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Intro to Virtue Ethics (March 2)


An Introduction to Virtue Ethics

By Fr. Bernhard Blankenhorn, OP


Today we begin a series of three presentations on virtue ethics, one that Tara, Br. Matthew and I will be team teaching.  Our goal is rather ambitious.  We want to give you a glimpse of what we think is the most fruitful and insightful way to apply the ethical teachings of our Catholic faith to everyday life.  We want to give you some broad principles that underlie virtue ethics.  We will also suggest very concrete steps to appropriate the virtues in your life, and how to teach it to others, especially your children.  Part of the series will be a little abstract, though we’ll always try to explain what we mean through examples and metaphors.  Another part of the series will be very concrete, as we ponder the lives of some of the saints as they manifest virtue to us.


First, let’s make sure we’re all on the same page.  What virtues are we talking about?  Can you name them?  St. Paul speaks of the three greatest virtues.  These are called the theological virtues: faith, hope and love.  Then there are four other virtues, also called the cardinal virtues: prudence (or wisdom), justice, fortitude (or courage) and temperance.

Now, it is not enough for us simply to explain to you what each of these virtues is about.  Rather, we want to suggest a vision of Christian ethics that is utterly centered on the virtues.  For a vision of the moral life that focuses us on acquiring these virtues also presumes a certain understanding of the human being and our relation to God.  Virtue ethics is about much more than a how-to manual for doing good and avoiding evil.  It implies a whole vision of life.  To explain what I mean, let’s look at three models of ethics.

1. Three Models of Ethics


The first model is perhaps the most popular today in secular Western society, which is a post-modern ethic.  It tells us that right and wrong are mostly relative.  When we look at history, we find that different cultures have different ethical norms: Eskimos long believed in wife-swapping, many African cultures (and early European cultures) considered polygamy normal, ancient Athens elevated homosexual friendships above the relationship of husband and wife, and so on.  Post-modernity tells us that history proves that morality is basically a matter of taste or choice.  Furthermore, according to post-modernity, we cannot speak of anything like a stable human nature, because, for one reason, we are the products of random evolution.  Therefore, it is simply wrong to say that adultery or lying goes against our human nature or some natural law based on our nature, since our current nature is a chance outcome of evolution.  If we feel shame for lying, that is because we’ve been trained to feel that way.  Finally, in post-modernity, we cannot speak of a universal purpose of human life, such as heaven, becoming Christ-like or contemplating the truth.  Everyone determines his or her own purpose and meaning in life.  The father of post-modernity is Friedrich Nietzsche, for whom every truth claim was simply a manifestation of a desire for power.  His influence on our culture is immense.

As you might guess, I think that this post-modern ethic is dead wrong.  However, we want to keep this model in mind.  As we learn to live the virtues, we also want to learn how to evangelize others about virtue, and that means understanding some of the basic post-modern assumptions that some of our friends or acquaintances may partially or fully share.


I will call the second model a rule-based ethic.  Whereas the post-modern ethic is all about chaos and individual liberty, a rule-based ethic seems to be the opposite, for it is all about order and submission to God’s will.  This model is centered on a set of moral rules, such as the Ten Commandments.  Now I believe that the Ten Commandments are true, and that they are not just Ten Suggestions.  However, this model proposes that the commandments and other rules are the very center of ethics.  Many of us were raised with rule-based moral catechesis.  Just think of the Baltimore Catechism.  Such an approach is not false; it’s just inadequate.  We can become very good at following the commandments.  We can become professionals at avoiding sin: not stealing, not lying or gossiping, etc..  But if that is the center of the moral life, then something is missing.  For the commandments tend to focus us on avoiding sin.  Yet there is much more to the moral life, such as becoming Christ-like.  Jesus did avoid sin, but this was not his greatest accomplishment.  Christ’s virtues stand at the heart of his holiness.  A rule-based ethic also tends to abstract from our human nature, such as the role of the emotions.  For you can be very good at avoiding sin while your emotional life is in tatters.


The third model is a virtue ethic, which centers around becoming a certain kind of person, on building character.  It holds that because we have a certain kind of human nature (given by God) with a definite purpose in life (communion with God, here and in the hereafter), certain habitual ways of acting and thinking will shape our character in a God-like way.  Unlike a rule-based ethic, it focuses on being pro-active in developing healthy spiritual habits (such as being kind to my mother-in-law and gradually learning to enjoy it), instead of simply avoiding sin (such as not saying mean things to my mother-in-law who irritates me).  The greatest exponent of virtue ethics in Christian history was St. Thomas Aquinas.  His virtue ethics has experienced a striking Renaissance in philosophical and theological circles in the past two decades.


What are the historical roots of these models?  The post-modern ethic seems to have its origin above all in the late 19th century philosophy of Friedrich Nietzsche, though there are many other important influences before Nietzsche (David Hume, Romanticism, etc.).  Rule-based ethic as a coherent ethical system seems to have its roots in late medieval (14th century) Catholic theology, especially William of Ockham and his disciples.  It has dominated Catholic and Protestant moral theology in modern times.  Virtue ethics was already taken for granted as the norm in the lifetime of Socrates.  It was taught by Plato and Aristotle, by the great 1st century Jewish philosopher Philo, by numerous Fathers of the Church (e.g. St. Gregory of Nyssa, St. Ambrose, St. Gregory the Great), and St. Thomas Aquinas.  The new Catechism of the Catholic Church and the teaching of John Paul II, especially his encyclical Veritas Splendor, suggest that the Catholic magisterium is encouraging a return to virtue ethics today.

2. Dieting & Bodybuilding 


Let’s go back to the second model, the rule-based ethic.  Its focus tends to be avoiding sin.  This is like dieting.  When I go on a diet, the key to success is avoiding foods that make feel good in the short-run but that are damaging my health in the long run.  The key to dieting is abstaining.  Of course, one needs to consume certain healthy foods as well that will properly nourish my body, but I can consume those healthy foods and the unhealthy food together, which means my diet goes nowhere.  A rule-based ethic is similar.  I consume healthy food (by worshipping God alone), but I must make sure that I avoid spiritual junk food (envy, lust, etc.).  Just as a healthy diet is essential to having a healthy body, avoiding spiritual junk food is essential for having a healthy soul.  Honoring my father and mother will hardly bring me closer to God if I also constantly gossip about my co-workers.


A person who diets because they are overweight rarely succeeds in the long-run if they only diet.  Exercise is essential for staying healthy.  It is the same in the spiritual life.  Following the commandments is like dieting, but the key to long-term spiritual growth is acquiring virtue.  The virtues are like muscles, and acquiring them is like bodybuilding.  You see, temperance is about much more than avoiding indulgence in violent movies.  Temperance is also about learning to enjoy healthy forms of pleasure, like watching Jane Austin movies or listening to J.S. Bach.  The temperate person learns to delight in the reflections of God’s beauty in creation, which in turn keeps them from overindulging in sense stimulation.  By consistently refusing to over-indulge my senses, and by seeking healthy sources of pleasure, I build up the muscle of temperance.  Freely acting with temperance over and over again builds that virtue.  When I develop the virtue of fortitude, I gain the ability not just to avoid telling lies in a situation when telling the truth leads to painful consequences.  Rather, I acquire the ability to confront destructive behavior in others, such as challenging my brother to get help for his alcoholism.  Notice that there is no commandment about that!  Yet confronting my brother as he begins to destroy his family life through alcoholism is precisely the Christ-like thing to do.  Simply following the commandments does not make you a saint, but obeying the commandments and acquiring virtue is precisely the one path to holiness.  The saints are champion body builders in the spiritual life.

3. Human Nature and the Purpose of Life


This metaphor of spiritual health presumes a whole set of truths.  Particular physical exercises develop strength in the human body because that body is constituted in a certain way.  Similarly, virtue ethics presumes that we have a stable, God-given nature.  Because of the kind of being that we are, certain actions and behaviors consistently lead to greater spiritual strength, while other actions break down that spiritual muscle.  Certain actions (like truth-telling or respecting the dignity of human life) are simply good for us and build up our spiritual muscle.  Other actions (like killing the innocent or gossiping) are intrinsically evil.  When we encounter a post-modernist who strongly disagrees with this, we might answer them in the following way.  If they are married, we can ask them about a good and bad marriage: “You married a person because you love them deeply.  Now if your spouse were to begin cheating on you, would that be good or bad for the marriage?  If your spouse decided to spend much more time with his or her friends and little time with you, would that benefit the marriage?”  In other words, we can challenge people to ponder the relationships in their lives that they treasure, and then ask them if certain actions by their very nature build up or tear down that relationship.


Just as a marriage flourishes if we adopt certain behaviors and avoid others, so our whole human nature is “programmed” to flourish in a certain way.  The human being has been created in wisdom and love.  The Father creates through the Logos, through Reason.  We are not simply the products of random evolution.  Rather, evolution is an ordered progression guided by the Creator, so that we humans would have this kind of body.  Furthermore, the human soul is created by God alone, and not the outcome of physical evolution.  The soul is spiritual, not material.  This soul-body unity that is the human being thus reflects the wisdom and order of God.


Secondly, the purpose of life is not simply something I create for myself.  Rather, inscribed within our very being is a particular purpose, which is happiness.  Happiness is not just whatever I want it to be.  Rather, happiness is the fulfillment of my deepest longings.  God has placed a bottomless thirst for wisdom and love in the human heart.  All human desires and wants are ultimately derivative of our ultimate longing, which is the desire to dwell in the presence of perfect truth and love.  St. Augustine said, “Our hearts are restless until they rest in you.”
  Our true happiness is found in the beatific vision, in the full communion with God that we attain in heaven.  In this life, we can attain a real yet incomplete happiness by dwelling in communion with the truth and love of God.


Now the same God who created us with a particular human nature also inscribed within that nature the thirst for happiness, for truth and love.  Therefore, the same behaviors and attitudes that are good for our nature also move us closer to our ultimate purpose.  When I act according to the God-given inclinations of my nature, I move into a deeper communion with God.  Nature and purpose are in harmony.  The behaviors and attitudes that lead to happiness are nothing other than the living of the virtues.  Being virtuous means living according to the order God has inscribed in my nature.  Being virtuous means gradually moving towards deeper happiness and fulfillment.


Of course, my human nature is also wounded by sin.  Because of sin, I have certain inclinations (e.g., toward selfishness, greed or lust) that are in fact not God-given, but the sinful distortions of my nature.  Therefore, I need grace to heal me of these distorted inclinations.  I may have a strong inclination to anger, but that does not mean that it is “natural.”  Growth in fortitude and the gift of grace will enable me to control my anger and express it appropriately.  Because sin blinds the vision of the mind, I also need the wisdom of others, the experience gained by a moral tradition, and above all the teachings of Christ’s revelation to show me the path toward my true happiness.  We are essentially inclined to the good and the true (i.e. God), but not perfectly so.  Living the virtues and growing in the life of grace heals those inclinations that are off-target, though none of us sinners are completely healed in this life.


Christian virtue ethics insists that the revelation of God’s moral law is precisely the revelation of the path to happiness.  The Ten Commandments teach us to act according to our nature, which in turn leads to our happiness.  This conclusion not always shared by a rule-based ethic.  Many teachers of rule-based ethics (e.g. the 14th century theologian William of Ockham and a long tradition that he inspired, which includes Immanuel Kant) insist that we should follow the commandments, even if they do not bring us to happiness.  Morality is about obeying and fulfilling our duty, not happiness.
  Avoiding adultery may turn us into Puritans, but as long as God wills it, we must do it and endure a sad life.  In virtue ethics, the idea that the sixth commandment leads to Puritanism is absurd.  God wills us to avoid adultery precisely because it will lead to true peace and joy in this life, and even more so in the next.  The sixth commandment will allow us to flourish as human beings, by aiding us in the development of temperance, the ability to avoid unhealthy sources of sensual pleasure so as to truly enjoy God’s beauty.  God would not command something unless it would lead us to happiness.  Yet that is not to say that the road to happiness is painless.  Bodybuilding hurts.

4. A Holistic Ethic


Virtue ethics concerns the whole person: mind and heart, body and emotions.  You might object: “But doesn’t every ethic concern the whole person?”  I would strongly disagree.  Let me propose how each of the three ethical models mentioned already approach the relationship of mind and body, or soul and flesh.


A post-modern ethic often denies the reality of the soul as distinct from our physical nature, for this ethic is often materialistic.  Second, post-modernity tells us that each person should be allowed to follow his or her own desires and inclinations.  Here, the body essentially rules the soul in a kind of anarchy: whatever my body or my feelings desire should be obtained.


The rule-based ethic usually affirms the existence of the soul, and usually sees it as ruling the body, ignoring or suppressing the emotions and bodily desires.  Rules are rational and clear.  They are apprehended by the mind and applied in everyday life.  We may not feel good when we follow the rules, but this is irrelevant.  The point is to follow the rules.  The emotions can also get in the way of recognizing the rules clearly, or become obstacles in living according to the rules.  Thus, the emotions are to be quieted and controlled.  They are an essentially negative factor in the moral life.  In this model, the soul rules the body somewhat as a tyrant rules his subjects.


In virtue ethics, the existence of rational rules of ethics is affirmed, yet the relationship of soul and body is different.  Whereas rule-based ethics tends to treat soul and body in opposition, virtue ethics treats them as a profound unity.  Soul and body are in tension because of sin, yet they are meant to grow into deeper harmony through grace and the practice of virtue.  The emotions can blind the intellect to recognizing the right thing to do, but the solution is not to ignore or suppress the emotions.  Rather, the practice of virtue trains the emotions to respond to situations in appropriate ways.  In a rule-based ethics, anger is to be avoided as much as possible so that the mind can clearly perceive the rational rule to be applied.  In virtue ethics, the spiritually mature person can trust his feeling of anger as a pretty reliable sign that a real threat or danger is present, alerting the mind to the truth of the situation.  At the same time, appropriate anger imparts strength to the soul to stand up to danger and do what is right.


Let’s consider another example.  In virtue ethics, the temperate bachelor is not one who has turned off his sex drive, but one who has learned through practice to express affection towards women in a healthy way.  In a rule-based ethic, the temperate bachelor who has turned off his sex drive is perfectly following the sixth commandment, and attains perfection in chastity.  In virtue ethics, such a bachelor suffers from a serious vice.  He is profoundly un-temperate, even though he may rarely come close to committing the sin of lust.  He has become emotionally handicapped.  Virtue ethics sees the soul governing the body as a benevolent monarch.  The goal is the flourishing of the whole realm, the whole person, not a ruler with total control.


Secondly, virtue ethics is concerned about the whole of a human act, not just good intentions or a good outcome.  Some ethical theories propose that good intentions are all that matter: as long as you mean well, you are a good person.  Virtue ethics says: “rubbish.”  The road to despair is paved with good intentions.  I can mean well in refusing to tithe, because I’m overly anxious to secure my family’s financial future.  But refusing to share with those in need goes against the virtue of justice.  It distorts my will, turning it away from my objective good.  Virtue ethics considers the external act that is performed (giving money to the poor), the circumstances (my family currently remains financially stable), the intention (compassion, vs. avoiding a guilty conscience) and the emotions that accompany the act (grumbling anger vs. joy).  Good intentions are just the first step.


Thirdly, virtue ethics encompasses all aspects of life.  In a rule-based ethic, going for a walk is usually an ethically neutral act, since doing so does not break any commandment.  It’s neither right nor wrong.  In virtue ethics, every walk I take aids or hinders the development of virtue.  Such activity can allow me to contemplate God’s beauty and brings balance to my physical well-being, which in turn can diminish excess anger and strengthen my temperance.  Yet the person who goes for many walks to escape family obligations or work engages in a vice.  We could mention any other activity: our work, watching TV, conversing with friends, or going on vacation.  All of them build or diminish virtue.  We are always either growing or regressing in the development of our character, regardless of whether or not we are breaking a commandment or not.

5. Defining Virtue


Let’s conclude by taking a step back and taking a bird’s eye view of virtue.  What is virtue?  Virtue is about character formation.  It means that we are the sum of our actions, not just our intentions.  Consistently engaging in virtuous acts like being just toward the poor or loving another person with chaste affection forms quasi-permanent dispositions or habits within us.  After a while, being just to the poor and loving others with appropriate affection becomes second nature.  I just do it, even without thinking about it.  The just person is not just one who is just by avoiding stealing, but one who becomes just by consistently treating others with respect and dignity, who gains a built-in tendency to act in this way.  By freely engaging in just acts over and over again, a person builds up the muscle of justice.  These habits (like justice) incline me more and more toward my true good, and away from evil.  The more I grow in virtue, the harder it is to sin.  The person who has practiced truth telling consistently for many years finds that he or she becomes almost incapable of telling a lie.


Virtue ethics also profoundly changes the way that I look at the life of sin and grace.  Imagine that you are a sex addict.  For years, you have looked at Internet pornography at least once a day and acted out sexually.  You feel terrible shame, but don’t know what to do.  Finally, you get help by attending Sexaholics Anonymous meetings and going to confession regularly.  After a few months, you say to your confessor, “Bless me father for I have sinned.  It has been one month since my last confession.  Since then, I looked at Internet porn three times and acted out once.”  In a rule-based ethic, you focus on the fact that you broke the sixth commandment four times.  You’ve committed a terrible sin.  The shame almost kills you.  In virtue-based ethics, you focus on the fact that you failed on four occasions, but not long ago, you failed every day.  You are slowly developing the virtue of temperance.  You are beginning to free yourself of a terrible addiction.  In virtue ethics, the reality of the sin is not denied, yet such a confession is a partial victory: the person is on their way to healing, towards healthy habits.


Virtue is not just about acting rightly.  It concerns forming internal dispositions.  The word “internal” refers to the mind, the heart and the emotions.  The truly courageous person faces an obstacle with ease, promptness and joy, not fear and trembling.  Perhaps they began developing courage by facing danger with fear and trembling.  But by confronting evil when it needed to be done over and over again, the fear gradually diminished.  Being courageous became easier.  Doing what is good eventually brings delight.  Repetitive virtuous acts begin to shape my internal being, my heart, mind and emotions.  The gluttonous person finds light fasting repulsive at first, and forces herself to do it.  If she becomes temperate, she will eventually find that light fasting is easy, and may even look forward to it.


Finally, the virtues are inter-connected.  If I grow in one virtue, I grow in all of them.  However, if I acquire one vice, then my other vices also become worse.  Virtue ethics demands that I bring all of my life into ever-greater conformity to God’s ways, to the way of Christ.  The business manager who cheats his customers will inevitably find that he is a less loving parent in the home.  The private and public sphere, or work and family, cannot be separated.


However, this does not mean that I need to consciously pursue growth in all of the virtues at once.  If we attempted that, we would probably go crazy.  In fact, the best way to grow in virtue seems to be to identify one virtue where I really need to make progress and to focus on it, for example, becoming more just by treating others with respect.  The good news is that, when I become better in being respectful of others, I also become more wise, temperate, and courageous!

6. We Are Communal Beings


Virtue ethics sees the human being as a social animal, as a communal being.  We need a community to flourish at all.  We need others to teach us virtue.  Good morals are not adequately learned by applying a set of moral rules.  They are learned by following the example of virtuous persons.  We need a moral tradition whose experience shows us the path to happiness, especially the tradition of the Christian saints, their biblically rooted teachings and their lives.  We need teachers, mentors and peers to display the good life in concrete ways.  We learn by imitating virtuous persons much more than by memorizing rules and applying them.


And that is where we will begin next time.
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