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Looking Through Stained Glass 

Life in Christ – Part 12: Dear Prudence, 

Open Up Your Eyes 

Now that we have examined the Theological 

Virtues of Faith, Hope and Love, we turn our 

focus to the Cardinal Virtues.  The Catechism                  

of the Catholic Church (CCC) states:  “The  

moral virtues are acquired by human effort. 

They are the fruit and seed of morally good 

acts; they dispose all the powers of the human 

being for communion with divine love.  Four  

virtues play a pivotal role and accordingly are 

called ‘cardinal’; all the others are grouped 

around them. They are: prudence, justice,              

fortitude, and temperance.” [CCC, 1804-05] 

We will begin our discussion of the Cardinal  

Virtues with the Virtue of Prudence.                  

Prudence, according to the Catechism, is “the 

virtue that disposes practical reason to discern 

our true good in every circumstance and to 

choose the right means of achieving it; […].  

Prudence is ‘right reason in action,’ writes              

St. Thomas Aquinas.”  [CCC, 1806] In other 

words, the Virtue of Prudence helps us not                

only to know what is right, but to do what is 

right. 

Let us parse the statement quoted from              

Aquinas above.  Prudence begins with right 

reason.  It is not only using reason to                   

determine the possibilities or courses of action, 

it is judging those possibilities based on 

“rightness”.  One must be able to see all the 

possibilities and their effects in order to judge 

rightness.  Prudence relies on correct moral 

judgment of each course of action. 

Once reason has been used to examine the   

possibilities, it is putting the correct course    

into action.  Prudence is “right reason in                

action.”  The Catechism goes on to tell us that 

Prudence “is not to be confused with timidity or 

fear, nor with duplicity or dissimulation.”  

[Ibid.]  While inaction may be the proper                   

response in certain circumstances, Prudence 

more often leads to action – the right action.  

For example, if one were to witness an armed 

burglary, the prudent one might not engage the 

burglar, but instead report the crime to the              

authorities.  “With the help of this virtue we           

apply moral principles to particular cases             

without error and overcome doubts about the 

good to achieve and the evil to avoid.” [Ibid.] 

As Pride was the spring from which all Capital 

Sins arise, and Love is the spring for all Virtue, 

Prudence is the spring for all of the Cardinal 

Virtues. “It is called auriga virtutum (the                     

charioteer of the virtues); it guides the other  

virtues by setting rule and measure.” [Ibid.]  We 

start by putting the Virtue of Prudence into 

practice and then augment it with the Virtues of 

Justice, Fortitude, and Temperance. 

Next week, we will continue our discussion of 

the Cardinal Virtues with the Virtue of Justice. 


