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A study of the most important aspects in the etlit§homas
Aquinas, with special emphasis on its current Ehee.
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It is the purpose of this congress to show théngstalue of the
thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, the patron saintachdemic
institutions, where theology and philosophy aregtdwnot only at
the speculative level but also in their applicasidor practical
life. In this conference, the importance of Thorsasoral thought
should be brought out. Since the subject is immemsethe time
allotted is limited, | can only briefly touch on atl assume to be
the most noteworthy themes, which, | hope, will whthe
unsurpassed depth and lasting truth of Thomas’saintoought.

1. DID ST. THOMAS DEVELOP APHILOSOPHICAL ETHICS?

A first question is whether we can speak of a Tisbimi
philosophical ethics. The Angelic Doctor was foremoa
theologian, and never taught philosophy at the Baad Arts in
Paris or in Naples. It is true that he wrote anlépth commentary
on the Nicomachean Ethic®f Aristotle, but some students of
Thomas argue that his Aristotelian commentarienadbexpress
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his own views but are just stating Aristotle’s pinsis with great
clarity. Others, however, say that he is not aaldd interpreter of
the Stagirite: he corrects him and introduces @hansviewpoints
into his explanation of the tektYet R. Gauthier, the editor of the
remarkable Leonine edition of ti&ententia in libros Ethicorum
has argued that Aquinas consideredNimomachean Ethicesot as
a summary of Aristotle’'s views, but simply abhe moral
philosophy? For St. Thomas, Aristotle’s text was a valuable
treatise of ethics, whose contents he himself dedep must say
that | fully agree with Fr. Gauthier's apprai8dlowever, to
perform an exposé of the science of moratsording to the
correct order of themesas Thomas himself would write it, we
must go beyond the Commentary and turn to the Skeearnt of the
Summae Theologide

It is true that theSummais a theological treatise. Nevertheless,
large sections of the text unfold at the level atumal reason
(although they were elaborated in the light of ®ded contra
arguments, which are mostly taken from divine ratreh or the
doctrine of the Church, and are clearly subsentienhe theology
of faith). In the First Part, we find such textstire articles on the
Five Ways, the discussion of the attributes of Gadd so
forth. Similarly, in the Second Part we have a cletgpand well
ordered exposition of ethics as elaborated by ahteason. When
one carefully analyzes the relevant questions amidles this
becomes obvious. This is the reason why in thigezence | shall
rely mainly on what Aquinas writes in tiimma.

However, | have no wish to downgrade the theoldgiatue of
the work, or to create a rupture between philoszglrethics and

1. H.V.RAFFA, Thomism and Aristotelianism: A Study of the Comnmgnta
by St. Thomas Aquinas on the Nicomachean EtBitisago, 1952.

2. S. THOMAE DE AQUINO, Sententia libri Ethicorumed. Leonina, 1, 267*.

3. See “St. Thomas Aquinas’s Commentary on the Néatr@an Ethics”, in
L.J. B DERS SVD; K. HEDWICH, The Ethics of St. Thomas Aquindsitta del
Vaticano, 1984, pp. 9-49.

4. Cf.the preface to th&umma Theologiae:secundum ordinem disci-
plinae” and not “secundum quod requirebat libroexpositio.”

440



THE ETHICS OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS

moral theology. Man’s one and only ultimate end is the
supernatural vision of God, and this dogma exesditseinfluence
on the entire treatise. Thomas repeatedly strésaethe happiness
which Aristotle’s philosophical ethics speak abadstimperfect
and that man’s real happiness consists in thervisicGod. When
dealing with the natural law, Thomas continuallyesses its
dependence on the eternal law. Moreover, the ralama is
completed by theLex Nova the grace of the Holy Spirit in
Christians. But there is more: Thomas connects itiellectual
virtues, which Aristotle had mentioned, with thétgiof the Holy
Spirit, indicating that the natural virtues findeth fulfillment
through divine grace. Aristotle’s contemplation thfe physical
universe is to be replaced by a contemplation efvtlorld of the
world as God’s creation, and an understanding anjoyment of
revealed truth, in the presence of God. Althougts ipossible to
construct a philosophical ethics on the basis efdghestions of the
Second Part of theSumma Theologiaethe text remains a
theological text because it is ordered to man’ssugtural life’

Some authors have argued that because of the single
supernatural end of man an authentic philosopredaikcs is not
posible® According to Maritain, philosophical ethics coresisl
man as if he were living in the state of uncorrdptature, whereas
in reality he is a member of fallen mankind. Thengiples upon
which ethics is based, he adds, depend on thealogisights and
for that reason ethics is a science subject tolaggoHowever,
Maritain’s arguments were rejected by several Iegdi

5. Perhaps A. D.ERTILLANGES, La philosophie morale de saint Thomas
d’Aquin, Paris2, 1916, and M. MiWTMANN, Die Ethik des hl. Thomas von Aquin
Miinchen, 1933, went into this direction.

6. In | Ethic.,lect. 9.

7. Cf. A. PATFOORT, “Morale et pneumatologie chez Saint Thomas. Une
observation de la la-llae”, iba teologia morale nella storia e nella problematic
attuale Roma, 1960, 63-92. L.LBERS, “La morale de saint Thomas, une éthique
philosophique?’Doctor Communis(1977), pp. 192-205.

8. J. MARITAIN, De la philosophie chrétienpeParis, 1933, pp. 101 ff;
Science et sagesdearis, 1935, pp. 327 flQu savoir moralParis, 1936. See also
J. REPER Hinflihrung zu Thomas von Aquin 211.
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Thomists? Moreover, it is obvious that thereoes existan
impressive philosophical ethics. One only has tadrethe
Nicomachean Ethicto convince oneself. Where Aristotle’s treatise
was incomplete, St. Thomas has completed it; hesepted its
contents in a coherent form, in particular by idtroing the natural
law, the first principles of the practical intelteand by reordering
the virtues.

2. THE SOURCES OFAQUINAS’'S MORAL THOUGHT

With regard to the question of the sources of Agsis ethics
one must mention in the first place Holy Scriptute doctrine of
the Church, the writing of the Church Fathers, esly
St. Ambrose, St. John Chrysostome, St. Gegory ofsshly
(Nemesius), St. Augustine, St. Gregory the Great, J&n
Damascene, Ps.-Dionysius, et al. These thinkensierd a direct
influence on St. Thomas’s moral theology and arréad influence
on his ethics. In regards to this question, we nmasht out that
several of the Fathers, and indeed Aquinas himsetéd that that
which the divine law demands from us in the fiefdethics, is in
agreement with what our human nature tells us td°dat the
philosophical level theNicomachean Ethicgs of fundamental
importance to Thomas. He is in agreement with Atistas to the
nature of ethics, the role of contemplation, arel dbctrine of the
virtues. He takes over several definitions, butveeldeeper into
the intelligibility of human acts and uncovers fankntal

9. See J. M.RMIREZ, “Sur l'organisation du savoir moral”Bulletin
Thomiste 4 (1935), pp. 423 ff.; A. DEMAN, “L’organisation du savoir moral”,
Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiq{i®34), pp. 258-280;
R. MCINERNY, The Question of Christian Ethic¥Vashington D.C., 1993. See
also V. J. BURKE, “Moral Philosophy Without Revelation'The Thomist40
(1976), pp. 555-570.

10. Summa contra Gentilesll, c. 129: “Ea quae divina lege praecipiuntur
rectitudinem habent, non solum quia sunt lege ppsed etiam secundum
naturam.”

442



THE ETHICS OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS

structures. He transforms Aristotle’s not alwaybkarent survey of
virtuous acts, and in particular of prudential tyi into a moral
philosophy based on the first principles of the cpcal

intellect1! In this connection one should also mention therdue
of the Stoa, with which Thomas was acquainted tjinodmbrose,
Augustine, Cicero and Seneca. In the last few ysarse have
spoken of a far-reaching influence of the Stoa ajuiAas, in
particular with regard to his doctrine on the naklaw. However,
if we leave aside the doctrine on natural law, r@fté study of the
passages where the Stoics are mentioned showtlia great
majority of cases Thomas rejects their views anefgos the
position of the Peripatetids.

3. THE NATURE OFETHICS

A next point to be mentioned is the nature of ethitthics is a
practical science, concerned with human actionsoirfiar as they
are related to each other and ordered to the engtofle stressed
the practical nature of ethics: it does not tell ags much what
virtue is, as much as it aims at making us good
persong:3 St. Thomas, on the other hand, emphasizes thetisegn
nature of ethics more than Aristotle. In orderdad our life as we
ought, knowledge of the end is necesddnhowever, this
knowledge should be the basis for right acts. Buwt bne ought to
act in concrete circumstances is determined by e, rather
than by the inevitably general knowledge of moral

11. See our “St. Thomas Aquinas’s Commentary on NKieomachean
Ethics”, in L. ELDERS; K. HEDWICH, op. cit, p. 47.

12. Examples are the following dicta: “Omnia peacasse paria”; “omnes
passiones esse malas”; “omnem delectationem eskenimdbona temporalia
non esse hominis bona”; “necessitate quadam fadatiinis vitam duci,” etc. See
also M. $ANNEUT, “Influences stoiciennes sur la pensée moraleaitt Thomas
d’Aquin”, in L. ELDERS; K. HEDWICH, op. cit, pp. 50-79.

13. Ethic. Nich.1103b3.

14. In | Ethic, lect. 2, p. 8, lin. 52-71 (Leonine edition).
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philosophy!® Ethics considers man’s actions as directed to his
ultimate end. Aristotle distinguishes between thkranches of
ethics: the study of human acts as directed to snand, man’s
obligations in the context of family life, and manask in political
society. In his treatment of the main virtues A@sirdeals with
these various tasks, obligations and rights of hub®ngs.

The ethics of Aquinas is dominated by the fact #dabeings
strive for the good. All our choices and actionssirioe directed to
what is really good for us. Metaphysics shows that good, the
object of our appetite, is being. It is our taskdalize ourselves by
uniting ourselves with the good. Ethics does not at perfecting
us as individuals, so that we might stand in sdétamid a neutral
environment. The end of man is to be united withdbod, that is
with reality as it is in itsel¥8 This means that ethics instructs us to
direct our appetite to those things which reallyfge us!’ Being
perfects ud8 and God does so in a superlative way, since teis
cause of all good things.

4. THE INTELLECTUAL CHARACTER OF ETHICS. RIGHT REASON
AND THE FIRSTPRINCIPLES OF THEPRACTICAL INTELLECT

As Aristotle had done, Aquinas stresses the roleeaton in
establishing the norms of conduct. On several éosashe quotes
the saying of DionysiusBonum autem hominis est, secundum

15. Cf.Summa Theologiakll, g. 6, proem.: the science of morals is first
elaborated in general, next it is applied to patéicactions.

16. Q. d. de veritateqg. 1, a. 2: “motus appetitus terminatur ad rgs'8, a. 4,
ad 5: “affectus terminatur ad res ipsas.”

17. S.c. Glll, c.109: “Quaelibet voluntas naturaliter vultud quod est
proprium volentis bonum, scilicet ipsum esse pediec’ Cf. M. C. DONADIO
MAGGI DE GANDOLFI, Amor y bien. Los problemas del amor en Santo Tateas
Aquing Buenos Aires 1999, p. 105-147.

18. Q. d. de veritateq. 21, a. 1: “Ens est perfectivum alterius ...”
19. In| Ethic, lect. 7.
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rationem ess&20 However, he notices a problem here. Reason
does not become right reason just by itself. Reasmmsiders
something to be good when it agrees with our basitural
inclinations. At this particular point the inteltdormulates the first
principles of moral life. Subsequently reason jugerr actions
with the help of this set of first principles of ethmoral
order. Nature places these principles in us, adsid does for the
first principles of the speculative order. Thesigiples come to
man naturally on the basis of the most fundamentdihations of
the appetite, so that we can say that these plascgre seeds of
the virtue®l A person makes himself virtuous by acting in
conformity with these principle®When one acts repeatedly
according to reason, the “form of reason” is impegkin the
appetite and the virtues are formed.

There are a number of fundamental inclinationsgnauch as
keeping ourselves alive, seeking shelter, assogiatiith others
and forming communities, developing ourselves, eespg our
parents and leaders, securing the survival of nmahkby
procreation, looking for the meaning of life andngeating the
highest principle and origin of things.

In a luminous text, Thomas writes that we expegeas good
those things to which we have a natural inclinati®ur reason
establishes that such objects are good. Now thathwihlls under
the order of reason, also falls under the ordeabdished by God
himself24 Reason is the measure of what is méradllthough to a
certain extent this doctrine had been prepared katoPand

20. De divinis nominibus c. 4 (the wording of the original text is
negative: PG 3, 733).

21. Q. d. de virtutibusg. 1, a. 8, ad 10.

22. In VIl Ethic, lect. 8.

23. Summa Theologia&ll, q. 94, a. 2: “Omnia illa ad quae homo habet
naturalem inclinationem ratio naturaliter appreheadbona, et per consequens ut
opere prosequenda, et contraria eorum ut maldaetda.”

24. Summa Theologiakll, q. 72, a. 4: “Quaecumque continentur sub oedi
rationis, continentur sub ordine ipsius Dei.”

25. S. c. Glll, c. 3: “Moralium autem mensura est ratio.”
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Aristotle, Thomas developed it in a new way. Howeveason,
insofar as it determines the morality of our antsist not be seen
as a self-sufficient and arrogant power; it rema@e@gendent on the
order of nature.

The entire treatise of the moral virtues in 8ecunda Secundae
is dominated by two theses: First, that we ourselvaust
determine what, in the different fields of humantiaty, is
according to right reason, and second, that agtya#cticing the
virtues must also be accompanied by reZ8®ince reason must
determine the mean of the virtues. In doing soai$ la certain
margin2’

In the activity of reason one may distinguish betwehat of
higher reasonrétio superio) and that of lower reasorratio
inferior). The former evaluates actions and situation aligiht of
God’s plan, the latter considers them from a humpamt of
view. Another distinction is that between univeraatd particular
reason: the wife of a murderer on death row andlgg may have
a different appraisal of what the man’s punishmehould
be. When considering a particular good one musaydwake into
account the common go@8lt is obvious that the doctrine of
reason as determining the morality of our actienthe very center
of the ethics of Aquina® But this conclusion entails also the
doctrine of the first principles.

26. In VI Ethic, lect. 11: “Virtutes sunt secundum rationem et gatione.”
Cf. Summa Theologidell, g. 58, a. 4, ad 3.

27. Q. d.de virtutibus g.1, a. 13, ad 18:“Medium virtutis secundum
rationem aliquam latitudinem habet.”

28. Summa Theologiad-ll, g. 19, a. 10: “Non est autem recta voluntas
alicuius hominis volentis aliquod bonum particulanisi referat illud in bonum
commune sicut in finem, cum etiam naturalis appstauiuslibet partis ordinetur
in bonum commune totius.”

29. Cf. our essay “Bonum humanae animae est secumdtiomem esse”,
Lugano Theological RevieWl1999), pp. 75-90.
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5. THE HRST PRINCIPLES OF THE PRACTICAL INTELLECT: THE
NATURAL LAW

All acts of the intellect and the will in us arerided from that
which is according to our natuf@ since any reasoning depends on
the principles which are known to us by nature,levibénding to
good things depends on the natural inclinatiorhtolast end. The
natural law consists in the first principles of frctical intellect,
which the intellect apprehends immediately becaa$eour
fundamental inclinations. Thomas holds that theeonghan must
follow is based on human nature, and therefore wiolagical
structures: the “ought” is derived from the “B"However,
differing from a widely held view in his time, Tham® stresses that
the natural law as such is not inborn in man, aigfimoits principles
are given with human nature. He is referring to thasic
inclinations and their perception by the intelleethich by
spontaneous acts formulates the contents of theatdaw. Since
it is rooted in human nature, the natural law isversal and
permaneng?

St. Thomas’s argument makes man’s natural incbnatithe
foundation of the natural law precepts, formulagdhe intellect,
and so connects them to the eternal law. On sewetasions he
guotesPsalm4, 6: “The light of your face, Lord, shines upon my
mind” to stress that the insights of our reason ek to
God33 Certain authors, as G. Grisez, J.Finnis and yleBo
attempted to safeguard these precepts of the hdawawhile
denying their basis in man’s natural inclinationsth regard to
this point they subscribed to David Hume's empstigbosition,
according to which it is illicit to attempt to deei the “ought” from

30. Summa Theologiaell, g. 91, a. 2.

31. See U. KHN, Via caritatis. Theologie des Gesetzes bei Thomas vo
Aquin, Gottingen, 1965, p. 106.

32. Summa Theologidell, g. 94,a.4 &5

33. Summa Theologiakll, q. 91, a. 3: “... quasi lumen rationis natisajuo
discernimus quid sit bonum et quid malum, quodipetrtad naturalem legem,
nihil aliud est quam participatio legis aeternaeationali creatura.”
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the “is”,34 while for Aguinas a human act is morally good when
conform to man’s nature and ultimate end. Howefegrf-innis and
his followers these inclinations are morally neutvdhat really
happens, Finnis says, is that man experiencesircebgects as
good, such as eating reasonably. Finnis enumesatesral such
basic goods which contribute to man’'s human falfdht. In
directing oneself to these goods, one acts mor@iythe other
hand, Thomas explicitly states that the insightsesponding to
these inclinations are the natural [@Although Finnis appears to
maintain the contents of the natural law, he separdaimself from
Thomas in denying their foundation in our naturalinations, and
so he undermines some of its precepts. For institnoay happen
that in certain fields, such as that of procreatmwmme people no
longer experience certain goods as B&sBome philosophers
have suspected that Finnis and the authors witisirgtoup have
yielded ground to a widespread contemporary distofishuman
nature as the foundation of morality, as well as Kantian
philosophy. Other critics argue that human natsineoit immutable
and, therefore, cannot be the foundation of a peem@anatural
law. However, despite any changes which may ocouman’s
attitudes and ways of life, man’s nature as a matioanimal
remains the same.

St. Thomas’s doctrine of the natural law standshaken. As
Cardinal Newman says in highe Idea of a Universitythe basic
precepts of moral life are reflected in our consces as the
mountains surrounding a lake reflect upon the serfaf the
water. Storms may temporarily disturb this reflectibut when the
weather, i.e. man’s inner life, becomes quiet aghiey re-appear.

This doctrine of the natural law is the basis ofnfeanatural
rights. In the early Middle Ages the relation betwehe spiritual
order, as represented by the Church and man’sasdial was not

34. Treatise of Human Understandinid, 1, 1.

35. Summa Theologiakll, g. 94, a. 2: “... et secundum hanc inclinagm
pertinent ad legem naturalem ea per quae vita hisramservatur.”

36. On Finnis's theory see hNatural Law and Natural RightsOxford
(several reprints).
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always expressed correctly: on certain points dmpbral order
was absorbed by the authority of divine revelatorsubmitted to
it. Here, as on so many other questions, Aquinas thea first to
defend a new view: “The divine law based on Godacg does not
do away with the human law as formulated by ous@ea3” This
declaration of principle is of far reaching imparta: in our world
we cannot allow the violation of human rights akraeviedged by
reason, under the pretext of what is claimed ta bevelation. We
have all the more reason of being grateful to Baritas for his
luminous doctrine, which is a God-sent presenheoGhurch and
all to people of good will.

6. ON THE MORAL QUALIFICATION OF OUR ACTIONS

Few questions have been so hotly debated by moral
philosophers over the past 50 years as that coingetime criteria
which determine the morality of our actions. Acdord to a
widespread trend among modern authors, our acasnsuch lie
outside the moral order proper —they are pre-moralrd only
our intentions and/or the resulting effects detaemivhether the
actions must be considered good or bad. Thus teation on the
one hand, the weighing of the effects (proportimna) and the
evaluation of the consequences (consequentialianheother are
claimed to determine the morality of our actionswbuld seem
that those who advance these positions are infegenby
utilitarianism, a way of looking at things from tpeint of view of
their usefulness. In our modern culture, in whigogle resort all
the time to technological applications, a utilisari approach is
almost a matter of course. But technological apgibmis are no

37. Summa Theologiab-Il, g. 10, a. 10: “lus autem divinum, quod est e
gratia, non tollit ius humanum quod est ex natuatione.”
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more than means to an end, and man himself is dsemwho
decides when and how to use th&m.

It would take us too far from our present subjecexplain in
greater detail the various opinions of the manyosth of moral
philosophy with regards to the criteria of the ntityaof human
acts. In the EncyclicaVeritatis splendoiseveral of these opinions
are analyzed and reject&The luminous doctrine of Aquinas on
this point constitutes the center of the teachihghe encyclical,
and | shall try to briefly represent it.

a) The Object as Determining the Morality of Our Acts

Thomas compares “good” and “bad” as said of actiith
good and bad as said of things. We call “good” Wiaith has what
it should have, or which has that which thingstsfciass normally
have. A thing is bad when something is lacking.iistffactor
which determines the goodness of things is thesermtal
form. Man is good because of being a rational ahidaw the
nature of our acts depends on what they are ahen their
object is defective, an act is no longer good. Hewethe object is
more than just a material thing. When one stealscgcle, the
object of the act is the bicycle as belonging tmaone else. When
considered by itself, one might think that the mniateobject
(whether a thing or a bodily act) is neutral, batrealty such
material objects are qualified by reason, and edlato our
obligations?? The real object of our acts is the object as d¢Ben

38. See our “De Homo fabera 'homo sapiend_e systeme technicien et la
morale”,Sedes Sapientiab6 (1966), pp. 18-26.

39. See our “The EncyclicaVeritatis Splendorand Dissenting Moral
Theologians”, in A. ®AF VON BRANDENSTEIN ET ALII (eds.),Im Dienste der
inkarnierten Wahrheit. Festschrift zum 25jahrigeonifikat Seiner Heiligkeit
Papst Johannes Pauls Weilheim, 2003, pp. 243-260.

40. Q. d.de malpg. 2, a. 4, ad 5: “Actus autem moralis... recipieciem ex
obiecto secundum quod comparactur ad rationem.”
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reason in the light of our natural ends. The saxtereal act,
e.g. firing a gun, can have different objects: anath shooting,
rightful self-defense, or shooting practice. Theref Thomas, in
speaking about the object, also calls itrthegeria circa quant!

A second point stressed by Aquinas is that theeecairtain
activities which because of their very nature agvéh us, and are
good as Duch2One may think here of eating, resting, learning,
etc. Moreover, a¥eritatis splendoreminds us, there are certain
acts which by themselves are always wrong. Thesigdfied by
the negative precepts in the Bi3feThis refutes the theory which
declares that, except for the objects of the amteesponding to the
theological virtues, the matter of ordinary actspre-moral or
morally neutraf4

b) The Circumstances

In the question about the moral qualification ofmaun acts,
Thomas explains that in addition to the act’s fundatal order to
the object, there are factors which may have saihgeince on the
moral goodness or badness of our acts. These daet@ the
circumstances. Since our actions always take placeler
determinate circumstances, such as the acting ipetise manner
of acting, the time and the place, etc., the camsiibn of these

41. Summa Theologiakll, g. 18, a. 2 ad 2: “Obiectum non est matena e
gua, sed materia circa quam.”

42. S.c. Glll, c.129: “Sunt igitur aliquae operationes natiter homini
convenientes, quae secundum se sunt rectae emluom guasi lege positae.”

43. Summa Theologiadl-Il, g.64, a.2, arg. 3: “Quod est secundum se
malum nullo bono fine fieri licet”; g. 103, a. Rtiod est secundum se malum ex
genere nullo modo potest esse bonum et licitum.’"SCANCKAERS, Ce qu’'on ne
peut jamais faire. Les actes intrinsequement mauvdistoire et discussion
Fribourg - Paris, 1986.

44. On the object as determining the goodness efhhman acts see
Th. G. BEELMANS, Le sens objectif de I'agir humajrCitta del Vaticano, 1980.
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circumstances has its place in ethftAn action which as such is
good and which is performed in view of a good ewdn
nevertheless become defective because of wrongincgt@n-
ces. Thomas quotes tradagium of Dionysius: “In order to be
good, all the relevant factors of an act must bedgavhile any
defect makes the action defectivi”.

¢) The End

Finally, the end we seek to reach also influenbegtorality of
our acts. The end or goal we pursue with a cemainmust be
distinguished from the act as such, as is obviaugief steals
money to have a more comfortable life. Human acés called
good also because of the end to which they areredd&he
relation of the end to the object of acts is complgertain acts as
such are ordered to a specific end, such as coekingal is for the
purpose of having something to eat. In these ca3ssnas says,
the object determines the nature of the act. Benithe object and
the end differ, e.g. stealing money to buy drubgeré are two acts
in one and, in the example, one commits two sirmim actt’

Related to the above is the themecohscienceAquinas has
innovated on this particular point as well, and Hdaseloped an
admirable doctrine. He places conscience not inptiaetical, but
in the speculative intelleéd The judgment of conscience is the
conclusion of a syllogism, consisting of a gengrahciple (the
precepts of the natural law), applied to a pardcutase. So

45. Summa Theologidell, g. 18, a. 3, ad 2.

46. Summa Theologiakll, g. 18, a. 4: “Bonum ex integra causa, malum ex
quocumgque defectu.”

47. Summa Theologiatll, g. 18, a. 7: “Actus qui secundum substantiam
suam est in una specie naturae, secundum conditimoeales ad duas species
referri potest.”

48. Q. d. de veritateq. 17, a. 1, ad 4: “... in pura cognitione catitSjsin Il
Sent, d. 24, g. 2, a. 4, ad 2: “conclusio cognitivattam.”

452



THE ETHICS OF ST. THOMAS AQUINAS

conscience is the judgment of reason about an aet fas
performed or is about to perform. As such this judgt is not part
of the choice one has made or is going to make.vEndict of

conscience has an obligatory character, but it doas force
us. The will may refuse to follow it and distantgelf from what
the intellect proposes as objectively good. Eaaticehor decision
which deviates from what the intellect proposes@t, is bad, for
one must always follow what reason prescribes andre must
not act against the judgment of an erroneous centx#® This

conclusion of Aquinas was new in his time, and insense
revolutionary??

The above explanations have made clear that nat thes
intention of the agent, that is the goal he hamind, determines
the morality of our actions, as some modern authold. An act of
which the object is morally bad, can never becoowddgecause of
a “good” intention. Some moral philosophers atteadptto
circumvent this by taking up a text of Aquinas whée says that
an act may in some cases hawdouble effeciThe example is self-
defense, where one protects oneself by knocking ant
agresoflIn Thomas's mind both effects flow from the sante a
and are simultaneous, such that the good effaembti®btained by
first performing the act with the bad effect. Sonmeoral
philosophers, such as P. Knauer, apply this to actyall our
actions would have good and bad effects, so thatcowld allow
the bad result to happen in order to obtain thdtipesffect. This
construction, however, is highly artificial. In ia it seldom
happens that two effects follow simultaneously froome
action. Knauer's theory would mean that one mayoper a bad
action in order to obtain some good effect, somethpositively

49. Q. d. de veritateg. 17, a. 5 ad 4: “Omnis enim homo debet secundum
rationem agere.”

50. Cf. E.D’ARCY, Conscience and the Right to Freeddnondon, 1961,
pp. 113 ff.; O. IOTTIN, Psychologie et morale aux Xlle et Xllle sieclesl. 3,
pp. 354-406; L. EDERS, “La doctrine de la conscience de saint Thomas
d’Aquin”, Revue Thomist€1983), pp. 533-557.

51. Summa Theologia&ll, g. 64, a. 7.
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excluded by St. Padf Moreover, as we have seen when speaking
about the object, there are acts which are by thkes bad, and
which one is never allowed to perform.

7. Sr. THOMAS ON THEVIRTUES

In the ethics of Aquinas the virtues have a cemti@te. Virtues
are durable habits in our faculties which incline 1 act in
conformity with right reason and our ultimate emte virtues give
uniformity and coherence to our actions, facilitatempt action
and give us a certain satisfact®rwhile for Plato, Aristotle, the
Stoics and Aquinas the virtues were of central irtgy@e in man’s
moral life, in the modern age their study has hesglected. Moral
philosophers have preferred to organize their igeataround the
precepts and their relation to man’s freedom. Inen¢ years,
however, the importance of the virtues has beenaeledged by
many authors, who hold that moral life is centeasalind them, so
that on this point they return to the doctrine ofuas®*

St. Thomas stresses the connection between thevignd the
so-called positive precepts of moral [BWThose affirmative
precepts oblige in most cases, but not alwaysesmorder to be
virtuous, acts must be performed under the propeurostances,
so that sometimes, when circumstances advice dgaitisg, they
must be omitted.

52. Rom.3, 8;In epist. ad Romanos, 3, lect. 1: “Non est perveniendum ad
bonum finem per mala.”

53. Q.d.de virtutibbus g.1, a.l1:“..ad tria indigetur: primo ut sit
uniformitas in sua operatione...; secundo ut opergerfecta in promptu
habeatur... Tertio ut delectabiliter perfecta opereompleatur.”

54. Cf. A. MACINTYRE, After Virtue: A Study in Moral TheonLondon,
1981, and the treatises of Joseph Pieper on tdemehwirtues.

55. Summa Theologiaell-ll, q.32, a.2:“Praecepta affirmativa legis
inducunt ad actus virtutum.”
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Aquinas studies the main moral virtues in qq. 58%oof the
Secunda Secundaghe text concerns in the first place the acquired
virtues, which are intimately joined to the infusedtues in
persons living in grace, and provide an expressiospace and
time of man’s supernatural life, which is develojgdthe practice
of the virtues.

As Aristotle had done before him, Thomas stresded t
acquiring the virtues is not just a private affafrthe individual
members of society. A right and livable moral orgtea society is
only possible when its citizens are, at least up fwint, virtuous
people. Another topic dwelt upon by Thomas is tlh@nection
between the moral virtues. One need not be a mpler or
scientist to be virtuous, but without the virtuepofidence the other
moral virtues are impossible. In order to act alsvaly agreement
with the virtue of justice one also needs the eistof couragend
of temperance. Thomas furthermore deals extensiweith
guestions such as the seat of the virtues andotitalled mean of
the virtues.

Aquinas first describes the virtues in general asinsic
principles of good actions, in order to deal neithvihe external
principles of our acts such as the law, in paréictihe natural law
and divine grace. Finally, in thBecunda Secundde presents a
detailed study of virtuous acts and of the viceslucing, as he
states in the proem of tHeecunda Secundathe entire subject
matter of the science of morals to the study ofuinieies and the
vices. The virtues, in their turn, are to be redute the three
theological and the four moral virtugsThis division into a
treatise of the virtues in general and an expasibibthe individual
virtues is meaningful, and not only because we rdaat first with
what is common and general, before turning to wieat
particular. The treatise of the particular virtugsesupposes
knowledge of the first principles of the practigatellect, that is to

56. Summa Theologiaell-ll, proem: “Omnes virtutes sunt ulterius
reducendae ad septem.”
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say of the natural law, which is studied by Aquimar to the
study of the individual virtues.

8. MAN’SAUTONOMY AND FREEDOM

In his EncyclicalVeritatis splendar§ 84-87, Pope John Paul Il
mentions a feature of modern man, namely his dediréotal
freedom. But, as the text says, this freedom wiscko ardently
desired, is a freedom which has lost its conneatiith truth, that
is, with the natural structure of things and mawis being. One of
the objections nowadays advanced by some peoplénsaga
traditional moral theology is that it tends to ma&dristians
heteronomous that is, governed by commandments and rules
imposed on them from the outside. Some existestiauthors
thought that one becomes a free person only bywihgp
overboard all values and all final ends.

Let us see what Aquinas has to say on this poinfirgt
statement is that by its very nature the human teifids to the
good. Free choice is not a sort of meteorite ajppgarut of the
blue without any connection with man’s inner liRather, it grows
out of a basic inclination of the will to all tho#@ngs which agree
with our nature. This inclination is the matrix which the other
natural inclinations take form, such as the stguio stay alive and
to protect oneself, the desire to know the trutk;. Ehese
inclinations constitute our spiritual spontaneithigh we might
also call, along with St. Thomaisstinctus rationis’

The basic inclination to the good should not beswered as
“not free.” True, at this level we do not find tireedom of choice,
but this inclination means that one wills the gaathsciously and

57. Summa Theologiaell, g. 68, a. 2.
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because it is good, and that one is acting by dines€his willed
and approved agreement with one’s nature may atsadied
free. It is a form of freedom which surpasses treedom of
choice.

As we have seen, we must formulate for ourselvesbisic
principles of moral actions. In many circumstanceife we must
determine, with the help of the virtue of prudenabat is for us
the correct thing to do. We have, indeed, a vergsitterable
amount of autonomy, besides the fact that we owgsetstablish
the precepts of natural law. The ten commandmestsiat forced
upon us. Rather they express what we understanskelgas as
being the right course of action.

If we deny this natural order of the will to theogbin general
and to certain goods of our human nature, humanwifl consist
of a series of unrelated aé&lndeed, those who insist on a man’s
total autonomy claim that everyone must always dkecfor
himself, and that human life not aware of itselfs hao moral
value®9 A consequence of this view is that no constrainsinever
be imposed on children. However, failing to subthi young to
any discipline at all, is likely to prevent the ifimation of good
habits and is tantamount to surrendering them ®ir timore
superficial tendencies and emotid#s.

58. S.c.Glll, c.138: “..necessitas ex interiori inclinati® proveniens...
facit voluntatem magis intense tendere in acturutig”; Q. d. de veritateq. 22,
a. 6: “Inest voluntati libertas in quolibet stataturae respectu cuiuslibet obiecti.”

59. See S.IRCKAERS, Les sources de la morale chrétienfaris, 1990,
p. 343.

60. P. $NGER, Rethinking Life and Death: The Collapse of Tradidbn
Ethics,New York, 1994.

61. See our “Contemporary Theories of Freedom andsi@r Ethics,” in
Freedom in Contemporary Culture. Acts of the V. W@tmhgress of Christian
Philosophy, Catholic University of Lublin, 20-25 Aty 1996 Lublin, 1999,
pp. 7-21; “La relacién entre verdad y libertad em Vida”, in Teologia
moral. Actas del Congreso Internacionsurcia, 2004, pp. 147-158.
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9. ABANDONING MAN’'S NATURE CONFRONTED WITH ST.
THOMAS'SREALISM

Some existentialist philosophies disrupt the umfyman. In
their view, man is essentially a consciousness lwhappens to
have a body. The body is opaque and must be coadidemere
instrument. Man uses it to reach the goals he &afos himself in
total freedom in order to satisfy his desires. As said before,
some moral philosophers tend to disregard the ticdd facts of
the human body and to give man free use of his pEwe
particular in matters related to sexuality.

There is a certain difficulty here, noticed by Traam
himself. When speaking about temperance he wii&sane could
think that such a virtue is out of place, and eagainst our nature,
since it is man’s nature that he seeks pleasum.ahiswer is that
man is a complex being: certain desires of hissdnseing may
detract from his self-government through reasorn. Buan’s
specific nature is the entire man in so far asshgadverned by
reasorf2 Although certain inclinations of the sensuous dippe
and even sometimes of the will, may be opposedhé¢oorder of
reason, man is nevertheless one being with ongasila form,
viz. the rational soul. This means that his bodyl ds bodily
functions are human functions and that his sexuadita human
sexuality, which must remain under the control edison and be
respectful of the other person. It must observdittadity inscribed
in man’s being and faculties, such as securing sinevival of
mankind and the union, spiritual growth and hapgsnef the
married couple.

For Aguinas man is a being, specified by one sulisiaorm,
the human soul, so that the body is the expressidine soul, and
even, in a certain sense, is the $8ut.is one and the same soul by
which man is a being, is alive, has sense functiand is

62. Summa Theologiaéll, g. 141, a. 1.

63. S.c.GlV, c.81:“Oportet igitur quod corporeitas prousteforma
substantialis in homine non sit aliud quam anint@nalis.”
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racional4 Besides its identification with the body, the saulits
deeper nature transcends the body, and therefarassathe body,
but not as a tool placed at its disposal: the boudst serve the
mind in union with the natural purpose of its orgian

By disrupting the unity of man, one throws overlibtre basic
inclinations of our being which are the basis ofura law and
provide the principles of moral action. In this stgntialist view
the only valid precepts are those of charity anthah’s relation to
God. But for the rest of his actions man would feefto use his
body any way he wants, provided he does not vidlaerights of
others. In this line of thinking people claim anlionited right to
dispose of their own body and the human body iregena claim
that ranges from genetic manipulations and homadexuons, to
free sex, suicide and euthanasia. The right toofifenborn human
embryos as well as that of terminally-ill people,subordinate to
the well-being or convenience of those who engesttiéhem or
surround them.

The thesis that the dynamism of our nature canentesas a
reference for our actions is wrong. There is noosfifpn between
man’s freedom and his bodily nature. The intelleodws that the
end of man is his own good, and is able to dis¢bat which
agrees with it, and that which does ffoT.he body is not a piece of
crude matter, it is a human body Sexuality doediaatutside the
order of reasof®

64. Q. d.de animaa. 1: “Una et eadem forma est per essentiam peanqua
homo est ens actu, et per quam est vivum et pana@sh animal et per quam est
homo.”

65. Summa Theologiaell, g. 19, a. 3.

66. See MGR C. CAFARRA, “L’importance pour I'éthique de l'unité
substantielle de 'homme,” ii’humanisme chrétien au troisieme millénaire. La
perspective de Thomas d’AquiRgma, 2003.
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10. THE HUMANISM OF ST. THOMAS'SETHICAL DOCTRINE

Thus far we have discussed the main characterigics
Aquinas’s ethical doctrine and pointed out the waded
accomplishment of his synthesis. However, our suweuld not
be complete without some examples of how profourdynane
this moral theory is in its applications, while rievertheless
upholds the highest ends for man, as well as tha iof sanctity.

A first point is his appreciation of the passionsida
emotions. While an author such as Cicero considdregassions
as weak spots or diseases of the human p$ychquinas argues
that nature has given them to us as a support aodces of
energy. As natural movements they possess an gitalo
goodness. They are morally neutral, as long asMtledoes not
intervene and are good when reason controls thehaasociates
them with the virtue8&®

Related to this position concerning passions anctiens is the
appreciation of pleasure. Against the opinion ahesauthors who
consider any form of pleasure to be bad, St. Thodedends the
goodness of certain forms of pleasure: when theti#ppests in a
good, in conformance with reason, one experiencgdeasure
which is morally good. If an act as such is go@suiting from a
right choice of the will, the pleasure which accamigs it is also
good® This applies also to sexual intercourse betweerrieda
persons. This doctrine witnesses to St. Thomassgtipe vision of
the human body and its natural functions

An interesting example of Thomas’s broad vision elodeness
to reality is his opinion about lending money orenbelongings
to other persons. It is allowable to demand a caorsgion for
services rendered and for not being able to disposanwhile
oneself of what one has lent to others. This is ax@uestion of

67. Tusculanae disputationgB, c. 4
68. Summa Theologiaell, g. 24, a. 2.
69. Summa Theologiaell, g. 34, a. 1 & 2.
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asking a compensation for the use of money as shigh,of
avoiding damage or loss to oneself. He who lendsaydo others
so that they may conduct business is entitled toashel a share in
the profit’0

The pages on keeping measure in sport and playebhss on
taking care of one’s outward appearance are alpicaly of
Aquinas’s humanism. The body and the soul need sesteeven
after intellectual work. One finds relaxation imgpand in games,
but these should be adapted to the person, ag@amgation in
question’!

Finally, Thomas'’s pages on friendship and love are of the
finest parts of his ethics. He describes the effaaft love. The
possibility of unselfish love, doubted by many, \igorously
defended as based on the fact that the will firstes to the good
as such: it seeks the good before seeking its deaspre/2 This
argument also shows that it is possible to love Gude than
oneself, since God is the universal good and thecsoof all good
things. In this way pure love concerns the good person who is
deserving of being loved. Furthermore, Thomas diaihn anordo
amoris the order to be observed in our love of persond a
things’3 In his pages on friendship Thomas borrows fronstétle
the five properties of friendship, stressing th&t laf them, i.e. to
agree with a friend in feelings and thought. Beeaoshis social
nature man must live together with others. The lideato be
together with friends: therefore, people shouldattreach other
kindly and be ready to help and should rejoicehim tirtuous acts
of others. A friend is amlter ego,and so we are happy for his
accomplishments; in addition, by considering what fsiend is,

70. Summa Theologiaéll, g. 78, a. 2.
71. Summa Theologiaéll, g. 168, a. 2.

72. Summa Theologiad-ll, .4, a.2, ad 2:“Intellectus apprehendit
universalem rationem boni ad cuius consecutionequite delectatio; unde
principalius intendit bonum quam delectationem.”

73. Summa Theologiaéll, g. 26, a. 1-12.
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we increase our own happiness. Friendship is padiniad happiness
that can be attained in this lifé.

11. THE IMPORTANCE OF THEETHICS OF ST. THOMAS FOR OUR
TIME

During the past fifty year there has been an enasrshift in
people’s views of what is moral or immoral. As tagro-morality,
standards have become much stricter. People & &rgept some
responsibility for the preservation of rare speadésplants and
animals, as well as for the protection of our ratur
environment. Human rights are better acknowledgebraspected
than in the past.

However, in parallel with this progress there haerb a
considerable retrogression on the level of indigidmorality. A
widespread subjectivism makes people forget theeabip
character of their moral obligations. Individual mavith his
desires and instincts makes himself the yardstfcwimat he can
do. Objective durable bonds at the interpersonadllare avoided,
in order to safeguard one’s own freedom. Instingicuch as the
family and the state are in crisis. Man’s persa@iscience, cut
loose from any connections with traditional mosaldgr human
nature, becomes the decisive authority for detangirwhat is
good and what is evil. The plurality of opiniongdahe respect due
to all of them makes people uncertain as to whatuis. It is very
difficult, if not impossible, in our pluralistic seeties to reach a
consensus on questions about moral life.

This revolution in moral thinking is also an effeof the
technological revolution, of intensive contact witlother
civilizations, of far reaching changes in our ste and the
relative well being of large groups of the popwatiwhich allows

74. On the above see t@ommentary on the Nicomachean EthitX,
lect. 6-10.
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them to spend their wealth on purposes which ass khan
necessary. Further causes are industrialization atitk
emancipation of women. People are now living in arley
dominated by technology. The result is that thelege of nature,
which is also that of morals, is no longer undexdto

The ethics of Aquinas has as its foundation hunstnore, and
has been built with irrefutable arguments into herent whole. It
purports to make us live according to what is liests. Precisely
because of its superior reasonableness, which tHiesentire
human person into account as a human individuabamgémber of
society, it will be a decisive factor in guidingettmoral life of
people in the future. It arises as a lighthousevabihe fog of
confused moral thinking of many of our contempa@sriFor
Catholic theologians, on the other hand, it is arsuupassed
instrument to understand and to explain the will ®bd as
manifested in divine revelation. As Prof. Takeda, Japanese
convert, who spent many years translating partthefSumma
Theologiae pnce told me, the admirable depth, truth and ges=st
of St. Thomas’s doctrine can only be explained éf onsider it a
gift of God to the Church and to mankiffd.

L. J. ElderssvD
Grootseminarie Rolduc
Heyendallaan 82
NL - 6464 EP Kerkrade, The Netherlands

75. For a more complete and up to date expositfoiiqoiinas’s ethics see
S. J. ®PE (ed.), The Ethics of AquinasWashingtonD.C., 2002; L. J. EDERS,
The Ethics of St. Thomas Aquin&sankfurt am Main, 2005.
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