
Why Do We Need To Develop The Virtues? 
 

Each of us can recognize that our human nature is wounded due to the effects of Original Sin because it is 
very difficult to maintain moral balance in our lives. We must combat, above all, selfishness and pride which 
results in our lack of perfect love for God and our neighbor. Living virtuous lives helps us to live in true peace 
and joy, because we “not only perform good acts but give the best of ourselves” (Catechism of the Catholic 
Church, paragraph 1803) Therefore, we should all want to pursue this goal. However, developing the virtues 
is not something that we simply accomplish through our own will power. “Christ’s gift of salvation offers us 
the grace necessary to persevere in the pursuit of the virtues” (CCC 1811). “A virtue is a habitual and firm  
disposition to do the good” (Compendium, question n. 377). At the core of all virtue is love but actions are 
needed to express this love. “Just as fire hoses are needed to convey and direct water from its source to 
where the fire rages, virtue is needed to establish a connectiveness between the source of love and the place 
where love is needed. No person, no matter how loving he claims to be, can be of any help to himself or  
anyone else on a moral level if he does not posses virtue. A soldier without courage, a doctor without care, a 
teacher without patience, a parent without prudence, a spouse without fidelity, a priest without faith, a  
leader without determination, a magistrate without integrity, and a friend without loyalty are all partners to 
futility, not because they lack love, but because they lack the virtue to express it. (The Heart of Virtue,  
Lessons from Life and Literature Illustrating the Beauty and Value of Moral Character, Donald de Marco,  
Ignatius Press). Children especially need this formation. It is through living the virtues that a person develops 
moral character because the virtuous person “pursues the good and chooses it in concrete actions” (CCC 
1803). The “cornerstone of the moral life” is based upon the Theological and the Cardinal Virtues.  
 
The Theological Virtues 
 
The Theological Virtues of faith, hope, and charity are infused along with sanctifying grace into the soul of the 
person at Baptism. These virtues are supernatural, meaning that they are above our nature. The virtues of 
faith, hope, and charity form the foundation of the Christian life because they bestow on us the capacity to 
live in a relationship with the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. This relationship consists of acting as God’s children 
by believing in Him and everything that He has revealed to us; hoping in His promises because we can trust 
Jesus, as the Scripture says, “He Who made the promise is trustworthy” (Hebrews 9:23); and loving our  
neighbor because of our love for Christ. We grow in the virtues of faith, hope and charity by nourishing them 
through reading the Word of God, begging the Lord in daily prayer to increase them in us, receiving the  
Sacraments to strengthen us to persevere in living the virtues, studying the Faith in an ongoing way,  
cooperating with the Holy Spirit, following His call to do what is good and shun what is evil, and by serving our 
neighbor through works of charity. 
 
The Cardinal Virtues 
 
The Theological Virtues inform and give life to the Cardinal Virtues of prudence, justice, fortitude, and  
temperance. These virtues are “firm attitudes, stable dispositions, habitual perfections of intellect and will 
that govern our actions, order our passions, and guide our conduct according to reason and faith. They make 
possible ease, self-mastery, and joy in leading a morally good life” (CCC, p. 1804). We grow in the virtues of 
prudence, justice, fortitude and temperance through human effort. This involves yearly teaching on the  
virtues, the practice of making deliberate acts of right judgment, being fair, having courage and exercising 
moderation. Further, perseverance,  through repeated efforts in cooperation with God’s grace allows the 
practice of virtue to become purified and elevated to a supernatural level. 



The Cardinal and Theological Virtues  
We don’t often reflect on the staying power that habits have in our lives. Ancient wisdom tells us that habits 
become nature. We are what repeatedly do. If we do something over and over again, eventually we will do 
that thing without thinking. For example, if a person has chewed her nails all of her life, then chewing nails 
becomes an unconscious habit that is difficult to break. Perhaps harder to cultivate are the good habits in our 
lives. If we regularly take time to exercise, to say no to extra desserts, to get up early to pray, to think  
affirming thoughts of others, these too can become habits. The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines  
virtue as “an habitual and firm disposition to do the good. It allows the person not only to perform good acts, 
but also to give the best of himself. The virtuous person tends toward the good with all his sensory and  
spiritual powers; he pursues the good and chooses it in concrete actions. The goal of the virtuous life is to  
become like God” (CCC 1803). We can divide the virtues into two categories: the cardinal virtues and the  
theological virtues. These virtues act as signposts in the moral life. If we turn these virtues into habits, they 
will become part of who we are, making us like Christ.  
 

Human or Cardinal Virtues  
 

The four cardinal virtues are human virtues that govern our moral choices. They are acquired by human effort 
and perfected by grace. The four cardinal virtues are: prudence, justice, temperance, and fortitude. The word 
cardinal comes from a Latin word that means “hinge” or “pivot.” All the other virtues are connected to, or 
hinge upon, the cardinal virtues. Without the cardinal virtues, we are not able to live the other virtues.  
Prudence “disposes practical reason to discern our true good in every circumstance and to choose the right 
means of achieving it” (CCC 1806). We must recall that our true good is always that which will lead us to 
Heaven, so that perhaps another way of saying this is that prudence allows us to know the good based on an 
eternal perspective. Prudence is called the charioteer (or the driver) of the virtues because it guides or directs 
the other virtues. Justice “consists in the constant and firm will to give their due to God and neighbor” (CCC 
1807). This is a particularly challenging virtue in a society saturated with self-indulgence and the accumulation 
of goods. The virtue of justice will help us to choose correctly how we are to use and share the things of this 
world (including life, respect, freedom, and so forth). Temperance “moderates the attraction of pleasures and 
provides balance in the use of created goods. It ensures the will’s mastery over instincts and keeps desires 
within the limits of what is honorable” (CCC 1809). This virtue allows us to live our lives in moderation so as 
not to be enslaved to our passions. Fortitude “ensures firmness in difficulties and constancy in the pursuit of 
the good” (CCC 1808). This virtue gives us strength against temptation, and helps us to overcome fear, even 
fear of death, in order to live a moral life.  
 

The Theological Virtues  
 

The three theological virtues are faith, hope, and charity. These three virtues have God as their object, which 
mean that they deal with our relationship with God. They are also a gift from God and cannot be earned, but 
enter our souls through sanctifying grace, which we first receive at Baptism. Faith is the theological virtue “by 
which we believe in God and believe all that he has said and revealed to us, and that Holy Church proposes 
for our belief, because he is truth itself” (CCC 1814). Another way of stating this is that Faith is the acceptance 
of God as our teacher. The virtue of Faith allows us to commit ourselves completely to God and act in  
accordance with our belief. Hope is the theological virtue “by which we desire the kingdom of heaven and 
eternal life as our happiness, placing our trust in Christ’s promises and relying not on our own strength, but 
on the help of the grace of the Holy Spirit” (CCC 1817). Hope aspires to the promise of eternal happiness. It 
keeps us from discouragement, sustains us in times of trial, and keeps our eyes fixed on our eternal goal, 
which is Heaven.  



Charity is the theological virtue “by which we love God above all things for his own sake, and our neighbor as 
ourselves for the love of God” (CCC 1822). Unfortunately, the word “charity” has taken on cold, negative  
connections. We often think of it as a handout to those in need—not out of love, but out of obligation. The 
other word often used to replace charity is love. But this too has come to mean anything but what Christ 
meant when He told us that we must have love. Today love often means a mushy feeling that easily comes 
and goes in people’s lives. Love, or charity, has nothing to do with feelings; it is a faculty of the will.  
 
This love that Jesus spoke of becomes the New Commandment. In John’s Gospel we read, “As the Father 
loves me, so I also love you. Remain in my love... .This is my commandment: love one another as I love 
you” (John 15:9, 12). This would be an impossible commandment if love were merely an emotion. There are 
too many people in this world whom we could never feel that way about. But when love becomes an act of 
the will, then no matter how we feel, we can still choose to love. That is why marriage vows are possible to 
keep: “I will love you in sickness and in health, in good times and in bad, in riches and in poverty, until death 
do us part.” These vows have little to do with feelings, and everything to do with decisions.  
 
If the goal of a virtuous life is to become like God, then it is clear that virtue must play a major part in our 
journey toward life in Christ, and in our ultimate goal to spend eternity with God in Heaven.  
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