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RCIA, Session #13: Christian Moral Living – 
TERMS YOU SHOULD KNOW 

 

 
 
GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS/PHRASES FROM VERITATIS SPLENDOR 

(Numbers following a term refer to article numbers within the encyclical) 
 

 
ANTICIPATORY SIGNS/REFERENCE 
POINTS/RATIONAL INDICATORS (48) 
Part of God’s will for us is revealed in and through the dynamism of 
the body, or what John Paul I and others term the “language of the 
body.” Our biological dynamisms, while not yielding complete 
answers to moral questions, nonetheless exist as basic starting points 
for the moral life. “The person...discovers in the body the anticipatory 
signs, the expression and the promise of the gift of self, in conformity 
with the wise plan of the creator” (VS 48). Hence, the body “speaks a 
language,” a language of anticipatory signs, providing parameters 
within which we live the moral life. It is not as if the body were mere 
raw material “out there,” over and against us, upon which we exercise 
our moral decisions. Rather, the body is integral to us as persons and 
its language contributes to those decisions. 
 
AUTONOMY 
Can mean three things. 1) In 38, it refers to the proper autonomy of the 
temporal order, which means that since God created the world a 
certain way, both physically and morally, human reason can discern 
that order by rationally investigating the physical and moral laws built 
into creation, without the aid of divine revelation. The “autonomy of 
the temporal order” is an important concept in Catholic Social 
Thought. 2) More commonly in VS, it means relativism, subjectivism, 
or individualism. The person is a “self-law”-- a law unto oneself. 3) 
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Occasionally it simply refers to free will, or natural freedom--the 
person has autonomy over nature and nurture. I prefer not to use it in 
this third sense, but only in the second sense, or purposes of clarity. 
The first sense should always be qualified with the full phrase 
“autonomy of the temporal order.” 
 
BIOLOGISM, PHYSICALISM, OR NATURALISM (47) 
The accusation made by dissenting theologians that the Church’s moral 
laws are simply biological or physical laws, the following of which 
reduce us to animals. This false accusation claims that the Catholic 
moral tradition forces us to be slaves to the body, rather than exerting 
our personal freedom over and against the raw material of the body. 
Ironically it is the dissenting position itself which equates to a 
deterministic view of the human person at the mercy of biology. Man is 
free--unlike animals--to control his passions. To allow man “control” 
over the body reduces man to a mere animal, following that which is 
instinctual. 
 
CASUISTRY (76) 
The method of applying general moral teaching to very specific cases 
that rarely occur. Often the reasoning seems a bit “tortured.” As the 
saying goes, “hard cases make bad law.” VS notes that such casuistry 
was never used when a clear violation of an absolute norm was 
involved. 
 
CIRCUMSTANCES 
It is critical to distinguish two types of circumstances, objective and 
subject. Objective circumstances are part of the “moral object,” that is, 
the moral act apart from the unique circumstances of an agent. Consider 
the intentional killing of an innocent person. Here, innocence is a 
circumstance that is intelligible apart from any specific act of killing--
hence, an objective circumstance. Likewise, that the killing is intentional 
is a circumstance, but one so important that it is given its own place in 
the description of a moral act, called simply “intent.” Intrinsically evil 
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acts always contain objective circumstances, also termed specifying 
circumstances, specifications, or circumstances accompanying an object. 
Hence, it is correct to say that circumstances contribute tot the 
determination of an intrinsically evil act. But when proportionalist make 
that very claim, they are thinking of the circumstances of an agent as 
well, and they err in so far as such subjective circumstances must be 
kept distinct from the specifying ones. These subjective circumstances 
affect the culpability of the agent, but do nothing to make the act 
intrinsically evil or not. For instance, if a person intentionally kills and 
innocent person, an intrinsic evil is committing. If it is done under great 
duress, or because of an unstable family background, the culpability of 
the agent may be affected. 
 
CONFLICT SITUATIONS (NOT IN VS) 
Those situations wherein it appears that one might be violating an 
absolute norm, but in fact one is not. To determine what is morally licit, 
the situation needs to be assessed in light of one or several of the 
principles available for conflict situations: the principle of totality, the 
principle of the lesser of two evils, the principle of the double effect 
(PDE). Conflict situations should not be confused with common moral 
challenges (“complex” situations) in which the moral truth is clear, but 
very challenging to carry out. Proportionalists tend to assess al such 
complex situations as conflict situations. 
 
CONSCIENCE (32) 
An act of judgment, applying the universal truth to a particular 
situation. The conscience must be properly formed so as to make a 
correct judgment. Hence, we can speak of a true conscience or a false 
conscience. Since this intellective knowledge is connected to particular 
actions--looking ahead to an act or looking back at an act--we can also 
speak of conscience in light of the will which follows, or does not 
follow, the guidance of the intellect. Hence, we can speak of a “good 
conscience” or a “bad conscience.” Conscience is often termed the 
“subjective norm” of the moral life, in comparison to the natural law 
which is the “objective norm.” 
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DIGNITY OF THE HUMAN PERSON, (13) 
Also called the “personalist principle” or personalist norm. Every 
human being, made in the image and likeness of God, has equal 
dignity. A person should always be treated as an end, not as a means--
put otherwise, don’t treat people as objects. Al moral principles have 
this principle at their basis. 
 
DISSENT (4) 
A phenomenon whereby a member of the Catholic Church, and 
particularly a theologian (in the context of VS), withholds assent to a 
teaching of the Magisterium that by its nature deserves the assent of 
faith or the assent of mind and will. It is when this dissent is made 
publicly that it poses a special problem for the Church. Widespread 
public dissent on moral matters occasioned VS. 
 
ERROR 
Error is the habitual privation of knowledge and insight; the state of 
knowing incorrectly.  If one thinks 2 + 2 = 5, that is not ignorance, but 
being in error.  If one did not know how to add, that would be 
ignorance. 
 
Error, reduplicatively regarded, is in one way or another the product 
of ignorance. But besides the lack of information which it implies, it 
adds the positive element of a mental judgment, by which something 
false is held to be true, or something true that is known to be false. 
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ETHICS AND MORAL THEOLOGY (5) 
Ethics is the systematic study of matters pertaining to moral action. 
Numerous ethical methods are available, such as utilitarianism, 
relativism, deontologism, and the like. Moral Theology is a particular 
type of ethical reflection, in which the theologian employs not only 
philosophical resources but also the data of God’s revelation, found in 
Scripture and Tradition as interpreted by the Magisterium. From a 
Catholic point of view, such reflection is not one method alongside 
others, but the fullest expression of ethical thinking available to 
mankind. 
 
EMPIRICISM/POSITIVISM, EMPIRICAL OBSERVATION (46) 
Considering things in terms of what can be observed about them, by 
experience and science. Scientific objectification is when we look at 
something in terms of this empirical, visible dimension that science can 
speak about. The point in 46 is that many people reduce what is real to 
what can be empirically observed--”empiricism.” In Faith and Reason 
such a view, also called positivism (only the “positive facts” are real), is 
examined and refuted. 
 
EXTRAORDINARY MEANS OF CARE 
Such means of preserving human life as cannot be obtained or used 
without extreme difficulty in terms of pain, expense, or other burdening 
factors. The burden applies either to the person whose life is at stake or 
to those on whom his or her welfare depends. In addition, means should 
be considered extraordinary if, when used, they do not offer a 
reasonable hope of benefit to the one for whom they are intended. There 
is no general obligation to use extraordinary means to keep alive, on the 
premise that God does not exact what is beyond the ordinary power of 
humans in general. At times, however, one may be bound to employ 
extraordinary means to preserve life. The two conditions under which 
such an obligation becomes binding are that a person is necessary to 
one's family, to the Church, or to society, and the success of the 
extraordinary means is very probable. (From the Catholic Dictionary) 
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“FONTS” OF THE MORAL ACT (74) OBJECT,  
CIRCUMSTANCES AND INTENT. 
A traditional formulation: a moral object can be evil apart from the 
circumstances or intent of an agent. The interrelationship among these 
is initially confusing, as there can be circumstances that are already part 
of an object, and those that are particular to an agent. See 
“Circumstances.” If one understands that al moral objects already have 
circumstances built into them, one can use the three fonts to summarize 
the essence of Catholic morality on intrinsic evil. Now speaking of 
subjective circumstances (of an agent) we can say: 1) Good intent and 
difficult circumstances cannot make an intrinsically evil act into a good 
act; 2) They can, however, affect an agent’s culpability; and 3) They can 
make an otherwise good or neutral act into an evil act, and can make a 
good act more or les good. 
 
FREEDOM 
One must distinguish natural freedom (free will), political freedom, 
and authentic freedom. Natural and political freedom are capacities 
that can be used well or used badly. When used well, in alignment 
with Truth, then authentic freedom occurs. When used badly, one is 
enslaved to the passions. 
 
FUNDAMENTAL OPTION (65-70) 
At the very depths of our being we make a basic choice for or against 
God, and this ultimate choice is called the “fundamental option.” VS 
66 notes that Scripture and Tradition attest to the idea that there is a 
deep core aspect of the self which the Bible calls the “heart.” This 
level of the self is distinct from, though closely connected to, the more 
surface level at which our concrete moral activity takes place. A 
mortal sin drastically affects this fundamental option, turning us 
away from God, while a venial sin leaves our fundamental option 
toward God intact. 
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Good motives/good intentions (81) VS notes that good intent can never 
make and evil act good. However, it can affect the culpability of an 
agent. It is important to distinguish the intentions particular to an agent 
(part of the agent’s circumstances), which may best be termed 
“motives,” with “objective” intention that is intelligible apart from a 
particular agent (part of the circumstances of the object). For example, 
when we note that a killing was intentional, that tells us something 
about the moral object--here, an intrinsically evil one if the victim was 
innocent). If we say that a particular agent, Joe, intentionally killed an 
innocent person because he was angry, we are speaking of the intention 
of the agent, or the motive. 
 
GNOSTICISM OR DUALISM 
(The “certain ancient errors noted in 49) Catholic anthropology and 
moral theology posits a close interrelationship between man’s 
spiritual/rational nature and his physical dimension. It resists a 
dualism that separates our personhood from our bodies. We are not 
souls imprisoned in a body; we are embodied spirits. One would not 
say “I am a soul occupying a body” but “I am an embodied spirit.” 
 
HETERONOMY (41) 
Opposite autonomy, heteronomy means that there are objective laws 
but that they are imposed on us from above without any real concern 
for our well-being. “Do it because I said so.” 
 
“INCHOATE SHARE” (12) 
Our final destiny to be one with God. Due to the indwelling of grace, 
we share in that unity even here on earth, but only partially, and in 
such a way that we anticipate a full share in the life to come. 
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INDIVIDUALISM (32) 
Denying the existence of an objective human “nature”, individualism, 
identical to subjectivism and relativism, holds that each individual is 
to arrive at the moral truth on his own. It is helpful to juxtapose it with 
individuality, a positive phenomenon, indicative of each person’s 
unique dignity. Often people striving for the good of individuality end 
up flirting with individualism, but the two need not join. 
 
INTRINSIC EVIL (56) 
An act that is evil by its very nature, regardless of the circumstances 
and intent of a particular agent. 
 
INVINCIBLE IGNORANCE (62) 
Ignorance is invincible if a person could not recognize sin by applying 
reasonable diligence in determining whether the act is a sin or not. 
 
An agent who is ignorant of the moral truth might not be fully 
responsible for that ignorance, and might have no means to remedy the 
ignorance. Then, it is termed invincible or “unconquerable” ignorance. 
On the other hand, a person could have the means to remedy 
ignorance, in which case the person is vincibly ignorant--he chooses 
ignorance. A person could engage in an intrinsically evil act through 
invincible ignorance and remain inculpable. But if the ignorance is 
vincible, then he is culpable. His conscience could be called “culpably 
erroneous” (see article 63) (also see article 70). St. Thomas uses some 
technical descriptions of the two types of ignorance. Invincible 
ignorance is “ignorance antecedent to the will” while vincible ignorance 
is “ignorance consequent to the will.” 
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LAW 
There are four types, according to St. Thomas: Eternal, Divine, Natural 
and Human. Eternal law is the mind of God insofar as it providentially 
cares for the universe. A portion of the eternal law is revealed, and this 
is called the divine law or divine Revelation, of which there are two 
sources: Scripture and Tradition. The natural law is man’s rational 
participation in the eternal law--hence, that part of the eternal law that 
can be grasped by reason. It is that which “we can’t not know”--though 
concupiscence makes it hard to follow and in turn can blind us to the 
natural law within us. The human law can be civil or ecclesiastical, and 
while it ought not to encompass the whole of the natural law, it ought 
to always be compatible with the natural law. 
 
LEGALISM (15) 
The idea that the moral life consists only in a set of absolute rules, 
without the need to continually grow in the virtues. The Church is often 
accused of being legalistic because of its insistence on moral norms, but 
as VS shows the Catholic vision of the moral life goes well beyond those 
foundational norms. See especially 52 and 13.4. 
 
MAGISTERIUM (109-117) 
The teaching authority of the Catholic Church through which Christ 
speaks and provides concrete moral guidance. Of special import is to be 
able to distinguish the various “voices” with which the Magisterium 
speaks. The extraordinary Episcopal Magisterium (speaking at 
ecumenical councils) and the extraordinary papal Magisterium (rare ex 
cathedra definitions of the pope) are two of three voices through which 
infallible teachings are promulgated. A third voice, especially critical 
for moral theology, is the ordinary universal Episcopal Magisterium: 
When bishops speak definitively on a matter of faith and morals, with a 
moral unanimity over a period of time, their teaching is infallibly 
taught (as distinguished from the extraordinary Magisterium, Episcopal 
and papal, which “infallibly defines.” 
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MALUM AND CULPA 
Malum, Latin for “evil,” refers to an act that is in itself evil, or 
intrinsically evil. Of critical importance is that a malum is considered 
independently of the culpability (blameworthiness) of a particular 
agent. Should the agent in fact be culpable for the evil act, it is then not 
just a malum but a culpa, that is, an evil act for which a particular agent 
is culpable. 
 
“MANIPULATIONS OF CORPOREITY 
WHICH ALTER ITS HUMAN MEANING” (51) 
Manipulation refers to the use of technology, and corporeity refers to 
one’s “bodily nature.” There is nothing wrong with using technology to 
heal or enhance various bodily functions. But technology can also be 
used to manipulate the body in such a way that its inherent meaning is 
thwarted, and this is the particular use of technology criticized in VS. 
 
MATERIAL EVIL 
Evil is a privation of some due good. A material evil has no moral 
connotations. Blindness is material evil, and the blind person is not 
morally responsible (usually) for that blindness. Any injury to the body 
is a material evil, and al by itself, it has no moral connotation. Once an 
actual moral evil occurs, such as the intentional killing of an innocent 
person, it may well involve a material evil as well, in this case the 
physical act of killing. 
 
MORTAL SIN (65-70) 
Sin in general is action incompatible with one’s final end, or put even 
more personalisticaly, incompatible with the divine life dwelling within 
the person. Material mortal sin is that kind of act that is of such grave 
matter that it dispels the divine life, directing one away from the final 
end. When done knowingly and freely, it becomes formal mortal sin 
and the agent looses sanctifying grace, the indwelling of the divine life. 
 
NATURAL LAW (12, 44) 
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St. Thomas Aquinas gave brilliant expression to the idea of natural law 
in his famous Summa Theologiae (I-I, 90-97). It is something within 
man, given by God, that participates in God himself (the eternal law), 
and is accessible to reason. It is imprinted on man’s being by virtue of 
his being created. Divine law, on the other hand, is accessible with 
Revelation. Oftentimes the two converge--a truth knowable by reason 
that is confirmed by Revelation, such as the dignity of the human 
person. 
 
ORDINARY MEANS OF CARE 
Whatever means are commonly considered ordinary for the 
preservation of human life. They are ordinary if generally accepted as 
such or if they are readily available to persons in the time, place, and 
circumstances in which they find themselves. Such means are food, 
shelter, and the avoidance of unnecessary bodily danger; also the use of 
accepted medical and health facilities. Assumed in this matter of 
preserving life is the sincere desire to remain alive or to keep another 
person alive according to the dispositions of divine providence. There is 
no question of directly intending to terminate one's own or another's 
earthly existence. (From the Catholic Dictionary) 
 
PARAENESIS (36) 
A Greek word simply meaning “exhortation.” The point in #36 is that 
the moral demands of Christianity are not merely an exhortation or 
encouragement, but a real demand. The moral life is not just an ideal 
to strive for, but something that can be accomplished, with the help of 
grace. 
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PARTICIPATED THEONOMY (41) 
The Church steers a middle course between autonomy (do what you 
want) and heteronomy (do it because I said so), and this path is called 
participatory theonomy. It simply means that God’s moral laws for us 
are friendly to our being, are made for our good. Our inner being has a 
law planted within it that partakes in or participates in God’s law, such 
that God’s law is not simply imposed from the outside. This inner law 
can be called “natural” law. 
 
PHENOMENOLOGICAL UNDERSTANDING (111) 
Similar to empirical observation, which discovers what is scientifically 
knowable about something, phenomenological understanding focuses 
on what is accessible to a person’s immediate experience, including 
one’s emotions. In 111, the point VS makes is that the truth about living 
morally is not the same as what we feel to be true for ourselves in any 
given situation. In a broader and more positive context, the entire 
encyclical with its method of participated theonomy is 
phenomenologically based, in that the moral truth is shown to be 
commensurate with our experience and shown to resonate with our 
experience. The truth is “friendly” to us, as opposed to being 
heteronomously imposed on us. 
 
PREMORAL EVIL (75, also used earlier in 65) 
Proportionalists claim that there is no such thing as intrinsic evil. Still, 
they note that those acts taught as intrinsically evil by the Church do 
have a negative value from the start. They will not necessarily be evil 
acts in the concrete circumstances of a particular agent, but prior to the 
agent’s involvement they have something evil about them--hence, “pre-
moral” evil. 
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PRINCIPLE OF FORMAL VERSUS MATERIAL COOPERATION WITH 
EVIL – A PRINCIPLE FOR “CONFLICT SITUATIONS” (see above) 
With an affinity to the principle of double effect, this distinction helps 
the agent determine whether an evil with which he cooperates is truly 
morally evil for him. It is important inasmuch as people regularly 
engage in acts that inadvertently aid in something evil. Material 
cooperation occurs when the agent does not intend the evil he is 
associated with, and is permissible. Formal cooperation occurs when 
the agent intends the evil, and is then complicit in the evil. As a matter 
of principle, one must keep material cooperation as remote as 
reasonably possible. 
 
PRINCIPLE OF DOUBLE EFFECT 
A principle for “conflict situations” (see above), specifically for dealing 
with actions that have both a positive and negative effect. The action is 
licit if it passes four criteria (behind which are four important moral 
principles). 1) The act cannot be intrinsically evil; 2) The good effect 
cannot stem from the evil effect--one cannot do evil to achieve good; 3) 
The good effect must be the intended effect, the evil effect merely 
tolerated; 4) There must be a proportionately grace reason for doing the 
act (no better alternatives for a serious case). 
 
PRINCIPLE OF TOTALITY 
A principle for “conflict situations” (see above). One may damage or 
destroy a part for the sake of the whole, provided that the part only has 
value in relation to the whole. If the “part” has its own intrinsic dignity, 
then it ought not to be violated. Hence, one can amputate a limb or 
remove a tooth, because these bodily parts exist for the sake of the 
whole body, and when their existence threatens the whole, they may be 
removed. Material evil takes place, but not moral evil. On the other 
hand, one cannot sacrifice one person’s life--which has its own inherent 
dignity--for the sake of some larger goal. (Of course, one can choose to 
give one’s life for another, but here one is not committing murder or 
suicide, but allowing oneself to be killed by another. Consider the 
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famous case of Maximilian Kolbe, who gave his life for another 
prisoner--the Nazis did the killing). 
 
PROPORTIONALISM AND CONSEQUENTIALISM (75) 
These theories, held by dissenting theologians, posit that there is no 
such thing as an intrinsically evil act. Rather, it is only after considering 
the circumstances and intent of the agent, as well as the foreseen 
consequences of the act, that one can no whether an act is evil. While 
both terms are essentially the same, the dissenting theologians now 
prefer the former term because al aspects, not just consequences, are 
taken into account in evaluating an act. 
 
“SAPIENTIAL TRADITIONS OF EAST AND WEST” (94) 
In human culture, there exist varied religious and philosophic traditions 
which yield some wisdom about human life, or “sapiential knowledge.” 
The point in VS is that these other traditions often partake in the full 
truth available in Christianity. VS mentions the Latin poet Juvenal and 
the Stoic tradition as examples. 
 
SEPARATION OF CHURCH AND STATE (IMPLICIT IN 98-101) 
The state is not competent to dictate or legislate truths of the divine law 
(Revelation), and in that sense should not favor one religion over 
another. The separation ought not be construed to mean that citizens 
cannot make arguments in the public square that are religiously based 
and motivated. 
 
The natural law, insofar as it is accessible to al people of good will apart 
from a strict dependence on Revelation, is a unique tool by which 
citizens might come to agree upon moral truths that might in turn be 
legislated. 
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SUBJECTIVISM (32) 
Synonymous with relativism or situation ethics, holds that agents can 
do what they want in their own situation. No objective rules determine 
moral from immoral behavior. “Following one’s conscience” becomes 
synonymous with “sincerely following your own opinion.” Most 
subjectivists try to maintain a place for norms and rules, but it remains 
up to the individual as to how to apply them. Proportionalists, for 
instance, would eschew relativism, but their method of proportionalism 
redounds to subjectivism. 
 
SYNDERESIS (THE CONCEPT IS IN 59.2 AND 51.2 ) 
The habit by which one naturally pursues good and avoids evil. 
Conscience applies this foundational habit to particular cases. The 
Greek word synderesis (v) is similar to synderesis which means 
conscience, and scholars have suggested that a copyist’s error (in St. 
Jerome’s commentary on Ezekiel) yielded the word, which St. Thomas 
used to his advantage in labeling the habit of the first principle of 
practical reason. 
 
TELEOLOGY 
All of VS places the moral life in relation to our ultimate goal, the 
beatific vision, and in that sense it present a teleological morality, a 
morality conceived in light of the ultimate end. In a more specific way, 
specific actions are teleological in that they have a proper ordination to 
an end: marriage is ordered toward the communion of spouses and the 
procreation of children. This objective end is termed the finis operis. 
Then, there is the end of the agent--and here Proportionalism 
erroneously claims itself to be a teleological ethics. See VS 74 and 75. The 
end of the agent is termed the fines operantis (in the plural). It ought to 
include and be compatible with the finis operis, although it can include 
much more than the finis operis. A couple, preeminently including the 
objective ends of marriage in their plans, can at the same time have the 
goal of being business partners, or enjoying some sport together. 
TRANSCENDENTAL/CATEGORICAL 
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LEVELS OF THE SELF (VS 65-66) 
Transcendental often refers to that which is beyond us, in the 
transcendent realm. But here, it refers to the deepest part of the self that 
transcends easy categorization. The Categorical level is that which “one 
can take a good look at,” and then categorize or thematize. The 
transcendental level defies such categorization. The Fundamental 
Option theory makes use of this important distinction. 
 
TREE OF KNOWLEDGE OF GOOD AND EVIL (35) 
When Adam and Eve are told not to eat of this tree it does not mean 
that they did not know the difference between good and evil. The 
imperative verb “don’t” indicates that they have such knowledge. 
Rather, such a “tree” is of limits because to “eat its fruit” is to make 
oneself, instead of God, the arbiter or chooser (“knower”) of what is 
right and wrong. 
 
VENIAL SIN (65-70) 
Sin in general is action incompatible with one’s final end, or put even 
more personalisticaly, incompatible with the divine life dwelling within 
the person. However, not al sin is of such grave matter that it actually 
dispels the divine life. Venial sin is of lesser matter (“parvity of matter”), 
such that while it hinders one’s growth in holiness, one remains on the 
trajectory toward one’s final end and remains in a state of grace. 
 
VINCIBLE IGNORANCE 
Ignorance is vincible if a person could recognize a sin by applying 
reasonable diligence. Reasonable diligence, in turn, is that diligence that 
a conscientious person would display in seeking the correct answer to a 
question given (a) the gravity of the question and (b) his particular 
resources. 
 
The gravity of a question is determined by how great a need the person 
has to know the answer. The answers to fundamental questions (how to 
save one’s soul, how to preserve one’s life) have grave weight. The 
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answers to minor questions (the solution to a crossword puzzle) have 
light weight. 
 
This ignorance can often be imputed to personal responsibility. This is 
the case when a man “takes little trouble to find out what is true and 
good, or when conscience is by degrees almost blinded through the 
habit of committing sin.” In such cases, the person is culpable for the 
evil he commits. (CCC 1791) 
 
VIRTUES, INFUSED OR THEOLOGICAL 
Faith, Hope, and Charity, gifts given by God (at baptism), called virtues 
because they perdure in a person (unless expelled by mortal sin), and 
hence are “habits.” When the natural moral virtues are connected with 
them, those natural virtues are infused with grace, and the resulting 
actions not only help the individual and the community, but aim at the 
supernatural end. Conversely, when one looses grace, through mortal 
sin, the natural virtues remain intact as habits that perdure, though they 
are no longer ordered toward one’s final end. Hence, a person in mortal 
sin may well practice an array of virtues. Even faith and hope remain, 
though as “unformed” or “dead” virtues--a person might still believe in 
the truths of the faith, and hope for eventual salvation, while having 
lost charity. 
 
VIRTUES, NATURAL 
Also called the acquired virtues, the moral virtues, the natural moral 
virtues, and the cardinal virtues. Virtues are good habits, juxtaposed to 
the vices, which are bad habits. They are good operative habits because 
they require practice. They are called natural or acquired because they 
are accessible apart from grace, apart from the infused or theological 
virtues. Due to virtue, good acts flow naturally (by habit) from a person, 
and such acts would be truly virtuous acts. An agent could also perform 
such an act, not due to virtue, but for another reason such as fear of 
penalty. Hence, the distinction between truly virtuous acts, and acts that 
a virtuous kind of person does. The vast panoply of virtues organize 
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under the chief four (“cardinal”) virtues, prudence, justice, fortitude and 
temperance. 


