note: The “nimbleness” in response to new
situations, which is included in solertia, is in no way akin to
fickleness; not unless we were to regard a closed mind and
resistance to the truth of real things, all of which are of ever-
changing form, as tokens of high-mindedness. In saying this,
however, we assume that this nimbleness serves the finis totius
vitae; the genuine and jmmutable end of human life, and that
these ever-changing forms are compatible with the truth of
real things.26

Trueness-to-being of memory, open-mindedness, clear-
sighted objectivity in unexpected circumstances: these are qual-
ities of mind of the prudent man.

All three are focused upon what is “already” real, upon
things past and present, things and situations which are “just
so and no different,” and which in their actuality: bear the seal
of a certain necessariness.

The prudent man who issues imperatives, makes resolutions
and decisions, however, fixes his attention precisely upon what
has “not yet” been realized, what is still to be realized. The
first prerequisite for the perfection of “prudence as
imperative” is, therefore, providemtia, monnwmmrnmqu this is
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M..dmwnn the capacity to estimate, with a sure instinct for the
om nrwo.muwwonran a particular action will lead to the realization
At this .m.omsﬁ the element of uncertainty and risk in ever
Bo.H& decision comes to light. In the decisions of wanaoW
which by the very nature of prudence are concerned with
@Emm concrete, contingent, and future (singularia, contingen-
tia, ?Qﬂ.&, there cannot be that certainty which is possible in
a theoretical conclusion. This is what the casuists fail to under-
stand. But since prudence is after all an .mnmmzonam_ virtue,”
shall we not also ascribe to jts decisions “the certitude m».
5&.&. (certitudo weritatis)? To this suggestion Thomas
Aquinas responds: “zon potest certitudo prudentise tanta esse
quod ommino solicitudo tollatur”—the certirude of prudence
cannot be so great as completely to remove all anxiety?®A
mno?ca statement, this! Man, then, when he comes to a u.onm.
sion, cannot ever be sufficiently prescient nor can he wait until
logic affords him absolute certainty. If he waited for that, he
.iosﬁ never come to a decision; he would remain in a mSnm of
Gnono_cm.:dnomm, unless he chose to make shift with a decep-
tive nn.unaao. The prudent man does not expect omnsmsww
s.&mna 1t cannot exist, nor on the other hand does he deceive

himself by false certainties. 2°

. The n.mn&&oum of prudence and the “intuitions” of providen-
tia (which, incidentally, Thomas considers to be the most im-
portant component of perfect prudence—he points out in fact
nwmn.n:o name, prudentsa, stems from providentia)*hevertheless
receive “practical” assurance and reinforcement from several
sources: from the experience of life as it has been lived; from
the »Hm.ngamm and healthiness of the instinctive nm@m&mw for
n<mrw»noaw.m88 the daring and humble hope that the paths to
man’s genuine goals cannot be closed to him; from rectitude of
volition and of ultimate “intention”; from the grace of direct
and mediated divine guidance.
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There are two manners in which man can fail to meet the
demands included in the virtue of prudence. . ;
First of all, by an actual failure and lagging behind, by
the nonfulfillment of the active prerequisites of prudence.
Thoughtlessness and indecisiveness, of which we have already
spoken, thus come under the heading of imprudence; so also
do negligence and blindness to the concrete realities which
surround our actions; likewise remissness in decision. There is
one thing which is common to all these forms of prudence:
something is “lacking.” There is a defectus, an absence of a
needed quality. There is a “lack” of proper consideration, of
well-founded judgment, of vigorous final decisiveness. We are
astonished, and yet to some extent we understand, when
Thomas Aquinas discovers that these imprudences of “omis-
sion” have their origin in unchastit 7lin that surrender to the
goods wM the sensual world which splits the power of decision
It is, on the other hand, astonishing, surprising as a flash of
lightning, but also as illuminating, to observe the manner in
which Thomas traces the second group of imprudences to a
common origin. But let us first discuss this other mode of
imprudence. It differs from that “lack” which is the common
element of thoughtlessness, indecisiveness, and negligence in
the way that a dishonest affirmation differs from negation, that
an apparent similarity differs from simple oppositeness. It is
the difference between faulty prudence and, so to speak,
“plain” mEmanwaoo. In the quaestio in which he treats of the
false prudences Thomas speaks first of the “prudence of the
flesh.” Instead of serving the true end of all of human life this
prudence is directed solely toward the goods of the body and
is, according to the Epistle to the Romans (8, 6£.), “death” wwm
“the enemy of God.” But then he devotes several articles to
discussing “cunning.”
Cunning (astutia) is the most characteristic form of false
prudence. What is meant by this is the insidious and unobjec-
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tive temperament of the intriguer who has regard only for
“tactics,” who can neither face things squarely nor act straight-
forwardly. In the letters of the Apostle Paul this idea of astutia
occurs several times in a contrast which helps to clarify it, for
1t is opposed to “making the truth publicly known” A§§¢mnn.
tio veritatis, II Cor. 4, 2) and to the purity of unclouded
...Eno.no.unn: (simplicitas, II Cor. 11, 3). The same concept of
simplicitas recurs in the legend of this book: “If thy eye is
single, the whole of thy body will be lit up” (Matt. 6, 22).
There can be false and crooked ways F»&nm.gwn to right
goals. The meaning of the virtue of prudence, however, is
primarily this: that not only the end of human action but mumo
the means for its realization shall be in keeping with the truth
of real things. This in turn necessitates that the egocentric
“interests” of man be silenced in order that he Emvwmnnoo?o
the truth of real things, and so that reality itself may guide him
to the proper means for realizing his goal. On the other hand,
the meaning, or rather the folly, of cunning consists in this:
n_.ﬁﬁ the loquacious and therefore unhearing bias of the ..Soa“
cian” (only he who is silent can hear) obstructs the path of
realization, blocks it off from the truth of real things. “Nor
should a good end be pursued by means that are false and
counterfeit but by such as are true,” says Thomas."Here there
comes to light the affinity of prudence and of the clear-eyed
virtue of magnanimity. Insidiousness, guile, craft, and concupis-
cence are the refuge of small-minded and small-souled
persons. Of magnanimity, however, Thomas declares in the
Summa Theologica’ind Aristotle in the Nicomachean Ethics38
that it prefers in all things to act openly.
Astonishing, as we have said, and of a rofundi
Mm EanM&, is the Mn»ﬂaﬁoﬁ of .HsoB»mmmes&&rwmﬂm@wwa“
se prudences and superprud i
fals E,m by e i nommn.wo ences arise from covetousness
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This statement once again casts a dazzling new light upon
the virtue of prudence itself and the fundamental human atti-
tude operating within that virtue. It includes the unspoken
axiom that prudence is specially opposed to covetousness. As
though an explosive charge had opened a new path, there is
suddenly revealed a connection between various trains of ideas
which previously seemed to have no connection.

“Covetousness” here means more than the disorderly love of
money and property. Covetousness :amm means (as Thomas
says in a phrase of Gregory the Great’s) immoderate straining
for all the possessions which man thinks are needed to assure
his own importance and status (altitudo, sublimitas). Cayetous-
eSS means an anxious ma:EQ.a mnmwanwﬁa self-preservation, over-
riding concern for confirmation and security. Need we say
how utterly contrary such an attitude is to the fundamental
bent of prudence; how impossible the informed and receptive
silence of the subject before the truth of real things, how
impossible just estimate and decision is, without a youthful
spirit of brave trust and, as it were, a reckless tossing away of
anxious self-preservation, a relinquishment of all egoistic bias
toward mere confirmation of the self; how utterly, therefore,
the virtue of prudence is dependent upon the constant readi-
ness to ignore the self, the limberness of real humility and

objectivity?

Now at last we see how closely and directly prudence and
justice are linked. “Now among all the moral virtues it is jus-
tice wherein the use of right reason”—that is, of prudence—
“appears chiefly. . . . Hence the undue use of reason appears
chiefly in the yices opposed to justice, the chief of which is
covetousness.” »«S.ooﬁn looks only at himself and therefore
does not permit the truth of real things to have its way can be
neither just nor brave nor temperate—but above all he cannot
be just. For the foremost requirement for the realization of
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justice is nrmn. man turn his eyes away from himself. It is not by
o.rmnoo that in everyday talk the ideas of partiality and injus-
tice come to almost the same thing. 3

.wncmnnno. then, is the mold and mother of all virtues, the
circumspect and resolute shaping power of our minds which
nwmnmmoﬂ.sm knowledge of reality into realization of the good. It
holds within itself the humi ity of silent, that is to say, of
mmgwmo@mnnovaosw the trueness-to-being of memory; the art

° ° i . @
Of receiving counsel; alert, composed readiness for the unex-

the filter of deliberation, and at the same time the brave bold-
hiess to make final decisions. It means purity, straightfor-
.%E.annmmu candor, and simplicity of character; it means stand-
Ing superior to the utilitarian complexities of mere “tactics.”

Prudence is, as Paul Claudel mmvawaro “intelligent prow” of
our nature which steers through the multiplicity of the finite
world toward perfection.

In the virtue of prudence the ring of the active life is
Hoc:n.mna out and closed, is completed and perfected; for man,
mnmg:nm.on his experience of reality, acts in and upon reality,
nrmm realizing himself in decision and in act. The profundity of
this concept is expressed in the strange statement of Thomas
Aquinas that in prudence, the commanding virtue of the “con-

duct” of life, the happi A .
prised. 45 ¢ happiness of active life is essentially com-

wﬂmasoo is that illumination of moral existence which, ac-
oomﬁsm. to one of the wisest books of the East, is a thing
denied 8.29.% man who “looks at himself.”*®
There Is a gloomy type of resoluteness, and a bright type.
wEmnnoa 1s the brightness of the resoluteness of that man who
acts truth” (John 3, 21).
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pected. Prudence means the studied seriousness and, as it were,

3. Delimitations and Contrasts

THE cLassicaL Christian doctrine of the meaning and
the rank of prudence is clearly opposed to all varieties of
irrationalism and voluntarism, We need scarcely waste a word
on this matter.

Man’s free and responsible actions derive their form, if they
are “right” and good, not from the darkness but from the
light. “The first thing that is demanded of an active man is that
he know.”'But knowing implies that reality stands, bright and
clear, in the human mind. “The good presupposes the true.”
And truth is the contrary of all obscuring darkness; it means
“to be manifest.” 3

On the other hand, we read elsewhere: “The first act of the
will is not due to the direction of reason, but to the instigation
of nature or of a higher cause.”*The bright realm of free
human action, dominated by knowledge, is bordered on all
sides by darkness, by the darkness of nature’s part within ous-
selves and by the deeper, impenetrable darkness of the immedi-
ate divine governance of our volition and our actions. These
two realms are dark only fo us; in reality they are irradiated
by the infinite brightness of divine knowledge and providence.
Of this brightness the Holy Scriptures say that it is an “unap-
proachable light” (I Tim. 6, 15). And Aristotle declares that
our reason compares to it “as the eye of night birds to the
light of the day.” .

Moreover, the truth is the good of our knowing mind, upon
which the mind fixes itself by nature; it is not granted to the

2
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mind to choose or not to choose that good (truth!) on the
basis, again, of knowledge. The finite mind does not compre-
hend itself so profoundly, and does not have such power over
itself, that it follows only its own light. Nor does it stand in a
superior manner above real things, like a general holding in-
spection. Rather, it is by nature driven and compelled to know
the truth of real things. This drive, which it is beyond the
power of reason to oppose, proceeds along a path encom-
passed by that dark light which always girds and hems the
bright outline of our autonomous freedom.

Nevertheless, for this area of free activity the principle re-
mains that: Bonum bominis est “secundum rationem esse”—

The good of man consists in being in accord with reason.®

Once more we must add what cannot be said too often: that
here the word “reason” comprises all modes of perceiving real-
ity, and that above all the “reason” of Christians perceives also
the realities of faith.

There is a type of moral preaching closely akin to volun-
tarism, but held by many to be particularly “Christian,” which
interprets man’s moral activity as the sum of isolated usages,
practices of virtue and omissions. This misinterpretation has as
its unfortunate result the separation of moral action from its
roots in the cognition of reality and from the living existences
of living human beings. The preachers of such “moralism” do
not know or do not want to know-—but more especially they
keep others from knowing—that the good, which alone is in
accord with the nature of man and of reality, shines forth only
in prudence. Prudence alone, that is, accords with reality.
Hence, we do not achieve the good by slavishly and literally
following certain prescriptions which have been blindly and
arbitrarily set forth. Such moralists would be utterly baffled
by the following sentence of Thomas Aquinas: “If there were
temperance in the sensual appetite and there were not pru-
dence in the reason, then the temperance would not be a
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virtue”; or the similar assertion of Gregory the Great: “If the
ather virtues did not accomplish their ends with prudence,
they can in no wise be virtues.” Now prudence means, as we
have already stated many times, nothing less than the directing
cognition of reality. Out of this cognition good acts are
“horn” Hotherwise they are not born at all. The decisions of
prudence embody the duties enforced on us by things as they
arc; in these decisions true cognition of reality is perfected for
the purpose of realizing the good.

Man’s good actions take place in confrontation with reality.
‘The goodness of concrete human action rests upon the trans-
formation of the truth of real things; of the truth which must
be won and perceived by regarding the ipsa sm.&m.n»mq itself.

Now, the realities which surround man’s concrete activity
arc of an almost infinite variety, quasi infinitae diversitatis.
And above all man himself—in this distinguishing himself from
animals—is “a being of manifold and diverse activities; pre-
cisely by virtue of its rank in the order of being is the soul of
man directed toward infinite variety.” !4

Since this is so, “the good of man changes in multifold fash-
ion, according to the various conditions of men and the times
and places, and similar factors.” However, the goals of human
action do not change, nor do man’s basic directions. For every
“condition” of man, at all times and places, he is under obliga-
tion to be just and brave and temperate.

Yet the specific ways of accomplishing this unchanging
obligation may take a thousand different forms. Of justice, of
fortitude, and of temperance this is true: “Each of these is
accomplished in various ways, and not in the same way for
all”"In the Summma Theologica we read: “But the means to the
end, in"’human concerns, far from being fixed, are of manifold
variety according to the variety of persons and affairs.” *’

It must, however, be noted that Thomas, %mmﬁam of the per-
formance of man’s proper duties to be just (in which category
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falls his ocm&osom to the laws of Church and State), remarks
that these in particular are most independent of changes in

anﬁmao:m and are therefore most likely to be fixed once and
or all. 18

Out of the very human desire to secure and comprehend, to
Q.QQ..EEP limit, and fix precisely, there arose almost of neces-
sity man’s efforts to “order” the limitless variety of modes for
achieving the good, to render it surveyable by the longitudes
and latitudes of abstract rational result of
. this efforc is casmistry, which is the b fren the
. as as its aim the construction,

casuistry—especially if one has never been confronted with
the necessity of judging the concrete ethical actions of actual
human beings from a judgment seat, as it were. (It is no acci-
dent that casuis om the practice of
was originally meant as a aid for confessors.)

Nevertheless, casuistry presents its own kind of peril, owing
to that persistent human desire to achieve security. The
difficulty is not that no ultimate fulfillment can bless this
earthly state of ours, since it is a state of being-on-the-way. It
is rather that the striving for certainty and security can gravi-
tate, by virtue of its own direction and its natural inclination,

into the degenerate, anti-natural state of nonhuman rigidity..

Hsm.mmm, this danger is all the greater the more powerfully the
desire for certainty is concerned with the decision-making cen-
ter of the spiritual person.

- Casuistry falls into this trap the very moment it clai
‘more thar orobably indispensab akeshift, a
sharpening judgment; a technique for temporar
tion, mn&q:onmar»narm\Eusmw&mmon of a lifeless model. Any-
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one who mistook the artificial coloring of this model for the
flesh and blood of reality itself would deceive himself far
more, and far more dangerously, than would a young doctor,
say, who thought the models and mechanisms of his classroom
represented absolute standards for the diagnosis and treatment
of real diseases.

Casuistry, then, must be regarded as no more than a highly
useful, and probably necessary, aid; certainly not as an abso-
lute standard for making ethical judgments and performing
concrete ethical actions. To confound model and reality, to
put too great a valuation on casuistry, is equivalent to
misunderstanding the meaning and rank of the virtue of pru-
dence. It is again no coincidence that casuistry has usurped a
greater and greater place in moral theology the more that the
classical Christian doctrine of prudence has been thrust into
the background and has fallen into oblivion. The complexion
of a number of popular textbooks on moral theology, written
during the (very slowly vanishing) nineteenth century, makes
the state of affairs abundantly clear: that along with the doc-
trine of the virtues in general, comprehension of the nature
and supremacy of the first cardinal virtue had been lost. Yet
this very understanding was central to the ethics of Thomas
Aquinas, and kept it free of that embarrassing, excitable, omnis-
cient, and all-intruding pedantry, that constant proliferation of
warnings and interdictions. The doctrine of the pre-eminence
of prudence lays the ground for the manly and noble attitude
of restraint, freedom, and affirmation which marks the mioral
theology of the “universal teacher” of the Church.

The immediate criterion for concrete ethical action is solely
the imperative of prudence in the person who has the decision

to make. This standard cannot be abstractly construed or even
calculated in advance; abstractly here means: outside the par-
ticular situation. The imperative of prudence is always and in
cssence a decision regarding an action to be performed in the
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“here and now.” By their very nature such decisions can be
made only by the person confronted with decision. No one
can be deputized to make them. No one else can make them in
his stead. Similarly, no one can be deputized to take the re-
sponsibility which is the inseparable companion of decision.
No one else can assume this burden. The strict specificity of
ethical action is perceptible only to the living experience of
the person required to decide. He alone has access to the total-
ity of singularia circa quae sunt operationes]¥hat is to say, to
the totality of concrete realities which surround the concrete
action, to the “state” of the person himself and the condition
of the here and the now. !

The statements of moral theology, including those of casuis-
try, necessarily remain general. They can never take hold of a
real and whole “here and now” for the reason that only the
person really engaged in decision experiences (or at least can
experience) the concrete situation with its need for concrete
action. He alone. This is not to deny that casuistic reasoning
can more or less approach the real situation in which decision
is called for. It will come all the closer, the more it deals with
the attainment of justice. Nevertheless, real concreteness re-
mains accessible only to immediate, the most immediate, expe-
rience. Thus all the knowledge of casuists, and the knowledge
of moral theology in general, by no means suffice to guarantee
the goodness of a concrete action. No matter how much moral
theology “goes into details,” such wisdom alone does not make
a man “prudent” in the sense of the first cardinal virtue. And
any moral theology becomes truer and more genuine, and
above all more capable of dealing with life, the more it ex-
pressly renounces such a claim. The guarantee of the goodness
of concrete human action is given solely by the virtue of pru-
dence. It is exclusively the business of prudence “to form a
right judgment concerning individual acts, exactly as they are
to be done here and now.” 22

e CT—
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There is no way of grasping the concreteness of a man’s
cthical decisions from outside, But no, there is a certain way, a
single way: that is throu ndship friend,
and a prudent friend, canhelp to shape a friend’s decision. He
does so by virtue of that love which makes the friend’s prob-
lem his own, the friend’s ego his own (so that after all it is not
entirely “from outside”). For by virtue of that oneness which
love can establish he is able to visualize the concrete situation
calling for decision, visualize it from, as it were, the actual
center of responsibility. Therefore it is possible for a friend—
only for a friend and only for a prudent friend—to help with
counsel and direction to shape a friend’s decision or, somewhat
inn the manner of a judge, help to reshape it.

Such genuine and prudent loving friendship (amor
mmicitiae)—which has nothing in common with sentimental
intimacy, indeed.i i iled:by:such

o

the sine nuine spiritual guidanc
cmpowers another to offer the kind of direction which—al-
most!—conforms to the concrete situation in which the deci-
sion must be made.

Human activity has two basic forms: )
making - (facere). Artifacts, technical and artistic, are the
“works” of making. We ourselves are the :\%orn " of doing.

And prudence is the perfection of theability to do, whereas
“art” (in St. Thomas's sense)is perfection of the ability to
make, “Art” is the “right reason” of making (recta ratio facti-
bilium); prudence is the “right reason” of doing (recto ratio
agibiliumy.

The exaggerated importance given to casuistry stems in
large part from disregard of this distinction between prudence
and the technique of “art,” the distinction between doing and
making, between deeds and works.

The ethical deeds of man are not more or less fixed manual
techniques, whose end is the shaping of some work, but steps
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toward self-realization. The human self, which grows toward
perfection by accomplishing the good, is a “work” that sur-
passes all preconceived blueprints based upon man’s own cal-
culations. Ethical growth takes place in the course of our re-
plies, appropriate to each given case, to the reality outside us
which is not made by ourselves. The essence of that reality is
the ever-changing diversity of growth and decay, not perma-
nent being (only God is who He is). This reply appropriate
to each given case can be given only by the virtue of prudence.
There is no “technique” of the good, no “technique” of perfec-
tion. “Casuistry, on the contrary, carried to excess, substitutes
techniques and prescriptions for the infinite suppleness which
the virtue of prudence must retain in the face of the complexi-
ties of the ethical life,” s we read in a French commentary to
the Summa Theologica,

"The man who does good follows the lines of an architectural
plan which has not been conceived by himself and which he
does not understand as a whole, nor in all of its parts. This
architectural plan is revealed to man from moment to moment.
In each case he sees only a tiny segment of it, as through a
narrow crack. Never, so long as he is in the state of “being-on-
the-way,” will the concrete architectural plan of his own self
become visible to him in its rounded and final shape.

Paul Claudel defines conscience—which, as we have said,
is in a certain sense equivalent to prudence itself—as “the pa-
tient beacon which does not delineate the future, but only the
immediate.”?%

A moral theology which relies too much upon casuistry
necessarily becomes a “science of sins” instead of a doctrine of
virtues, or a theory of the Christian idea of man’%t soon be-
comes reduced to an endless determining of the boundary be-
yond which sins are “mortal” and this side of which sins are
“venial.” If such a casuistic doctrine of sin is combined with
the moralism of isolated “observances” and “abstentions”—and

30

Delimitations and Contrasts

it is indeed akin to this moralism—there arises that phenome-
non (which was, after all, not completely invented by
Nictzsche) of a rather vindictive and insubstantial nay-saying
which serves at best to prey upon the consciences of the imma-
ture, but is of no use as a standard for real life. .

A merely casuistic moral theology assumes the immaturity of
human beings. Moreover, it intensifies and perpetuates this im-
maturity. “Once we have arrived at casuistry, .ﬂso next conse-
qquence is that decisions in questions of conscience are lifted
from the conscience of the individual and transferred to the
authority of the experts” (Linsenmann).?? .

The virtue of prudence, on the contrary—being the per-
fected ability to make decisions in accordance MS% reality—is
the quintessence of ethical maturity (of which, o.m course,
teachability is a great component). And the pre-eminence of
prudence over justice, fortitude, and temperance means QBE.%
that without maturity truly moral life and action is not possi-
ble. ’

If, then, prudence is truly the mold and Eo.nrﬁ. of all moral
virtue, then it is likewise true that it is impossible to educate a
person to justice, fortitude, and temperance without mnmn and
simultaneously educating him to prudence. And education to
prudence means: to objective estimation mm the concrete
situation of concrete activity, and to the ability to transform
this cognition of reality into concrete decision.

The classical Christian doctrine of the pre-eminence of .nrm
virtue of prudence is essentially opposed to all m&mmmvasm.
moralistic, or casuistic regimentation of the person who is
called upon to make decisions. )

The first of the cardinal virtues is not only the quintessence
of ethical maturity, but in so being is also the quintessence of
moral freedom. :
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“NO MORAL vIRTUE is possible without mgmosnn.,zwcn
in contrast to this we read: “Without the moral virtues there is
no wannna.:uanr these sentences are to be found in Thomas
Aquinas’s treatises on prudence. Only the prudent man, then,
can be just, brave, and temperate; yet he who is not already
just, brave, and temperate cannot be prudent.

How can the first sentence be compatible with the second,
which seems to run counter to it?

A vague reply that both are simultaneously possible is not
uncommon, but is no more satisfactory than the other explica-
tion we hear frequently: that these sentences are meant to
convey the idea that the ethical life is “organic” and consti-
tutes a closed circulatory system. Such exegesis wrongs the
clarity of outline and the precision which is peculiar to the
thinking of the “universal teacher.” Either prudence gives rise
to the moral virtues, or these virtues engender prudence; both
statements cannot be true and real in one and the same sense.
When the snake curls itself into a ring, it is always the head
that bites the tail, not vice versa. Thus the “both are simulta-
neously possible” and the “closed circulatory system” are fun-
damentally non-sense, mere subterfuges for thinking that lacks
decisiveness and exactitude.

It is not the purpose or the business of the virtue of pru-
dence to discover the goals, or rather the goal, of life, and to
determine the fundamental inclinations of the human being.
Rather, the purpose of prudence is to determine the proper
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roads to that goal and the suitable outlet in the here and now
for those fundamental inclinations.

To know the ultimate goals of one’s own life is not and
cannot be the fruit of an ability still to be acquired and per-
fccted in this very “life.” The goals are present. No one is
ignorant of the fact that he must love the good and accomplish
it. Lveryone knows—expressly or not—that the good most
characteristic of the nature of man is “to be according to
reason”2-that is, to be according to the reality which man
humself is and which surrounds him. And there is no one who
needs to be told that he ought to be just and brave and
temperate. This is self-evident, and calls for no deliberation.
I'he reflections and the conclusions of prudence are directed
swlely toward the actual realization of justice, fortitude, and
ﬁg:@OHu.ﬂOO.

This concrete realization, however, could not do justice to
reality, and above all could not be satisfactorily consummated,
if conscious affirmation of the goal of man did not precede the
cfforts of prudence. That is to say, there must precede the
affirmation of justice, fortitude, and temperance as the funda-
mental inclinations of man toward the accomplishment of the
“good characteristic of his nature,” of “being according to
reason.” Without desire for the good in general, all efforts to
discover what is prudent and good here and now remain
cmpty bustle and self-deception. The virtue of prudence pre-
sumes real seeking of the goal of man, the intentio finis! It
therefore not only presupposes the voice of the natural con-
science (“synderesis”), as we have said several times, but also
the response of the will to this imperative pronouncement:
primal affirmation of the good as the aim of all of one’s
actions. This primal affirmation, however, is nothing less than
the fundamental attitude of the just, brave, and temperate man
~—that is to say, of the good man.’

Moral virtue, in so far as it signifies that basic attitude of
voluntary affirmation of the good, is the fundament and pre-
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condition of prudence. But prudence in turn is the prerequi-
site for the appropriate realization in the here and now of that
same basic attitude; the prerequisite for its effectuality. Only
one who previously and simultaneously loves and wants the
good can be prudent; but only one who is previously prudent
can do good. Since, however, love of the good in its turn
grows by doing good, the foundations of prudence are sunk
deeper and firmer to the extent that prudence bears fruit in
action.

(The original desire for the good takes its energy from the
ever-pulsating momentum of that Origin in which man, an-
swering the creative call of God, flew across the abyss which
parts nothingness from existence. It is the moment with which
the possible bursts with a roar into the radiant dawn of its first
realization: the swift current of a stream that originating in the
bright darkness of mere Nature and steadily fed by its source,

crosses by the dictates of innate conscience into the realm of
freedom.)

In concrete moral action cognition and will are interwoven
into oneness. Both strands have their beginnings far beyond
the narrow realm of m&m.cnmanmnmn&nm. And the “pattern” as
well as the rule which governs their weaving into a fabric very
soon passes beyond the range of man’s vision® Yet this may be
said: that the contribution which cognition and decision bring
to the concrete moral act is quite different in nature from the
contribution of the will. The realization of the good presumes
both voluntary affirmation of the good and the decisions of
prudence; but both have an entirely different relationship to
the concrete good activity of man. Prudent decision is the
“measure” of a concrete moral act. That is to say, the act
receives from prudent decision its content, its nature, its es-
sence, its inner truth and rightness. On the other hand, man’s
concrete moral actions receive their existence, their being,
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their real goodness, from the will's power oﬂ Hanmmmmmﬁ. “Mak-
ing existent” is the special and the only function of volition.

This again casts light on the statement that ?dmmnna. is mo_.
pendent upon volitional affirmation of the good as man’s goal.
T'his is not to say that the comtent of a ?.dmanﬂ %Q.m“on.a
dircctly determined or determinable by volition and an.ﬂ.ém its
substance from the will. The content of wﬂamnn a.on.on is,
rather, determined by the ipsa res, .v.w R»EN. .é?or is the
“measure” of all cognition and decision. Desiring the good
does not make a decision prudent; .gn .8& understanding and
proper evaluation of the concrete situation of the concrete act
does. Not voluntary affirmation of ﬁrm. .mow_. not the intentio
finis, is the “measure” of a prudent decision. But, on nvn. o%o,m
hand, the volitional affirmation of the mwom :B&S.m existent
the prudent decision, so that this decision, n.m.monﬁwd: may
obtain its contentual rightness from true cognition of reality.
‘The will can never determine, never produce, the contentual
truth of cognition and decision, and ﬁrmnomg.m can never deter-
mine or produce the quality of good action. (And on the
other hand, no cognition, no matter how true, moa no decision,
no matter how prudent, will by itself mnm%n.a for the moﬁ._m_
achievement of the good.)”But the authenticity of the desire
for the goal clears the way for truth, so that truth can imprint
upon will and action the seal of justness to the nature of
things. An unjust will, on the other wmma, prevents the truth of
real things from determining the actions of man. ‘Hrnwo are
depths of meaning not easily grasped in the sentence in the
Epistle to the Romans that truth is held captive in the fetters

of injustice (Rom. 1, 18).8

“Human acts are good in that they noE.mmmoE.m to the right
standard of human action. Now there is a right standard
proper to the human species .»nm peculiar to man’s nature,
namely right reason; and there is another, supreme and surpass-
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ing standard, which is God. Man attains right reason in pru-
dence, which is right reason in the realm of action. But man
attains God in charity.”®

“Prudence is called the form of all the moral virtues. But the
act of virtue thus established in the mean is, as it were, material
in regard to the ordination to the last end. This order is con-
ferred upon the act of virtue by the command of charity. In
this sense charity is said to be the form of all the other
virtues.” 10

It is, alas, only too easy for the superficial reader to float
along on the unruffled surface of these statements of Thomas
Aquinas, which seem transparent to the very bottom, and take
no account of the depths over which their serene clarity lies.

Very often the proposition about nature presupposed and
perfected by grace is cited as a self-evident “explanation.” But
the fact is that this expresses an almost impenetrable mystery.
Moreover, the dictum primarily concerns the domain of gener-
alities and essences, not that of immediate and concrete exist-
ence. More exactly, the accord of the natural order with the
new life of friendship with God must not be construed in the
sense that it is immediately “given” or realizable in smooth and
“harmonious” development. We do, to be sure, incline to think
in terms of such harmonies from long habit. But the writings
of the great friends of God make plain, on almost every page,
that the actual life of the Christian is ruled by a different kind
of structural law; that life on earth, which has “not yet” at-
tained the peace of concord, the concrete combination of the
natural and the supernatural, is subjected to all sorts of Labili-
ties to contradiction and disharmony.

Yet it is not true that the greatest liabilities of such a discord
lie in the lowest realm of the natural life—in, say, the resist-
ance of the sensual natural will to supernatural duty. Rather,

the peril is most present in the confrontation of the bighest
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natural virtue and the highest theological virtue, that is to say,
in the connection of natural prudence and supernatural
3 ne .

by g 1 to op Typically, natural pru-
dence courts this danger by tending to restrict the realm of
determinative factors of our actions to naturally expe-
ricnceable realities. Christian prudence, however, means pre-
ciscly the throwing open of this realm and (in faith informed
by love) the inclusion of new and invisible realities within the
dcterminants of our decisions.

It need scarcely be said that, on the other hand, the highest
and most fruitful achievements of Christian life depend upon
the felicitous collaboration of prudence and charity.

s molding of pru-
dence by charity takes place in practice can scarcely be stated,
for charity, being participation by grace in the life of the
Trinitarian God, is in essence a gift ultimately beyond the
power of man’s will or reason to bestow. It is an event un-
fathomable in any natural way, which takes place when the’
three theological virtues are “infused” into our being. This,
however, is certain: that all our works and being are elevated
by charity to a plane which is otherwise unattainable and ut-
terly inaccessible. For that reason, too, supernatural divine love
which molds the decisions of the Christian indubitably means
something far more than and far different from a mere addi-
tional “higher motivation” in the psychological sense. The di-
vine love conferred by grace shapes from the ground up and
throughout the innermost core of the most commonplace
moral action of a Christian, even though ‘that action may be
“outwardly” without special distinguishing characteristics. It
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does so, however, in a manner that lies outside the range of
ordinary psychological experience-possibilities.

In proportion to the growth of the theological virtue of love
there unfolds in the man who has received grace the sevenfold
gift of the Holy Spirit; in the same proportion human pru-
dence receives, more tangibly and more audibly, the aid of the
“gift of counsel,” donum consilii. “The gift of counsel corre-
sponds to prudence, helping and perfecting it.”*The human
mind, from the very fact that it is directed by the Holy Spirit,
is enabled to direct itself and others.”13

But: “In the gift of the Holy Spirit, the position of the
human mind is of one moved rather than of a mover.”*And
therefore here, too, there can be no question of how and how
much. It would, after all, be absurd arrogance to attempt to
discover the “rules” by which the Holy Spirit of God per-
meates man’s reflections and decisions. We can at most say that
the quasi-infinite variety of choices which operate in the realm
of natural prudence and make any general and abstract pre-
determination possible, must be multiplied by an utterly new
infinity in the supernatural order. This emerges clearly when
we recall how incomparable and unique the life of every single
saint is. Here, then, is the truest applicability of the dictum of
Augustine: “Have love, and do what you will.”

In the Summa Theologica we learn that upon a higher plane
of perfection, that is the plane of charity, there is also a higher
and extraordinary prudence which holds as nought all the
things of this world. 15

Does this not run completely counter to all that the “univer-
sal teacher” has said elsewhere about the nature of the first
cardinal virtue? Is holding created things as nought not the
exact opposite of that reverent objectivity which in the con-
crete situation of concrete action must attempt to recognize
the “measure” of that action?
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‘Things are nought only before God, who created them and
in whose hand they are as clay in the hand of the potter. By
the superhuman force of grace-given love, however, man may
become one with God to such an extent that he receives, so to
speak, the capacity and the right to see created things from
t;od’s point of view and to “relativize” them and see them as
nought from God’s point of view, without at the same time
tepudiating them or doing injustice to their nature. Growth in
fove is the legitimate avenue and the one and only justification
fur “contempt for the world.”

Unlike this contempt which arises out of growth in love, all
contempt for the world which springs from man’s own judg-
ment and opinions, not from the supernatural love of God, is
«imple arrogance, hostile to the nature of being; it is a form of
pride in that it refuses to recognize the ordinary obligations
which are made visible to man in created things. Only that
closer union with the being of God which is nourished by love
raiscs the blessed man beyond immediate involvement in
created things.

At this point in our argument we approach a limit. Beyond
that limit only the experience of the saints can offer any valid
knowledge, any valid comment. We would only remind our
readers how intensely the great saints loved the ordinary and
commonplace, and how anxious they were lest they might
have been deceived into regarding their own hidden craving
for the “extraordinary” as a “counsel” of the Holy Spirit of
God.

But even in that higher and extraordinary form of prudence
which holds the world in contempt, there reigns cbnomnando&%
the same fundamental attitude upon which ordinary v,acmonnn
cntirely depends: the fundamental attitude of justice toward
the being of nEu s and correspondence to reality.
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man and the average Christian are not yet opened. To those
who have this greater love of God the truth of real things is
revealed more plainly and more brilliantly; above all the super-
natural reality of the Trinitarian God is made known to them
more movingly and overwhelmingly.

Even supreme supernatural prudence, however, can have
only the following aim: to make the more deeply felt truth of
the reality of God and world the measure for will and action.
Man can have no other standard and signpost than things as
they are and the truth which makes manifest things as they
are; and there can be no higher standard than the God who is
and His cruth.

And of the man who “acts truth” the Holy Scriptures (John
3, 21) tell us that he “comes to the light.”
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“Justice is destroyed in twofold fashion:

by the false prudence of the sage and by the
violent act of the man who possesses power.”
sT. THOMAS, On the Book of Job (8, 1].
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