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An Integral Vision:  
Catholic Moral Life 

 
The Texts 

 
A Disquieting Suggestion 
Imagine that the natural sciences were to suffer the effects of a catastrophe. A series of 
environmental disasters are blamed by the general public on the scientists. Widespread riots occur, 
laboratories are burnt down, physicists are lynched, books and instruments are destroyed. Finally a 
Know-Nothing political movement takes power and successfully abolishes science teaching in 
schools and universities, imprisoning and executing the remaining scientists. Later still there is a 
reaction against this destructive movement and enlightened people seek to revive science, although 
they have largely forgotten what it was. But all that they possess are fragments: a knowledge of 
experiments detached from any knowledge of the theoretical context which gave them significance; 
parts of theories unrelated either to the other bits and pieces of theory which they possess or to 
experiment; instruments whose use has been forgotten; half-chapters from books, single pages from 
articles, not always fully legible because torn and charred.  
 
Nonetheless all these fragments are reembodied in a set of practices which go under the revived 
names of physics, chemistry and biology. Adults argue with each other about the respective merits 
of relativity theory, evolutionary theory and phlogiston theory, although they possess only a very 
partial knowledge of each. Children learn by heart the surviving portions of the periodic table and 
recite as incantations some of the theorems of Euclid. Nobody, or almost nobody, realizes that 
what they are doing is not natural science in any proper sense at all. For everything that they do 
and say conforms to certain canons of consistency and coherence and those contexts which would 
be needed to make sense of what they are doing have been lost, perhaps irretrievably.  
 
In such a culture men would use expressions such as 'neutrino', 'mass', 'specific gravity', 'atomic 
weight' in systematic and often interrelated ways which would resemble in lesser or greater degrees 
the ways in which such expressions had been used in earlier times before scientific knowledge had 
been so largely lost. But many of the beliefs presupposed by the use of these expressions would 
have been lost and there would appear to be an element of arbitrariness and even of choice in 
their application which would appear very surprising to us. What would appear to be rival and 
competing premises for which no further argument could be given would abound. Subjectivist 
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theories of science would appear and would be criticized by those who held that the notion of 
truth embodied in what they took to be science was incompatible with subjectivism.  
… 
What is the point of constructing this imaginary world inhabited by fictitious pseudo-scientists and 
real, genuine philosophy? The hypothesis which I wish to advance is that in the actual world which 
we inhabit the language of morality is in the same state of grave disorder as the language of natural 
science in the imaginary world which I described. What we possess, if this view is true, are the 
fragments of a conceptual scheme, parts which now lack those contexts from which their 
significance derived. We possess indeed simulacra of morality, we continue to use many of the key 
expressions. But we have — very largely, if not entirely — lost our comprehension, both theoretical 
and practical, of morality.  
-Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue, pp. 1-2 (1984) 
 
It is a distinctive feature of the social and cultural order that we inhabit that disagreements over 
central moral issues are peculiarly unsettlable. Debates concerned with the value of human life 
such as those over abortion and euthanasia, or about distributive justice and property rights, or 
about war and peace degenerate into confrontations of assertion and counter-assertion, because 
the protagonists of rival positions invoke incommensurable forms of moral assertion against each 
other.  
 
So, for example, in debates over abortion conceptions of individual property rights which were 
originally at home in the social philosophies of Adam Smith and Locke are used to defend the 
pregnant woman’s rights to do what she will with her own body, conceptions of what justice 
requires in the treatment of innocent life whose original context was the medieval understanding 
of what biblical divine law prescribes are advanced to forbid the doing harm to a human foetus 
and utilitarian views are deployed against both. Detached from the theoretical and social contexts 
in terms of which these conceptions were originally elaborated and rationally defended, the 
assertions of each of these rival positions in this and other debates have characteristically and 
generally become no more that expressions of attitude and feeling.  
-Alasdair MacIntyre, “The Claims of After Virtue” in The MacIntyre Reader, p 69 (1998) 
 
I address myself to you, Venerable Brothers in the Episcopate, who share with me the 
responsibility of safeguarding "sound teaching" (2 Tim 4:3), with the intention of clearly setting forth 
certain aspects of doctrine which are of crucial importance in facing what is certainly a genuine crisis… 
-Pope John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor §5 
 
The Classical Principles of Moral Choice 
Seeking Happiness 
How then, according to reason, ought humans to live? Everyone wants to be happy. Everyone will 
agree with me on this almost before the words are out of my mouth. 
-Saint Augustine, On the Morals of the Catholic Church 3.4 
 
Happiness, then, is the best, finest, and most pleasant, and the Delian inscription is wrong to 
distinguish these things: “What is most just is finest; being healthy is the most beneficial; but it is 
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most pleasant to win our heart’s desire.” For all three features are to be found in the best activities, 
and we say happiness is these activities…the best one. 
-Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1099a25-29 
 
Now the happy life is joy in the truth; and that means joy in you, who are the Truth… 
-Saint Augustine, Confessions 10.23.33 
 
According to Nature 
For as we have said, what is good by nature is good and pleasant in itself for an excellent person. 
-Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics 1170a15 
 
Thus we come to understand that what is true, simple, and genuine appeals most strongly to a 
man's nature. 
-Cicero, De Officiis 1.4.13 
 
There was first of all the famous principle sequi naturam, or conformity with nature, which must 
positively not be understood as a biological inclination, for it chiefly concerned rational nature, 
which was characterized by a longing for the enjoyment of the good, of truth, and of 
communication with others. All moral research had for its object the determination of what 
conformed to human nature: pleasure, the fulfillment of needs, various kinds of goods, virtue and 
so forth. The schools were distinguished by their different answers, depending on their concept of 
the human person, but all pronounced themselves in favor of the principle sequi naturam. 
-Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, p. 334 (1995) 
 
Sources of Morality at the Time of Jesus and Paul 
 
Greco-Roman Influence  Judaism    Roman Law   
Plato, Dialogues   Torah     Twelve Tables   
Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics  Wisdom Literature   to Justinian           
Cicero, De Officiis (Stoicism)  Prophets    (characterized by     
         justice, honesty, order) 
 

The Cardinal Virtues 
prudence, justice, courage, temperance 

 
The New Law of the Gospel 
A New Principle of Morality: Faith 
For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who 
believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from 
faith for faith, as it is written, "The righteous shall live by faith." 
-Romans 1:16-17 
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For Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block 
to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power 
of God and the wisdom of God. For the foolishness of God is wiser than men, and the weakness 
of God is stronger than men. 
-1 Corinthians 1:22-25 
 
Yet among the mature we do impart wisdom, although it is not a wisdom of this age or of the 
rulers of this age, who are doomed to pass away. But we impart a secret and hidden wisdom of 
God, which God decreed before the ages for our glory. None of the rulers of this age understood 
this, for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory. But, as it is written, "What no 
eye has seen, nor ear heard, nor the heart of man imagined, what God has prepared for those who 
love him"—these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. 
-1 Corinthians 2:6-10  
 
But now the righteousness of God has been manifested apart from the law, although the Law and 
the Prophets bear witness to it—the righteousness of God through faith in Jesus Christ for all who 
believe. 
-Romans 3:21-22 
 

A New Life in Christ and in the Spirit 
In Christ 
I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the 
life I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me. 
-Galatians 2:20 
 
Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old has passed away; behold, the new 
has come. 
-2 Corinthians 5:17 
 
We were buried therefore with him by baptism into death, in order that, just as Christ was raised 
from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life. 
-Romans 6:4 
 
In the Spirit 
Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might 
understand the things freely given us by God. 
-1 Corinthians 2:12 
 
For those who live according to the flesh set their minds on the things of the flesh, but those who 
live according to the Spirit set their minds on the things of the Spirit. For to set the mind on the 
flesh is death, but to set the mind on the Spirit is life and peace. For the mind that is set on the 
flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. Those who are in 
the flesh cannot please God. You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the 
Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to 
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him. But if Christ is in you, although the body is dead because of sin, the Spirit is life because of 
righteousness. If the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, he who raised 
Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit who dwells in 
you. 
-Romans 8:5-11 
 
But I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh. For the desires of the 
flesh are against the Spirit, and the desires of the Spirit are against the flesh, for these are opposed 
to each other, to keep you from doing the things you want to do. But if you are led by the Spirit, 
you are not under the law. Now the works of the flesh are evident: sexual immorality, impurity, 
sensuality, idolatry, sorcery, enmity, strife, jealousy, fits of anger, rivalries, dissensions, divisions, 
envy, drunkenness, orgies, and things like these. I warn you, as I warned you before, that those 
who do such things will not inherit the kingdom of God. But the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, 
peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control; against such things there 
is no law. And those who belong to Christ Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passions and 
desires. If we live by the Spirit, let us also walk by the Spirit. 
-Galatians 5:16-25 
 
Jesus…The New Source of Morality 
If then you have been raised with Christ, seek the things that are above, where Christ is, seated at 
the right hand of God. Set your minds on things that are above, not on things that are on earth. 
For you have died, and your life is hidden with Christ in God. 
-Colossians 3:1-3 
 
If anyone will piously and soberly consider the sermon which our Lord Jesus Christ spoke on the 
mount, as we read it in the Gospel according to Matthew, I think that he will find in it, so far as 
regards the highest morals, a perfect standard of the Christian life: and this we do not rashly 
venture to promise, but gather it from the very words of the Lord Himself. For the sermon itself is 
brought to a close in such a way, that it is clear there are in it all the precepts which go to mould 
the life. 
-St. Augustine (354-430), The Lord’s Sermon on the Mount 1.1  
 

Reordering the Virtues 
Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, 
whatever is lovely, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence, if there is anything worthy 
of praise, think about these things. What you have learned and received and heard and seen in 
me—practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you. 
-Philippians 4:8-9 
 
Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form 
of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking 
the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he 
humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross. 
-Philippians 2:5-8 
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The Theological Virtues 
For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know 
fully, even as I have been fully known. So now faith, hope, and love abide, these three; but the 
greatest of these is love. 
-1 Corinthians 13:12-13 
 
The New Law According to Thomas Aquinas 
Nature and Happiness 
Now the principles of reason are those things that are according to nature, because reason 
presupposes things as determined by nature… 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 154 a.12 
 
Therefore God alone constitutes man’s happiness. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 2 a.8 
 
The Internal Principles of Human Action 
 

What is a Human Being?  
A Thomist Anthropology 

 
A Union of Body and Soul 
Now it is clear that the first thing by which the body lives is the soul. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 76 a.1 
 
With an Intellect 
We must therefore assign on the part of the intellect some power to make things actually 
intelligible, by abstraction of the species from material conditions. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 79 a.3 
 
For to understand is simply to apprehend intelligible truth: and to reason is to advance from one 
thing understood to another, so as to know an intelligible truth. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 79 a.8 
 
And a Will 
Therefore the will desires something of necessity…Indeed, more than this, for as the intellect of 
necessity adheres to the first principles, the will must of necessity adhere to the last end, which is 
happiness… 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 82 a.1 
 
And Free-Will 
[F]ree-will which is nothing else but the power of choice. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 83 a.4 
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The proper act of free-will is choice: for we say that we have a free-will because we can take one 
thing while refusing another…Now two things concur in choice: one on the part of the cognitive 
power, the other on the part of the appetitive power. On the part of the cognitive power, counsel 
is required, by which we judge one thing to be preferred to another: and on the part of the 
appetitive power, it is required that the appetite should accept the judgment of counsel. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I 83 a.3 
 
Habits and Virtues 
[H]abit implies a disposition in relation to a thing’s nature, and to its operation or end, by reason 
of which disposition a thing is well or ill disposed thereto. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 49 a.4 
 
Now all virtues, intellectual and moral, that are acquired by our actions, arise from certain natural 
principles pre-existing in us, as above stated: instead of which natural principles, God bestows on 
us the theological virtues, whereby we are directed to a supernatural end, as stated. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 63 a.3 
 
Gifts and Beatitudes 
Active life consists chiefly in man’s relations with his neighbor, either by way of duty or by way of 
spontaneous gratuity. To the former we are disposed—by a virtue, so that we do not refuse to do 
our duty to our neighbor, which pertains to justice—and by a gift, so that we do the same much 
more heartily, by accomplishing works of justice with an ardent desire, even as a hungry and thirsty 
man eats and drinks with eager appetite. Hence the fourth beatitude is: “Blessed are they that 
hunger and thirst after justice.” 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 69 a.3 
 
Fruits 
For the fruits are any virtuous deeds in which one delights… 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 70 a.2 
 
The External Principles of Human Action 
The Law 
Thus from the four preceding articles, the definition of law may be gathered; and it is nothing else 
than an ordinance of reason for the common good, made by him who has care of the community, 
and promulgated. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 90 a.4 
 
Eternal Law 
Now God, by His wisdom, is the Creator of all things in relation to which He stands as the 
artificer to the products of his art…Wherefore as the type of the Divine Wisdom, inasmuch as by It 
all things are created, has the character of art, exemplar or idea; so the type of Divine Wisdom, as 
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moving all things to their due end, bears the character of law. Accordingly the eternal law is 
nothing else than the type of Divine Wisdom… 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 93 a.1 
 
Natural Law 
Wherefore it has a share of the Eternal Reason, whereby it has a natural inclination to its proper 
act and end: and this participation of the eternal law in the rational creature is called the natural 
law. Hence the Psalmist after saying (Ps. 4:6): “Offer up the sacrifice of justice,” as though someone 
asked what the works of justice are, adds: “Many say, Who showeth us good things?” in answer to 
which question he says: “The light of thy countenance, O Lord, is signed upon us”: thus implying 
that the light of natural reason, whereby we discern what is good and what is evil, which is the 
function of the natural law, is nothing else than an imprint on us of the Divine light. It is 
therefore evident that the natural law is nothing else than the rational creature’s participation of 
the eternal law. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 91 a.2 
 
Human Law 
Accordingly we conclude that just as, in the speculative reason, from naturally known 
indemonstrable principles, we draw the conclusions of the various sciences, the knowledge of 
which is not imparted to us by nature, but acquired by the efforts of reason, so too it is from the 
precepts of the natural law, as from general and indemonstrable principles, that the human reason 
needs to proceed to the more particular determination of certain matters. These particular 
determinations, devised by human reason, are called human laws… 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 91 a.3 
 
New Law 
The New Law is the law of the New Testament. But the law of the New Testament is instilled in 
our hearts…Now that which is preponderant in the law of the New Testament, and whereon all its 
efficacy is based, is the grace of the Holy Ghost, which is given through faith in Christ. 
Consequently the New Law is chiefly the grace itself of the Holy Ghost, which is given to those 
who believe in Christ. 
-St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae I-II 106 a.1 
 
Being Moral…Connaturality 
When a man makes a free decision, he takes into account, not only all that he possesses of moral 
science and factual information, and which is manifested to him in concepts and notions, but also 
all the secret elements of evaluation which depend on what he is, and which are known to him 
through inclination, through his own actual propensities and his own virtues, if he has any. 
-Jacques Maritain, Natural Law, p. 19 (1951) 
 
 
 
 
 


