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Moral Development and  
Connecting the Virtues

Aquinas, Porter, and the Flawed Saint

C r a i g  S t e v e n  T i t u s

“The incontinent man is like a city which passes all the right decrees
 and has good laws,
but makes no use of them.”      —Aristotle

The missing link between theory and practice in ethics is moral development. 
Accounting for this link is the major challenge facing ethical theory today. 
Some ethicists would grant moral development only a trivial place in relation 
to issues of normativity, natural law, and the nature of rationality or in relation 
to questions of the adequacy of utilitarian and consequentialist calculations. 
Others would make it an issue for psychology or pedagogy alone, a minor con-
cern. Neglecting moral development, however, risks the danger of construing 
the moral agent as fragmented or determined. Aquinas and other virtue ethi-
cists like Aristotle, by contrast, make it a principal element needed to under-
stand the pursuit of a good moral life and true happiness (beatitude). A source 

Earlier versions of this essay were delivered at the conference “Sujet moral et communau-
té” in Fribourg (CH) and published in French in a volume of the same name edited by Denis 
Müller et al. (Fribourg: Academic Press, 2008). I am grateful for the constructive comments of 
the conference participants. 

The epigraph is taken from Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. Jonathan Barnes (Prince-
ton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 7, 10 [1152a20–22].
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of confusion, however, in certain virtue approaches is found in the doctrine of 
what has been called the unity of the virtues by some, the connection of the 
virtues by others.

St. Thomas Aquinas’s mature works, the Summa theologiae and the Disput-
ed Questions on Virtue,1 on which I will focus, provide one of the primary rea-
sons for a return to the virtues in ethics and in moral theology. His approach 
to virtue allows us a way to better integrate into ethics not only teleology and 
rational adjudication of the natural law, but moral development as well. The 
virtue revival, as is evidenced in the work of Josef Pieper, Elizabeth Anscombe, 
Alasdair MacIntyre, Servais Pinckaers, Stanley Hauerwas, and Jean Porter,2 
has made reference to a longstanding tradition of virtue-based philosophical 
anthropology and moral theology based on the Stoics, Aristotle, Scripture, 
Augustine, and Aquinas. Alongside this revival, caricatures have cropped up 
that reduce virtue ethics to moral psychology, at the expense of normative-
ness, or that view it as a meager agent-ethics. The present inquiry into Aqui-
nas’s doctrine of moral development gives us the opportunity to explore the 
promises and the ambiguities of virtue ethics.

The Virtues of the Flawed Saint?
In order to treat Aquinas’s notion of the virtues and their connection, I 

would like to employ the counterexample of the flawed saint, that is, the trou-
bling illustration of a person who simultaneously exhibits seemingly heroic 
virtues and patent vices. I raise this issue in order to apply virtue theory to the 
thorny issues of human struggles with imperfection, the uncertainty of moral 
development, and the gaps between normative theory and ethical practice. In 
particular, I will employ a counterexample presented by Jean Porter in her arti-

1. In this text, I cite the following translations: The Summa Theologica of St. Thomas Aqui-
nas (Westminster, Md.: Christian Classics, 1981); and Thomas Aquinas, Disputed Questions on 
Virtue, trans. Ralph McInerny (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 1999).

2. Josef, Pieper, The Four Cardinal Virtues: Prudence, Justice, Fortitude, Temperance, trans. 
Richard Winston et al. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1966). G. E. M. 
Anscombe, “Modern Moral Philosophy,” in Collected Philosophical Papers, vol. 3 (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 1981), 26–41. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory 
(Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981); Whose Justice? Which Rationality? 
(London: Duckworth, 1988); The Tasks of Philosophy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2006). Servais Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, trans. Sr. Mary Thomas Noble, O.P. 
(Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 1995); Morality: The Catholic 
View, trans. Michael Sherwin, O.P. (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine Press, 2001); The Pinckaers 
Reader, ed. John Berkman and Craig Steven Titus (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University 
of America Press, 2005). Stanley Hauerwas, The Peaceable Kingdom: A Primer in Christian Eth-
ics (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983); The Hauerwas Reader, ed. John 
Berkman and Michael Cartwright (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2001). Jean Porter, 
Moral Action and Christian Ethics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995).
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cle “Virtue and Sin: The Connection of the Virtues and the Case of the Flawed 
Saint.”3 In order to explain the case of the imperfect hero, Porter proposes re-
formulating Thomas Aquinas’s conception of charity in order not to exclude 
persistent and grave sin. I will ask whether such a reformulation is necessary 
or adequate.

The Sins of a Flawed Saint
Porter engages salient aspects of the life of the Reverend Martin Luther 

King, Jr., the great civil rights advocate, popular leader, pastor, and Nobel lau-
reate. He is widely known and rightly praised for his promotion of nonviolence, 
racial equality, and social justice. According to Porter, King is a martyr to the 
cause of equality; she affirms that he is a “genuine saint and martyr,” who ex-
pressed “virtues in the fullest sense.”4 However, at the same time—and here 
is the foil—she calls him a “flawed saint.” She reports that he also exhibited a 
pattern of vicious activity, namely, repeated marital infidelities. Some sources 
and supposed FBI recordings indicate that these marital infidelities are well 
documented; there are some, however, who believe that they are the fabrica-
tions of a defamation campaign against King. In any case—and our point is 
not to indict or acquit Rev. King—he demonstrated an intention to repent or, 
at least, to give himself a higher ideal in his public addresses, published writ-
ings, and private conversations. In his collection of sermons, Strength to Love, 
he describes the struggle in each person between the higher self (or ego) and 
the lower self, between good and evil, the last of which is expressed in “trag-
ic lust and inordinate selfishness.”5 He often expressed, moreover, his desire 
to accomplish “the will of God” through his work of promoting social justice, 
while knowing that these efforts could cost him his life.6

3. “Virtue and Sin: The Connection of the Virtues and the Case of the Flawed Saint,” Jour-
nal of Religion 75, no. 4 (1995): 521–39. Porter has repeatedly argued, against critiques, that Aqui-
nas’s theory of the connection of the virtues is neither patently false nor trivially true. See an 
earlier attempt at the issue, which she revised: Jean Porter, “The Unity of the Virtues and the 
Ambiguity of Goodness: A Reappraisal of Aquinas’s Theory of the Virtues,” Journal of Religious 
Ethics 21, no. 1 (1993): 137–63, and her book Moral Action, 159–66.

4. Porter, “Virtue and Sin,” 528, 529.
5. Martin Luther King, Jr., Strength to Love (Cleveland, Ohio, 1963), 60, cited in Stephen 

B. Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound: A Life of Martin Luther King, Jr. (New York: HarperPerennial, 
1982), 283–84.

6. Interview for the magazine Time; cited in Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound, 285. Moreover, 
according to his wife, Martin Luther King predicted his own assassination. Immediately after 
having heard of J. F. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963, King said: “I don’t think I’m going to live 
to reach forty . . . This is what is going to happen to me also.” Conversation with his wife; cited 
in Oates, Let the Trumpet Sound, 270.
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In the Catholic tradition, in which Porter speaks, the status of “saint” and 
“martyr” have great significance. To be considered a saint does not exclude 
mistakes, errors, imperfect acts, but it does demand evidence of repentance 
and conversion from known sins. St. Augustine was a “flawed saint” in the 
sense that he lived, according to his Confessions, a part of his life turned to-
ward sin. After his conversion, though, he gave himself to God and took steps 
to contain his acquired weaknesses, which does not mean that he did not err 
or sin, but that he exhibited repentance and the intention to conform his per-
son to Christ for the rest of his life. Furthermore, we call “martyr” a person 
who witnesses to Christ in righteousness at the price of his own life.7 Nonethe-
less, we do not identify the saints and martyrs with their past sins or misdeeds, 
but recognize that the grace of charity permitted them to distance themselves 
from their sins and vices, even if traces of disordered tendencies remained. 
Thus we praise the saints for their greatness and heroic virtue (acts and quali-
ties) without making norms of any past errors.

In contrast to this tradition, the manner in which her article renders Mar-
tin Luther King a flawed saint challenges what Porter believes to be a tradi-
tional understanding of virtue. She recognizes that his repeated unchaste be-
havior is paradoxical, especially inasmuch as she considers him a saint who 
expressed the fullness of the theological virtues of faith, hope, and charity, as 
well as all the infused virtues. It is in this context that Porter offers the exam-
ple of Rev. King as a case for understanding—and revising—the thought of 
Aquinas on the connection of the virtues, and in particular the relation be-
tween the theological virtue of charity and serious “patterns of bad activities 
[and] vices,”8 like marital infidelity. This case of the flawed saint will give us 
a chance to discuss its implications for Aquinas’s theories of the possibility of 
moral development and the connection of the virtues.

I must make two caveats before employing this example, however. First, 
I am not judging the person of Martin Luther King (or someone such as John 
F. Kennedy, who might be put into the same category); discussions of a per-
son’s character flaws do not discredit God’s offer of grace and salvation. Sec-
ond, I can talk only about certain acts that people have observed or intentions 
that King has communicated; this information is limited and its interpretation 
problematic. Moreover, I do not intend to discredit the valiant work done by 
Martin Luther King and a great number of courageous people to overcome un-
just laws and practices and to instill a reign of justice and compassion.

7. See Matt 5:10; also Aquinas, ST II, q. 124, aa. 1 and 5.
8. Porter, “Virtue and Sin,” 529.
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Aquinas on Virtue
Virtue involves good acts that make the person good.9 Aquinas’s thought 

on moral development is articulated around the virtues, which are under-
stood through the concepts of habitus (quality or operational disposition) and 
connaturalization, which explain the possibility of continuity and creativi-
ty in moral agency. St. Thomas defines habitus as an acquired quality that we 
change only with difficulty. Even though it involves continuity and stability, a 
habitus is neither mechanical nor deterministic nor external. It should be dis-
tinguished from what is commonly referred to as a ‘habit.’ A habitus, as an op-
erational disposition that involves rational, volitional, and emotional qualities, 
is unlike the habit of tying one’s shoes without looking. It requires not only 
continued congruous acts in theoretical and practical matters (depending on 
the type of quality), but also creativity in novel situations. It involves the in-
telligence and creativity to bring the general notion of justice, for example, to 
adjudicate a dispute between neighbors about a broken window. Habitus is a 
quality that disposes one to act and that becomes a second nature (connatura-
lis).10 Virtue, as a good type of habitus, involves the internalization of the true 
good in our cognitive, affective, sensate, and intellectual faculties, at person-
al and social levels. It implies the normativeness of the true and the good ac-
quired through reason (or natural law) seen as a human participation in Eter-
nal Law. These normative and behavioral qualities are instilled in a person by 
natural disposition, discipline, rational adjudication, or as a gift of grace.11 
Vice, on the contrary, internalizes apparent goods or patent evil, in some way 
against human nature.

A current problem in virtue theory (and one that entraps Porter) is the 
equivocation that is discernable only when one has distinguished three relat-
ed uses of “virtue” as: (1) a good quality that disposes one to act; (2) a good ac-
tion itself; and (3) a norm, rule, or law that serves as the standard for an action 
or for a dispositional quality.12 In the first sense, virtue is defined as a stable 

9. See De virtutibus communi, q. 1, a. 1.
10. See Summa theologiae I-II, qq. 49–54. The operational habitus cover three tightly related 

domains: (a) temperament or character traits, such as timidity or kindness; (b) acquired and 
stable dispositions to act, that is, the virtues and vices; and (c) individual acts.

11. See De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 3; ST I-II, q. 66, a. 2; ST I-II, q. 106, a. 1, ad 2. Aquinas 
holds that natural dispositions and developments, while commensurate with human native ca-
pacities, depend also on the help of God (auxilio Dei), who is the first and efficacious cause of the 
goodness endemic to nature, cf. ST I-II q. 109, aa. 1 and 3; ST I-II, q. 61, a. 5.

12. Aquinas continually distinguishes operative dispositions from acts; see for example:  
ST I-II qq. 49–56; ST II-II q. 129, a. 3, ad 2. Something of this distinction is found in Halper, who 
identifies two definitions (and two notions) of the virtues in Aristotle: one is functional, based 
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quality or disposition to act morally, as a good operative disposition (habitus 
operativus).13 Aquinas’s most basic philosophical definition avers that “virtue 
denotes a determinate perfection of a power.”14 He also employs a definition 
that has been attributed to Augustine: “virtue is a good quality of the mind, 
by which we live righteously, of which no one can make bad use, which God 
works in us, without us”;15 the last clause refers specifically to infused virtue, 
which we will discuss in passing later. The perfection of any operative habitus 
involves the way in which the power inclines toward and correlates to its end 
or proper act that is judged virtuous inasmuch as it is in accord with reason, 
human and divine—that is, with natural and eternal law.16 In addition to its 
normative characteristics (rectitude and being in accord with reason), a well-
developed acquired virtue involves the tendency to express the psychological 
and behavioral characteristics of ease, promptness, and joy in action.17 In the 
other two related senses, “virtue” is used to refer to the good acts themselves 
and to the norms, rules, or laws used to adjudicate goodness in practice. It is 
evident that virtue, when conceived as a good operative disposition, is closely 
related to concrete action and to a rational standard for judgment found in nat-
ural and divine law.18

Of these three senses, I would argue that, for Aquinas, virtue’s prime an-
alogue is a good operative disposition rather then a particular act or norm. 
However, operative dispositions are good only insofar as they tend toward 
normatively good action; moreover, they need to be distinguished according 
to the type of perfection to which they dispose. Thus the cardinal virtues as 
general conditions of all virtuous activity illustrate the draw toward greater 
moral coherence and normative unity. Rather than seeking simply to uphold 
an abstract norm willy nilly or an isolated good act, the goal of Aquinas’s vir-
tue ethics is to explain human dispositional goodness, and the correlation be-

on proper action that the virtue involves; the other is a psychic version of the virtue, concerning 
the psychological state constituted in the virtue. See Edward Halper, “The Unity of the Virtues 
in Aristotle,” Oxford Studies in Ancient Philosophy 17 (1999): 115–43.

13. ST I-II, q. 55, a. 4.
14. ST I-II, q. 56, a. 1.
15. Augustine, De libero arbitrio, II.19 (PL 32.1268), which Aquinas quotes in ST I-II, q. 55, 

a. 4; De virtutibus in communi, q. 1, a. 2; ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1. According to Odon Lottin (Psycholo-
gie et morale aux XIIe et XIIIe siècles, 8 vols. [Louvain: Abbaye Mont César, 1942–60]), although 
this definition is customarily attributed to St. Augustine, it is probably due to Peter of Poiters in 
his commentary on the Sentences (ST III, I [PL 211, 1041]).

16. See ST I-II, q. 55, a. 4; ST I-II, q. 70, a. 4, ad 1.
17. Cf. De veritatis, q. 20, a. 2; Summa contra Gentiles, bk 3, ch. 150, § 7; De virtutibus cardi-

nalibus, a. 2, ad 2; De virtutibus in communi, q. 1, a. 1; cf. Romanus Cessario, Introduction to Moral 
Theology (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2001), 200–205.

18. Cf. ST I-II, qq. 90–94.



336 Craig Steven Titus

tween the development of such a disposition and the norms and acts that ei-
ther precede them or result from them.

Identifying the correlation of the dispositional, agentive, and normative 
aspects of virtue permits Aquinas to discern the developmental teleology that 
operates in virtue ethics and gives a different appreciation of the general car-
dinal virtues. For Aquinas’s understanding of the general cardinal virtues in-
volves within itself a conception of the unity of the person and the interrela-
tionship of virtuous dispositions that seek to realize moral acts in fitting ways: 
with the good of reason (prudence); with firm will (justice); and with proper 
emotional states concerning attractive goods (temperance); and concerning 
difficulty in attaining good or resisting evil (fortitude).19 These general cardi-
nal virtues depict the dispositional centers around which coherent moral life 
and action turn.

What nuances can this threefold distinction bring to our discussion? If 
applied to a person, in statements such as: Martin Luther King was a “truly 
virtuous” person,20 the first two senses carry different meanings. Certain dis-
cussions, though, including Porter’s discussion of the flawed saint, seem to 
confuse the significance of dispositions and of acts in adjudicating a virtuous 
or vicious character. Noting the ambiguity in Porter’s arguments will help to 
explain the riddle of Martin Luther King, or rather the problem of her inter-
pretation of him. Porter identifies virtues or vices as “actions” in critical parts 
of her argument that concludes by disregarding Aquinas’s thought on the con-
nection of the cardinal virtues based on their being general conditions for 
all the virtues or as being a tendency in any truly virtuous act toward com-
plete virtue. She says: “What [Aquinas’s theory of general cardinal virtues] 
amounts to is a claim that no action can be said to be virtuous in an unquali-
fied sense, unless it can fairly be said to exemplify all of the cardinal virtues in 
some way.”21 She concludes that the cardinal virtues, seen as general virtues, 
represent an uninteresting aspect of virtue.

Such differences in construing virtue, however lead to diverse interpre-
tations of the flawed saint. The failures of such a person might seem to dem-
onstrate that (1) at least his virtues are not infallible dispositions to produce 
objectively good acts or (2) at most his failures discredit him of any claim on 
virtue. The latter position is neither that of Porter nor that of Aquinas. How-
ever, it is in the significance of the first one—namely, the type of imperfection 
possible within the positive pull of the virtues toward further interconnection 
and completeness—that Porter and Aquinas differ, as we will see.

19. Cf. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1. 20. Porter, “Virtue and Sin,” 532.
21. Ibid., 524.
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Moral Anthropology and Types of Virtues
In order to understand the flawed saint, our discussion needs to go be-

yond reflections on general dispositions. If the general cardinal virtues were 
to express the full extent of the connection of virtues—perhaps the weakest 
possible—we could rightly ask whether Aquinas’s account is trivial or ethi-
cally meaningless, since isolated evil acts would disqualify a person from be-
ing considered a person with virtuous dispositions. But before drawing such a 
disqualificatory conclusion, let us look more carefully at moral development 
proper and the nature of failed acts and flawed characters.

Aquinas’s conception of moral development is construed according to: the 
person as a whole in search of happiness (subjective aspect including inten-
tion); human faculties as ordered yet non-determined (as the seats or matters 
of the virtues); and the object of virtue and its acts as objectively discernable. 
Thus virtue (as a disposition) is not identified simply with human neuro- 
physiological and psychological faculties per se, but with their interrelation 
with the finality, ends, and goods (personal and social, natural and divine 
goods) that fulfill the human person in partial, complete, and ultimate ways.22 
When considering the moral agent in terms of human potential, responsibility, 
and freedom, Aquinas’s virtue approach takes into consideration four domains 
that he holds together: cognitive senses (internal and external sense powers); 
affective senses (emotion); intellectual cognition (intuitive and discursive rea-
son); and intellectual affection (intuitive and discursive volition).

Aquinas’s anthropological framework is crucial for understanding the pos-
sibility of the moral development that comprises the cardinal virtues as special 
virtues. This account of the virtues can help to explain moral growth in one 
domain but relative moral stagnation or disorder in another, for example, the 
moral shortfalls of the flawed saint. As I already mentioned, Aquinas considers 
that human moral powers are neither determined to one moral act (at the level 
of discursive reason and will) nor without a source of moral ordering (efficient, 
formal, and final causality). The potential for moral development is rooted in 
human nature, which is normative and which is expressed in the flourishing 
of the capacities to perceive reality, to manage emotions, to reason about ends 
and means, and to seek true goodness, which can all be summarized in terms 
of the quality and correlation of knowledge and love that are practically devel-
oped in comunities.23

Aquinas’s conception of moral virtue as a good operative disposition fur-

22. See ST I-II, qq. 1–5.
23. See Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (London: Duckworth,
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thermore is more modest in its pretensions than some thinkers have supposed. 
What have often been rejected in the past are static notions of virtues, concep-
tions that construe virtue as a type of fixed action, often only intelligible to a 
single cultural milieu. Porter herself refers to true and perfect virtues in ways 
that narrow Aquinas’s thought. She even concludes that his doctrine of the 
connection of the virtues “cannot fully account for this kind of case.”24 How-
ever, Aquinas’s typology of virtue permits us to understand the tendency to-
ward the future (acts) and wholeness (a teleological end) and to account for 
the necessity for new and creative applications or for the possibility of actual 
error that brings us to the question of distinguishing true from false virtues.

Aquinas specifies that virtues are true when they have true and good ends, 
either at proximate or at ultimate levels.25 On the one hand, at the level of 
proximate and particular goods, like being well disposed to pursue the goods 
of civil society, there are true but imperfect virtues. Thus we can have true pa-
tience and true courage that aim at proximate goods, but which could further-
more be directed to one’s ultimate end (since they are not foreign to the fi-
nal end, who is God).26 These virtues, however, are not to be confused with 
the dispositions that pursue ends whose good is only apparent and that give 
counterfeit virtues (or semblances of virtue). In the latter case, people exhibit 
characteristics of one virtue, even seemingly in a heroic degree, but lack other 
cardinal virtues. A favorite example is the courage of those who use their brav-
ery to do evil deeds: the bank robber, the assassin, and figures such as Thomas 
Cromwell (as cited by Porter).27 In sum, the semblance of good leads a person 
away from his final good, while the true good (even when limited to human 
ends such as building houses and planting vineyards) is compatible with ulti-
mate good.

On the other hand, Aquinas affirms that those virtues that aim directly at 
ultimate and universal goods and ends are true virtues, simply speaking (vir-
tus vera simpliciter).28 These virtues are based on the final end (God), who is 
obtained only through the gift of grace found in the virtue of charity. When 

1985, second edition), and Dependent Rational Animals: Why Human Beings Need the Virtues 
(Chicago: Open Court Press, 1999).

24. Porter, “Virtue and Sin,” 533.
25. See ST II-II, q. 23, a. 7; I-II, q. 65, aa. 1 and 2; II-II, q. 151, a. 7.
26. On the limits of this type of true virtue, see also: De virtutibus in communis, a. 7; ST II-II, 

q. 136, a. 3, ad 1, as well as the following discussion of perfect virtue.
27. On the problem of using a virtue for evil purposes, see: ST I-II, q. 66, a. 1; St. Augustine, 

De lib. arb. II. 19. As Josef Pieper specifies in his chapter on fortitude (in The Four Cardinal Vir-
tues), true courage is not simply a matter of controlling one’s fear, but it must be in the service of 
justice and right.

28. ST II-II, q. 23, a. 7.
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treating true courage and true patience, Aquinas discusses whether true vir-
tue can exist without grace and without charity.29 In these questions, we see 
Aquinas’s allegiance to Augustine, who considers virtue “true” only when it is 
simply perfect and theologically complete. Nonetheless, in so doing, Aquinas 
admits that there can be true but imperfect virtue at another level, as we will 
further discuss later on.30

The Possibility of Moral Development
Human Potential and Personal Differences

In addition to the considerations of true or counterfeit, right or wrong, 
good or evil, Aquinas’s virtue theory demands consideration of personal po-
tential and social differences which discount neither norms nor the effects of 
error and sin, but rather make them more evident. Aquinas ascribes the start-
ing point for acquired virtues (both intellectual and moral) “to certain natural 
principles pre-existing in us.”31 Virtue (as second nature) is constructed (1) in 
accord with our specific human nature (essential nature) and (2) in function 
of a person’s individual nature (temperament and character propensities). At 
the social level, family and peer influences, communal interactions, and cul-
turally specific settings tend either to enhance or to restrict growth in virtue. 
The flawed saint, for his part, has embodied moral conflict, error, or weakness 
in three non-exclusive ways.

First, the natural inclinations are the cognitive and affective bases for mor-
al goodness and drives for a virtuous life; they are, however, at first practically 
underspecified, for they must be put into practice and in this putting into prac-
tice the virtues are born. Negative practices and influences (including that of 
original sin) vie with the initial propensity to truth, goodness, self-integrity, or 
pro-social behavior.32 For particular virtues to flourish, a person must actively 
nurture these principles, each one according to its specificity. If he does not, 
there will be immaturity at best, vice at worst.

Second, persons vary in temperamental, affective, and cognitive propensi-

29. See ST II-II, q. 123, a. 10, ad 3; II-II, q. 136, a. 3; and Craig Steven Titus, Resilience and the 
Virtue of Fortitude: Aquinas in Dialogue with the Psychosocial Sciences (Washington, D.C.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2006), 172, 326–33.

30. See ST I-II, q. 55, a. 4.
31. ST I-II, q. 63, a. 3; see also I-II, q. 51, a. 1; I-II, q. 63, a. 1; I-II, q. 63, a. 2. Aquinas’s under-

standing of the interrelation of nature and nurture can be seen in his handling of habitus in ST 
I-II, q. 50, a. 1.

32. Cf. ST I-II, q. 94, a. 2; ST I-II, q. 63, a. 1. Cf. Matthew Levering, “Natural Law and Natu-
ral Inclinations: Rhonheimer, Pinckaers, McAleer,” The Thomist 70, no. 2 (2006): 155–201.
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ties. Some individuals are more fit and able for science, others for fortitude or 
temperance, and so on. A person’s particular makeup of bodily sensory powers 
and emotions helps or hinders the exercise of rational powers.33 While having 
natural strengths at this level, the flawed saint may also have other weakness-
es. Often, as Aristotle said, an attitudinal strength that is not connected with 
the network of virtues may entail a tendency to an opposing weakness: for in-
stance, a weakness in patience for the bold, in magnanimity for the timid, in 
courage for the fearful.34

Third, at the level of virtue and vice proper, since operative habitus are 
more or less mature and well-formed dispositions, the flawed saint will unre-
mittingly need to bolster his integrity. He will have to persist to make progress 
in acquired virtue and in the interconnection of his virtues. If he has devel-
oped negative operative dispositions in the past, he will need to correct these 
by moving away from vice, through intermediate states, before being able to 
express fuller manifestations of virtue. Here we need to differentiate the per-
sonal disorders, relational weaknesses, inexperience, or errors—that are not 
in the realm of moral responsibility—from outright moral disorder as disposi-
tion or act (as vice or sin).

Aquinas’s notion of perfection brings nuance also to the differences of 
personal capacity and state of life (for example, different commitments of the 
married, single, or consecrated persons) and it admits differences that are due 
to certain external situations (the lack of financial means to be magnificent, 
for example). Aquinas notes that the four cardinal virtues perfect a human be-
ing as regards his general state—in other words, these virtues are necessary 
and possible for everyone (withstanding cases of grave limitations at perceptu-
al, psychological, or experiential level). Aquinas holds, nonetheless, that even 
without experience in eminent or particular virtues, the preparation of the 
general virtues does prepare a person for further developments, if experience 
so presents the possibility. Thus, he speaks of a “proximate potency” (in poten-
tia propinqua) that a full range of basic (general) moral virtues provides,35 but 
which without some experience and effort cannot become associated virtues. 
This also applies to different types of prudence that must be learned—family 
prudence, political prudence, military prudence, and, we might add, nonvio-
lent prudence, in the case of Martin Luther King.

33. Cf. ST I-II, q. 63, a. 1.
34. Cf. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1.
35. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1, ad 1; De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2, ad 5.
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Growth, Change, and Stability
Such considerations of the development of virtue are pertinent because 

neither does moral theory directly translate into moral action nor do natural 
inclinations directly become well-formed virtuous dispositions. The affective 
and cognitive capacities of the human person interact in the exercise of mor-
al judgments and in more or less consequent moral action. Furthermore, just 
as one good action does not a virtuous disposition make,36 so repetition and 
experience cut a path for constructing virtue or vice, conceived as stable ac-
quired dispositions to act toward good or evil. But in the meantime, moral im-
maturity or neglect concerning these dispositions leads to inconsistencies and 
errors.

For Aquinas, the possibility of moral development means that we have 
to account for or at least presume that human beings are capable of intelli-
gent, free, and responsible action.37 Aquinas’s approach is an anti-determinist 
position on the level of habitus and virtues (concerning discursive reason and 
will), for he seeks to provide an account of (1) of change, contingency, and 
even inconsistency, as well as (2) stability, consistency, and even necessity, in 
a person’s moral character. He construes the acquired virtues (good habitus), 
moreover, in a non-infallibilist way. The stability of a disposition to act does 
not eradicate the difficulty of translating the disposition into good actions, be-
cause of a number of circumstances: ignorance, novelty of the situation, tech-
nical incompetence, physical or psychosocial incapacitation (sickness, sleep, 
neuroses, psychoses), diversity of seemingly valid options, the pull of other 
dispositions, influences from peers or the culture, and so on.

Lastly, in the midst of these contingencies, Aquinas holds a nonrelativist 
position, in which the normative conception of goodness is grounded in the 
twofold rule of “human reason and Divine Law.”38 Human virtue, as a good 
operative habitus, demands the construction (perfection) of a natural human 
power according to the twofold rule: (1) directed by the order of human reason 
and the natural law (formal cause), and (2) guided by Divine Law of the New 
Law of grace (efficient cause).39

But the recognition of potential strength and weakness leads to further 

36. Cf. ST I-II, q. 51, a. 3; I-II, q. 63, a. 1.
37. See Aquinas’s preface to the prima secunda, which builds upon the Book of Genesis 

(1:27) and St. John Damascene (De fide orthodoxa, ii, 12).
38. De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2; ST I-II, q. 63, a. 2; q. 19, aa. 3 and 4.
39. Aquinas draws from both scriptural and Ciceronian authority in this regard. See ST II-

II, q. 58, a. 3; ST II-II, q. 58, a. 12, s.c.; 3 Sent. d. 33, q. 1, a. 2, s.c. 2.
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questions: Is the flawed saint an example of a person who has certain clearly 
developed virtuous strengths and, at the same time, certain clearly developed 
vicious weaknesses? Or is vice too much to admit? In order to respond to this 
question, we need to understand the possibility of partial developments and to 
distinguish between the types of perfection and completeness in the acquired 
virtues.

Does the Virtuous Mean Concern Acts or Dispositions?
Even though the human good must be appraised with respect to the two-

fold rule of human reason and Divine Law, Aquinas exhibits practical modesty 
in recognizing that there is not always only one right practical answer. More-
over, contingencies increase as one moves from speculative theory to more 
concrete levels of practical theory and action. A person is not always rational-
ly certain about the probity concerning practical details of his judgment. Fur-
thermore, one may patently fail in a particular act (act of injustice, anger, or 
infidelity when drunk or ill) without losing the acquired disposition (in these 
cases, the acquired dispositions of justice, meekness, or chastity) because the 
use of a habitus is subject to our will and one act does not destroy such an ac-
quired disposition.40 Moreover, in Aquinas’s construal, a large middle ground 
between diverse erroneous extremes constitutes pathways of virtue or moral 
development (and undevelopment). In reference to his notion of the virtuous 
mean, Porter overlooks crucial distinctions between general traits of virtues 
and what Aquinas calls true and perfect virtue.41

The doctrine of the mean of virtue helps one further understand the flawed 
saint in three ways. First, besides particular aspects of justice, the cardinal vir-
tues do not involve an arithmetic mean or calculation. Rather, the other car-
dinal virtues exercise a rational mean regarding the matter of the virtue. In 
conformity to reason, as a maximum (maxima bona or ultimum potentiae), the 
moral virtues of courage and temperance seek a middle position between ex-
tremes of a particular passion in order to achieve the good: “where it is right; 
when it is right; and for an end that is right.”42

Second, within the moral norm of being in conformity with reason, we can 
account for certain differences between two persons because different persons 

40. Cf. ST I-II, q. 49, a. 3; and q. 63, a. 2, ad 2.
41. Porter states (“Virtue and Sin,” 529) that Aquinas (ST I-II, q. 63, a. 2, ad 2) has not ruled 

out the possibility of perfect acquired virtue. In this particular text, though, Aquinas does not 
predicate “perfect” of the acquired virtues. Reference to perfect acquired virtue (as a disposi-
tion) needs to be made in the context of I-II, q. 65, aa. 1 and 2, which identify the limits of such 
perfection, as I shall outline presently.

42. ST I-II, q. 64, a. 1, ad 2.



 Moral Development and Connecting the Virtues 343

(or the same person at different times) must consider different circumstances 
and have different resources on hand. This explains something of individual 
moral diversity within normative probity, for a virtuous disposition can be ac-
tualized (but also sidetracked) in various ways. Thus Aquinas says:

In actions and passions the mean and the extremes depend on various circumstanc-
es: hence nothing hinders something from being extreme in a particular virtue as to 
one circumstance, while the same thing is a mean in respect of other circumstances, 
through being in conformity with reason.43

Thus, the practices of magnanimous or magnificent virtue will be rightly great 
and even “extreme” when requisite capacities or resources are on hand, accord-
ing to Aristotle.44 The mean in great gifts and acts involves having measured 
one’s own capacities. They would be excessive for others. To strive for certain 
types of intellectual, political, and artistic excellences will overstep one per-
son’s capacities, but not another’s. Nonetheless, according to Aquinas, there is 
also a proportionally great use of resources, even when they are slim; as in the 
case of the poor widow (Mk 12:43; Lk 21:3), whose mite is proportionally grand 
in relationship to her holdings and whose interior choice is magnificent.45

Third, according to Aristotle, not every virtuous person has all the virtu-
ous dispositions in the same degree. The contemplative and the ruler have dif-
ferent measures of speculative and practical wisdom, although both fall into 
the mean of virtue, in each virtue and overall.46 Aquinas is particularly nu-
anced concerning subjective differences between people and the changes of 
a developmental state over time. He states that one virtue, considered on the 
part of the subject, differs.

Because one man is better disposed than another to attain to the mean of virtue 
which is defined by right reason; and this, on account of either greater habituation, 
or a better natural disposition, or a more discerning judgment of reason, or again a 
greater gift of grace, which is given to each one “according to the measure of the giv-
ing of Christ,” as stated in Ephesians 4:9.47

Such variances in nature and grace explain something of the challenges that 
face the person who seeks to attain the rational mean of virtue.

43. Ibid.
44. See Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 4, 3 (1123b13); and Eckart Schütrumpf, “Magnanim-

ity, megalopsychia, and the System of Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics,” Archiv für Geschichte des 
Philosophie 71 (1989): 10–22.

45. Cf. ST II-II, q. 134, a. 3, ad 4; I, q. 95, a. 4; II-II, q. 32, a. 4, c. and ad 3.
46. Cf. Halper, “The Unity of the Virtues,” 135–43.
47. ST I-II, q. 66, a. 1. Cf. 1 Cor 10:7–9; ST I-II, q. 66, a. 2.
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The Connection of the Virtues
This discussion of moral development and the mean of virtue leaves two 

questions unanswered: Do the flawed saint’s virtues admit of degrees? Do 
they call upon each other for fulfillment? Jean Porter, in employing Martin Lu-
ther King as an example of a flawed saint, wants to affirm that someone can ex-
press true virtue and persistent vice contemporaneously. The incommensura-
bility of this portrayal with Aquinas’s doctrine on virtue leads Porter to revise 
Aquinas’s teaching on charity. However, Aquinas has other ways to solve the 
problem; one is his conception of the connection of the virtues.

A Unity or Connection of the Virtues?
Porter rightly confirms that Aquinas does not hold a Platonic or Stoic no-

tion of the unity of the virtues.48 Aquinas is clear: while agreeing with the Sto-
ics that the nature of virtue in itself “consists in a maximum,” he disagrees with 
them (through Simplicius’s Commentary on Aristotle’s Categories) regarding 
virtue construed as an acquired disposition. He says:

The nature of virtue does not require that man should reach the mean of right rea-
son as though it were an indivisible point, as the Stoics thought; but it is enough that 
he should approach the mean, as stated in the Nicomachean Ethics (ii, 6 [1106b18–
23]). Moreover, one same indivisible mark is reached more nearly and more readily 
by one than by another: as may be seen when several archers aim at a fixed target.49

Aquinas holds that the “essence of virtue” demands that one hit the target (and 
thus “approach the mean”). A Stoic interpretation demands hitting consistent-
ly an indivisible point (the bull’s eye within a bull’s eye). If, as such an interpre-
tation has it, the doctrine of the unity of virtue seeks a monolithic or a static 
notion of perfection, then no one is just, temperate, courageous, or prudent if 
they miss any one of them in any part at any time. By contrast, Aquinas’s no-

48. Plato construes the virtues in relation to the true Good. The virtue of wisdom gives a 
person the capacity to establish a just interrelation among the parts of the soul, among his vir-
tues, and in his actions (cf. Republic IV; Phaedo 67c–70a; Meno 81a–e; Laws 643b–644c. See 
Thomas C. Brickhouse and Nicholas D. Smith, “Socrates and the Unity of the Virtues,” Jour-
nal of Ethics 1, no. 4 (1997): 311–24. Plato speaks of a type of unity of the virtues, a unity that is 
founded on the interchangeability of the virtues with the good, which has been construed to re-
duce the virtues to a single point.

Stoic notions of virtue have a unity in the logos; however, they construe not so much a unity 
of the virtues but a mutual calling forth of the virtues. The essence of any virtue is found in the 
being in accord with reason or the natural law. See Simplicius’s Commentary on the Predicaments 
[Categories], cited by Aquinas (ST I-II, q. 66, a. 1).

49. ST I-II, q. 66, a. 1; see also De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 3.
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tion of the connection of the virtues simply requires that one has a disposition 
to seek a virtuous mean in all these areas, which does not guarantee that the 
person will succeed every time in the actualization of a virtuous intention or 
plan; rather, it means that he will refine his acts in function of these goods in 
reasonable measure with the hope of greater ease, spontaneity, and joy in the 
doing over time. Thus, for Aquinas, there are degrees of attaining the essence 
of virtue.

Aquinas moreover construes two ways that virtues are interconnected, 
either by acquired prudence (the master skill of the cardinal virtues) or by 
charity (which pertains to the infused and theological virtues).50 Prudence 
discerns, adjudicates, and puts into action the rational norm that has been dis-
covered in the exercise of prudence.51 In the work of prudence, preparedness 
of mind (preparatione animi) aids a person to be ready for virtuous acts even 
when they have no previous direct experience (magnificence for the poor and 
equanimity in bearing misfortunes for the prosperous person). Prudence does 
not function alone, however. Because of the significance of the four major ar-
eas of the cardinal virtues, it is hard to imagine a true and perfect virtue func-
tioning without the assistance of the others. Can a person properly attend to 
a question of justice (with the whole repertoire of qualities), if he is subject to 
desires for domination or possessions, or if he is preoccupied by fear? He will 
at least be distracted, perhaps dulled, and find the task unpleasant. Nonethe-
less, he might also have a moment of clarity and concentration needed to do 
what is right and good, at the right time—however, without having a consis-
tent disposition to do so. Aquinas holds that prudence needs the other dispo-
sitions, and vice versa: the other moral dispositions will not attain the norm of 
virtue without prudence, which is the means by which the rational norm is dis-
cerned and put into practice.

At this point, two further issues about the connection of the virtues arise. 
First, need everyone act identically in order to be considered virtuous? Con-
cerning the virtue of seeking what is truly great (magnanimity or great-
souledness), Aquinas says: “The mutual connection of the virtues does not ap-
ply to their acts, as though everyone were competent to practice the acts of all 
the virtues. Wherefore the act of magnanimity is not becoming to every vir-
tuous man, but only to great men.”52 Not everyone has the particular intellec-
tual capacities needed (such as concentration and perspicacity). Two virtuous 
persons will not necessarily act exactly alike, because of other more mundane 

50. Cf. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1.  51. Cf. ST II-II, q. 47, a. 8.
52. ST II-II, q. 129, a. 3, ad 2.
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skills, as well; for example, it would not be courageous for a non-swimmer to 
jump into deep water to save a drowning child, when skilled swimmers are 
willing and able.

A second issue concerns the connection of the virtues as a proximate dis-
position (in propinqua dispositione), that is, as a basis for virtues not yet explic-
itly developed.53 The principles of all virtues support virtuous habitus because 
of the unity of the person (the soul), either by way of actually possessing a hab-
itus or by proximate disposition to one. When purposely performing virtuous 
acts (like temperance, justice, patience, and so on), a person performs the acts 
of the other virtues and is on the way to acquiring the related virtues as well. 
However, if a person repeatedly performs divided acts (of which he is respon-
sible for the immoral intention or object), he will develop imperfect virtue at 
best, vice at worst, and these acts will lead to the corruption of prudence as 
well.

Perfect and Imperfect Virtues
With the important discussion of true versus counterfeit virtues in mind, 

Aquinas distinguishes the perfect (or complete) and imperfect (or incom-
plete) connections of the virtues. He thus seeks to account for the phenom-
enon of the inconsistency and partiality of acquired virtue. In a set of parallel 
texts of his Summa theologiae (I-II, q. 65, aa. 1 and 2) and his Disputed Questions 
on Virtue (De virtutibus in cardinalibus, a. 2), Aquinas identifies four types of 
virtue by distinguishing perfect from imperfect virtues, based on whether or 
not they are necessarily connected, and acquired from infused virtues, based 
on their natural and supernatural supports.

A first grade of virtue involves inclinations that are poorly connected or 
connected only by isolated dispositions and that tend toward disparate goods. 
These inclinations, which can exist from an early age, are uneven and can be 
used badly. They lack prudence, do not attain right reason, and do not fulfill 
the definition of virtue. Such virtues are simply imperfect (imperfecta quidem 
moralis virtus and omnino imperfectae); for example, we find people who by na-
ture or habituation promptly exercise generosity, but not chastity.54

Second, there are acquired moral virtues that incline us to “do a good deed 
well” and that are connected by the virtue of prudence. The connection of 
such perfect moral virtues (perfecta virtus moralis) can be understood through 
the concepts of general and specific cardinal virtues. Aquinas explains that 
such acquired moral virtues are limited to works fitting to the natural good 

53. See ST II-II, q. 129, a. 3, ad 2; De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2, ad 9.
54. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1.
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of man,55 and to the use of right reason for the human good (aliqualiter per-
fectae per comparationem ad bonum humanum).56 He adds that when these vir-
tues “are acquired thus, they can be without charity, even as they were in many 
of the Gentiles (gentilibus).”57 Aquinas holds that without grace, human be-
ings can have an imperfect type of acquired virtue: “Wherefore, though man 
cannot avoid mortal sin without grace, so as never to sin mortally, yet he is 
not hindered from acquiring a habit of virtue, whereby he may abstain from 
evil in the majority of cases, and chiefly in matters most opposed to reason.”58 
The perfection of acquired moral virtues is limited by their natural end and by 
the type of consistency that can be assured by acquired virtue. Aquinas ex-
plains not only that the perfection is limited, but also that these qualities are 
virtues only in a restricted sense (secundum quid), “for they direct man well in 
respect of the last end in some particular genus of action.”59 Inasmuch as they 
fall short of compatibility with the ultimate end (God through charity) such 
virtue does not attain the full notion of virtue.

Third, Aquinas considers the difference that grace makes for the life of vir-
tue. It is only because of charity (which is grounded in faith and hope)60 that 
the infused virtues can produce good acts according to a supernatural last end  
(ultimum finem supernaturalem); as such they are perfect and can be called vir-
tues simply (simpliciter perfectae). Aquinas furthermore argues that being dis-
posed well to one’s ultimate end, namely God, is necessary for infused prudence 
to proceed aright. The work of infused prudence is more perfect than that of 
acquired prudence and, likewise, infused prudence perfects the other infused 
moral virtues in order not only to do what is good, but to do it well.61 Infused 
moral virtues are in accordance with Divine Law, concern salvation, and make 
the human effort simply good.62 Needless to say, infused moral virtues do not 
render a person necessarily competent in practical matters, such as adjudicating 
between the means of providing food and lodging for the needy. In this context, 
Aquinas affirms that infused prudence alone can draw reasons for action from 
this ultimate end, which is attained only through charity. This discussion of the 
connection of the virtues uses the perfect/imperfect distinction comparatively: 
a connected, acquired virtue is perfect in comparison with unconnected moral 
virtue, but imperfect in comparison with infused connected virtue.63

55. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 2. 56. De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2.
57. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 2. 58. ST I-II, q. 63, a. 2, ad 2.
59. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 2. 60. See ST I-II, q. 65, a. 5.
61. See ST I-II, q. 65, a. 4.
62. See De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2; ST I-II, q. 65, a. 1; ST II-II, q. 47, a. 14, ad 1.
63. For a discussion of prudence and the connection of the virtues, see the debate in The 

Thomist between Brian Shanley, “Aquinas on Pagan Virtue,” The Thomist 63, no. 4 (1999): 
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Aquinas also identifies a fourth type of virtue, which Jean Porter does 
not discuss (to my knowledge). This is the infused virtue that is not connect-
ed with the others. Aquinas explains the possibility of possessing infused vir-
tue in merely habitual or inchoate states (habituales formae).64 Although all the 
virtues are infused with charity, they are not necessarily exercised, as when 
there is an impediment (sleep, drunkenness, sickness, psychological disorders, 
the effects of lingering dispositions of past sins, or age-immaturity) or as when 
one exhibits perfect faith but imperfect charity.65

Imperfect infused virtue refers also to the process of connecting the vir-
tues when the rational and affective capacities develop from childhood to ma-
turity, as for example, after infant baptism has given infused grace, but before 
the infant’s intelligent and affective capacities have matured. Even though all 
the virtues are infused with charity, each must be put into practice or else it 
will remain in an inchoate state. However, it should be noted that to wilful-
ly neglect such theological development is neither innocent nor anything but 
a disordered state itself. Here we have numerous insights that are potentially 
useful to understand our flawed saint.

The Middle Ground between Virtue and Vice
One final aspect for adjudicating the counterexample of the flawed saint 

involves the developmental middle ground between virtue and vice. For Aqui-
nas holds that virtuous acts can be produced in different ways, even in a type 
of developmental continuum that admits of gaps. This becomes apparent when 
we revisit Aquinas’s account of the diverse states of temperance (and chasti-
ty). This issue is especially pertinent to our discussion because Porter’s article, 
“Virtue and Sin,” ignores the pertinent distinction between the virtues of tem-
perance and continence, the state of incontinence, and the vice of intemper-
ance.66 Without these distinctions, some moral features in her account of Mar-
tin Luther King are impossible to account for.

553–77; Angela McKay, “Prudence and Acquired Moral Virtue,” The Thomist 69, no. 4 (2005): 
535–55; and Thomas Osborne, “Perfect and Imperfect Virtues in Aquinas,” The Thomist 71, no. 
1 (2007): 39–64. 

64. De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2, c., ad 2 and 3; and ST I-II, q. 65, a. 3. ad 2.
65. For a discussion of impediments, see ST I-II, q. 65, a. 3, ad 2; De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 

2, ad 2 and 3; see also De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 3, ad 12 and 13.
For a discussion of the need of faith for charity, see ST I-II, q. 65, a. 4. Moreover, by nature 

or a gift of grace even the saints are inclined to perform more promptly certain virtuous acts 
rather than others; cf. De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2, ad 1.

66. At the beginning of the treatise on temperance, Aquinas distinguishes the virtue (ST 
II-II, q. 141) from the vices opposed to it (II-II, q. 142). In the rest of the treatise, besides distin-
guishing continence (II-II, q. 155) from incontinence (II-II, q. 156), he discusses temperance’s
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For Aquinas, a virtue like chastity is not simply opposed to a contrary vice 
of lust or infidelity. Rather, Aquinas paints the full anthropological portrait of 
the virtue, at emotional, volitional, and cognitive levels. When the emotional 
or volitional elements are lacking a virtuous disposition, there are two differ-
ent states that are not vice per se, but rather intermediate conditions on a de-
velopmental trajectory either toward vice or toward virtue.

First, in the condition of continence, there is external consistency but in-
ternal struggle. While having practical knowledge of what is good to do, a per-
son may struggle with conflicts of desire, disordered fascinations with power, 
or compulsions to pleasure. These struggles may be due to certain acquired 
flaws, for example, in the capacity to manage emotions and to refocus imagi-
nation and memory. Such people pursue and ponder the attraction that they 
feel for men or women other than their spouse. They experience sadness, since 
they do not have new outlets for venereal pleasure and psychosexual attrac-
tions. They face difficulties in controlling their thoughts about genital arous-
al and interpersonal intimacies. These emotional and cognitive states do not 
bolster one’s moral and spiritual goals. Nonetheless, thanks to a semi-virtue, 
namely continence, a person remains continent or faithful in act.67 While he 
does not fall, he does not act with ease, spontaneity, and pleasure either. Such  
a person is a more or less flawed saint, holding on by sheer willpower.68

Another state is that of incontinence in which a person still understands 
what it means to be faithful to his or her spouse and longs to be so.69 Howev-
er, he fails because of weakness of will. This state is distinguished from that of 
vice, because he has not lost his practical judgment about what is good (pre-
cisely, that it is good to live conjugal fidelity). Thus, an incontinent disposition 
exhibits rational rectitude, but disorder at the level of emotions and, more spe-
cifically, failure at the level of the will. Some have considered it a temporary 
vice.70 For Aquinas, one such act does not destroy an acquired virtuous dispo-

related virtues and vices, namely, shamefacedness, honesty, abstinence, fasting, sobriety, chas-
tity, virginity, clemency and meekness, modesty, and humility, on the one hand, and gluttony, 
drunkenness, lust, anger, cruelty, and pride, on the other.

67. Cf. ST II-II, q. 155, a. 1; see also aa. 2–4.
68. For a more extensive treatment of weakness of will, see Tobias Hoffmann, “Aquinas on 

the Moral Progress of the Weak Willed,” in The Problem of Weakness of Will in Medieval Philoso-
phy, ed. Tobias Hoffmann, Jörn Müller, and Matthias Perkams (Leuven: Peters, 2006), 221–47.

69. Cf. In Ethic., bk. VII, lect. 8, §§ 1430 and 1443; ST II-II, q. 156, aa. 1–4; In Ethic., bk. VII, 
lect. 9, § 1454.

70. A “temporary vice” would involve a vicious act rather than a vicious disposition. Bon-
nie Kent says that Aquinas “stresses that intemperance is habitual, incontinence only tempo-
rary. Incontinence is like a transitory vice. The incontinent judges from passion, though not 
from habit, that bodily pleasures are good in themselves . . . In this the incontinent differs from 
the intemperate, who has a perverted conception of the good, but who chooses and acts in 
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sition, even though, if repeated, such acts erode a disposition and start to cre-
ate another, the vice of intemperance. With grace or after the waning of the 
strong emotion, the incontinent person will repent, while the intemperate one 
will relish the act that has become second nature to him.71

Conclusion: Can We Value the Flawed Saint?
With these distinctions on hand, I return to Jean Porter’s position on the 

paradox of the flawed saint. While recognizing, as did Aquinas,72 that moral 
disorders skew the other domains of virtue, she claims that his view on the 
connection of the virtues

can indeed allow for the possibility that someone who is truly virtuous is nonethe-
less also morally flawed in some ways. However, I have since come to the conclusion 
that this solution is only plausible if the moral flaws in question are not too serious. 
Once we consider the case of someone like King, whose moral struggles apparently 
involved repeated extramarital affairs, it is less convincing. What makes this case so 
difficult is not the fact that many of King’s struggles involved “sexual sins”; the diffi-
culty lies in the fact that repeated infidelity seems to imply a kind of callousness, or 
at best a lack of appropriate regard, both toward one’s spouse and also toward one’s 
other partners.73

Porter goes on to adjudicate that a person can be a genuine saint, a subject of 
“perfect virtue,” but also a subject of true and persistent vice, based on her con-
viction that King was a true saint and a serious sinner. Porter says, in sum: “My 
own view is that the example of King, and of other flawed saints, offers nearly 
conclusive evidence that Aquinas was wrong to say that the life of charity is 
inconsistent with serious sin.”74 It seems to me that if Porter had been more 
attentive to Aquinas’s notions of intermediate states between virtue and vice, 
the imperfect-perfect distinction concerning the connections between the 
virtues, and the process of returning to grace and charity after grave sin, she 
could have accounted better for the type of flaw and the type of virtue exhibit-
ed by Martin Luther King. In particular, she would have recognized Aquinas’s 
account of the possibility of an imperfect connection of charity and the other 
infused virtues, since one act of charity does not guarantee the next and since 

accordance with it.” Bonnie Kent, “Transitory Vice: Thomas Aquinas on Incontinence,” Journal 
of the History of Philosophy 27, no. 2 (1989): 199–223, esp. 201 and 214.

71. Cf. ST II-II, q. 156, a. 3; In Ethic., bk. VII, lect. 9, § 1454.
72. See ST I-II, q. 58, a. 5. 
73. Porter, “Virtue and Sin,” 532.
74. Ibid., 538.
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the infused virtues are possessed in inchoate states (habituales formae)75 be-
fore they are put into practice.

Moreover, at the level of acquired virtue, Aquinas’s developmental per-
spective recognizes that there are two tendencies in acquired incontinence or 
continence: (1) as a movement away from vice and toward virtue—a growth 
in imperfect prudence; or (2) as a movement from a more virtuous tendency 
toward vice—a decrease in virtue. Aquinas’s reflections on the connection of 
acquired moral virtue do not deny the possibility of error and sin in the flawed 
saint. However, they affirm that every act counts, even though the odd act 
does not make or break an acquired disposition.

At another level, the infused virtues are gifts that depend not only on 
God’s giving but also on a person’s receiving them and persisting in their good 
use. Although they are not attained and possessed in the same way as acquired 
virtues—since they are gratuitously given—infused virtues must nonetheless 
be put into humble and obedient practice in cooperation with grace. True and 
perfect virtue requires persisting in progress, for Aquinas. A static point does 
not exist. At any moment, either a person advances toward a more coherent 
connection of these dispositions or he regresses,76 even though fallow times do 
not demonstrate their necessity and fruitfulness until later. Thus for St. Thom-
as, charity (as a fledgling disposition) neither guarantees its own full develop-
ment or the connection of the other infused virtues nor guarantees a coherent 
psychological structure of the acquired virtues (as dispositions).77 Aquinas ex-
plains that in the exercise of infused moral virtues we can “experience difficul-
ty in their works, by reason of certain ordinary dispositions remaining from 
previous acts. This difficulty does not occur in respect of acquired moral vir-
tue: because the repeated acts by which they are acquired, remove also the 
contrary dispositions.”78 Nonetheless, a life of charity (with efforts to acquire 
natural dispositions through good and just practices) will aid one to come to 
maturity in theological virtue and to attain the psychological ease (or at least 
the lack of sadness) with which to exercise it. It also will overcome, in time, 
certain difficulties that have resulted from previous acts.

In conclusion, Aquinas’s understanding of moral development and the 
connection of the virtues give us reason to better understand the example of 

75. De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2, c., ad 2 and 3; and ST I-II, q. 65, a. 3, ad 2.
76. See ST II-II, q. 24, a. 6.
77. See his discussion of the three stages of charity in ST II-II, q. 24, a. 9. Moreover, Aqui-

nas does say that the “acts of infused virtues do not cause habitus, but due to them pre-existing 
habitus are increased.” De virtutibus in communi, a. 10, ad 19.

78. ST I-II, q. 65, a. 3, ad 2. Cf. De virtutibus cardinalibus, a. 2, ad 2; De virtutibus in communi, 
a. 10, ad 14.
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human inconsistency in our heroes and to appreciate the flawed saint, but at a 
different level than that proposed by Jean Porter. Charity and prudence help 
us, in their proper ways, to make progress toward a more coherent moral and 
spiritual life, not only in good acts, but in virtuous dispositions as well. Char-
ity explains the growth of coherence in the spiritual life, while its absence ex-
plains moral inconsistency and spiritual demise. For at the level of acts, char-
ity does not cohabitate with certain deeds, that is, with serious sin. Therefore, 
Aquinas would praise King’s heroic deeds of justice, while also recognizing 
that they are imperfectly connected with charity and other virtues, inasmuch 
as King was conjugally unfaithful or unjust. Aquinas’s approach in this regard 
is nuanced and humble. It construes moral development as a process of habitu-
alizing, connaturalizing, and connecting the virtues, while not losing hope for 
all flawed saints. In particular, God can revive the flawed saint—after a grave 
sin—to repent, to seek forgiveness, and to repair (when possible) the damage 
done. The person thus returns to the pathway of development with renewed 
charity and infused virtue, which includes the possibility of further connect-
ing the virtues, sanctifying desire, and even being disposed to martyrdom in a 
state of grace.


