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Chapter 11

Rethinking Infusion
Suggested reading: Summa Theologiae I.II 5.5, 65.3,
68.1, 110.2; II.II 24.6, 24.12; III 62.1, 69.6.

V

irtue’s infusion by God is integral to Aquinas’s theological ethics and is, in
light of contemporary virtue theories, something distinctive and surprising.
For some the infusion of virtue promises a welcome paradigm shift in virtue theory; for others the idea is disconcertingly problematic. An attempt will be made
to do justice to both intuitions by identifying a core idea to be valued and associated ideas that today need critical examination. A causal approach can help in
the rethinking of theological controversies that have, in the Thomistic tradition,
proved remarkably resistant to resolution.

Infusion as Gift
“Infusion” (infusio) is a useful metaphor, but a limited one. The image is of
pouring liquid into a container.1 Bernard of Clairvaux uses the idea to contrast
the way a good angel can urge us to good things but only God can directly
produce good things in us: “The Angel is in us, suggesting good things to us,
but not placing them in [the soul]. It is in us, encouraging us to the good, not
creating the good. God is in us in such a way that He affects [the soul], and
infuses it [with what is good]. Or, rather, He Himself is infused and makes it
participate in Himself.”2 The metaphor succeeds in conveying the idea that
virtues are sheer gift from God; in other respects it is a limited image, as virtue
is not much like a pourable liquid.
That gifting is at the heart of Aquinas’s idea is confirmed by his attempt to
distinguish the seven “gifts” of the Holy Spirit from the moral and theological
virtues (I.II 68.1; see also 55 pr). Aquinas finds this in the Vulgate Bible: “And
the spirit of the Lord will rest on him: the spirit of wisdom and understanding,
190
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the spirit of counsel and fortitude, the spirit of knowledge and piety. And he
shall be filled with the fear of the Lord” (Isaiah 11:1–2). The Latin Fathers,
such as Augustine of Hippo and Pope Gregory the Great, saw these seven
“gifts” or “spirits” or “virtues” as special qualities given to Christ and the
Church’s members by the Holy Spirit.
Although sharing names with some of the virtues, Aquinas distinguishes the
gifts from the moral, intellectual, and theological virtues. How to accomplish
this? It is not enough to say that the “gifts” are given freely by God, whereas
the virtues are not: “Nothing prohibits that which arises from another as a gift
to be perfective of someone for acting well, especially since, as we have seen,
certain virtues are infused in us from God. Whence, employing this method,
gift cannot be distinguished from virtue” (I.II 68.1c).3 The term “gift” refers to
the causal origin of something. The gifts of the Holy Spirit are gifts, but then so
are the infused moral and theological virtues. Perhaps the only reason Aquinas
customarily uses the language of “infused” virtues rather than “gifted” virtues
is simply that he does not want to confuse the theological and moral virtues
with the seven gifts found in the Book of Isaiah.
Aquinas does sometimes refer to supernatural virtue as gifted virtue (virtus
gratuita), and he talks of gifted prudence, fortitude, temperance, hope, and
charity.4 Gratuita is contrasted with naturalia (the natural) to refer to the sheer
gift of what comes with supernatural grace, without denying that even natural
things are gifts of God’s love. For, “All gifts, both natural and gratuitous, are
given to us by God through love, which is the first gift.”5 The core insight of
the idea of virtue’s infusion is simply that the virtues that lead us to God are
themselves free gifts of a gracious God. Infused virtue is gifted virtue.
Aquinas observes that a person’s excellence “he does not have from himself,
but this is, as it were, something divinely inspired in him. And therefore, for
this reason, the honor is due principally, not to him, but God” (II.II 131.1).6 To
view God, not our own effort, as virtue’s origin effects a welcome Copernican
revolution. As Robert Adams observes, “We may well have a richer as well as
less self-centered view of virtue if we regard it largely as a gift.”7 The recognition of virtue as primarily gift is a decentering one, assigning praise to the
divine source of all that is good in us.
The Augustinian interpretation of Aquinas acknowledges a genuine paradigm shift from Aristotle. According to Alasdair MacIntyre, Aquinas’s recognition that we are dependent rational animals contrasts sharply with Aristotle’s
ideal of self-sufficiency. This contrast is especially noteworthy, as MacIntyre
suggests, when Aquinas’s ethical vision is compared to Aristotle’s “magnanimous man.”8 Aquinas does not reject magnanimity as a virtue; nevertheless,
his own account puts Aristotle into dialectical tension with Christian humility (II.II 129, 3 arg 4, ad 4; 161.1; 2 arg 3, ad 3; 4 arg 3, ad 3). This means
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that Aquinas must do some creative accounting to reconcile Aristotle’s claim
that the magnanimous man “needs nothing” with an anthropology that recognizes not only relationality but even dependence as part of what it means
to be human: “For every human, in the first place indeed, needs divine help,
but secondly, even human help, because a human is naturally a social animal,
since he is not sufficient of himself for life” (II.II 129.6 ad 1).9 The paradigm
shift is masked only by Aquinas’s charitable mode of interpretation that refuses
to contradict Aristotle outright. Aquinas saves Aristotle’s text by distinguishing between an unhelpful neediness from which the virtuous are free, and the
need that every human—including the virtuous—has of divine and human
help (auxilium). A human needs divine help “in the first place indeed” (primo
quidem). Within this new paradigm we cannot attain the end without ongoing
divine help (I.II 5.5), and the virtues that lead us to this end depend on God’s
ongoing giving as the illumination of the air depends on the sun (II.II 24.12c).

Facility
While the core idea of virtue’s infusion, that the supernatural virtues are
gifts from God, is theologically indispensable, associated claims in Aquinas’s
account are worthy of critical examination. The first is the idea that the infusion of moral virtue does not confer the same kind of facility as acquired moral
virtue bestows. Since the exercise of virtue is characterized by ease, delight, and
promptness, facility in virtuous action is therefore the sign of virtue (signum
virtutis) in that indicates that it is performed from a well-rooted habit. This is
not merely a philosophical claim. The graced life of Christian existence should
be characterized by a sweetness and promptness in performing those actions
that lead to eternal beatitude (I.II 110.2). Indeed, it is axiomatic for Aquinas
that “it is not fitting that God should provide less for those he loves that they
may possess the supernatural good, than for creatures whom he loves that
they possess a natural good” (110.2).10 It would be incongruous if God had
so arranged things that the joy characteristic of natural virtue is lacking in
supernatural virtue.
The claim that infused moral virtue does not confer facility in the same way
as acquired virtue arises from an empirical observation combined with a thesis
about virtue. The empirical evidence is that the newly converted often find it
difficult and painful to act prudently, justly, bravely, or temperately even when
they succeed in doing so; the thesis is that the moral virtues are infused along
with grace at the moment of baptism. It follows from these that it can be difficult and painful to exercise infused moral virtue (65.3 ad 2; On the Virtues
1.10 ad 14–16).11
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Michael S. Sherwin helpfully illustrates the idea with the case of Matthew
Talbot, an Irish laborer and alcoholic who underwent a conversion, gave up
drink, and dedicated his life to prayer and service of the poor.12 While he “radically reoriented his life towards God,” it remained true that “he still retained,
especially in the beginning, a strong desire (and inclination) to continue drinking and to return to his former way of life.”13 In Aquinas’s viewpoint, Sherwin
suggests, Talbot has the infused virtue of temperance but finds it difficult to act
temperately.
Aquinas therefore seems caught in a bind. If new converts find morally virtuous action difficult, and moral virtues are infused with grace, then either we
question virtue’s infusion at baptism or we have to account for the anomaly of
moral virtues that lack the facility ordinarily characteristic of virtue:
He who has virtue, does the works of virtue with facility, and they are pleasing to
him for their own sake, whence also “the sign of a habit is the delight that arises
in the work,” as is said in the Nicomachean Ethics II. But many have charity, free
from mortal sin, who nevertheless suffer difficulty in the works of the virtues, nor
are these works pleasing to them for their own sake, but only insofar as they are
referred to charity. (I.II 65.3 arg 2)14

Aquinas replies that the infused moral virtues do possess a facility, but of a
different kind. Let us examine his account in his three major theological treatments of virtue.
The fundamental position is laid down in the Commentary on the Sentences,
where Aquinas distinguishes two kinds of facility that we may term habituated facility and agonistic facility.15 Habituated facility arises from preceding
habit or custom; it is characteristic of acquired moral virtue. Agonistic facility
belongs to infused moral virtue from its generation; it arises from a strong
attachment to virtue’s object. For Aquinas the latter kind of facility is compatible with difficulty in acting virtuously due to the hangover from a previous life
of sin—that is, the “habits of vices” that have been impeded or diminished but
not totally taken away.16 This is “agonistic” facility because it involves countering strong contrary dispositions.
The two types of facility can be illustrated by adapting an example proposed by Louis Billot (1846–1931):17 Bob finds it difficult to take his cholesterol medication because he is not yet accustomed to it, but he does so reliably
because of his intense desire to avoid a heart attack. Bill, on the other hand, is
used to the same medication regime and because it has become easy for him,
he reliably keeps to it, although having a less intense desire to be well than
Bob. The two men have contrasting kinds of facility in obeying their doctors’
instructions: the first arises from a strong adherence to good health, the second

1 94

•

Ch apt e r 11

simply from the accustomed ease with which medication is taken. Bob’s facility is analogous to the agonistic facility of infused moral virtue, whereas Bill’s
corresponds to the habituated facility of acquired moral virtue. In the case of
Matt Talbot, Sherwin suggests, “At the moment of his conversion, the infused
virtues empowered him to live soberly, even as he continued to feel a burning
desire to drink.”18
In On the Virtues Aquinas defends this viewpoint by observing that there
is at least one case of virtuous operation that is not delightful—namely, brave
action (1.10 ad 15). If it is not necessarily delightful to act from fortitude
when risking one’s life on the battlefield, for example, then surely the lack of
delight in acting according to newly infused virtue is not contrary to virtue’s
nature. In the Summa Theologiae Aquinas points out that often someone
may possess a habit and yet not experience delight and complacency in its
act due to an extrinsic obstacle (I.II 65.3 ad 2). A scientist may have difficulty in understanding because he is sleepy or physically sick. Aquinas concludes, “And similarly, the habits of infused moral virtues sometimes suffer
difficulty in operating, due to certain contrary dispositions remaining from
preceding acts.”19
The analogies Aquinas offers to demonstrate that agonistic facility is sufficient for virtue are not convincing. The exercise of fortitude lacks delight
because of an external threat it is virtuous to fear: the danger of injury or
death. In contrast, the obstacle to enjoyment in exercising newly generated
infused virtue is an acquired interior disposition contrary to virtue (65.3 ad 2).
Similarly, sleepiness or sickness is, as Aquinas notes, a supervenient external
impediment (ibid.); the inclination to sin, on the other hand, is something disordered within a person’s soul. It does not make obvious sense to say that
one has a virtue while suffering strong interior inclinations in the opposite
direction. The ascription of agonistic facility to temperance is especially problematic: temperance collapses into continence, or the ability to act virtuously
despite strong appetitive inclinations to the contrary.
Aquinas’s distinction between the agonistic facility proper to newly infused
moral virtue and the habitual facility proper to acquired virtue is unhelpful.
Since facility involving promptness, ease, and joy is the sign of virtue, the lack
of such facility in the new convert is not a sign that infused moral virtue lacks
such facility. Rather, it is a sign that she does not possess infused virtue in its
complete form. If a person finds difficulty and pain in exercising moral virtue,
then, lacking that facility (the sign of virtue), it is more reasonable to conclude
she is not yet, simply speaking, morally virtuous. In the case of Matt Talbot,
it is more plausible to say not that he possesses infused temperance yet still
experiences the inclination to sin but rather that he possesses continence or
self-control.
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Gradualness
The problem of facility indicates the need for a more developmental perspective. Aquinas, however, claims that the supernatural virtues are all infused
simultaneously with the grace of justification at the moment of repentance,
which “opens the door to the virtues” (III 85.6 ad 3).20 Referring to faith,
hope, and charity, Aquinas says, “[These] habits are infused at the same time”
(habitus simul infunduntur) (I.II 62.4c). Nor is this a matter of the theological virtues alone: “The moral virtues are infused simultaneously with charity”
(65.3).21 For Aquinas the normal locus for the infusion of the virtues is baptism: “By Baptism, a person receives grace and the virtues” (III 69.4).22
Why is it necessary that all the virtues be infused simultaneously? Aquinas argues: “Charity is generated simultaneously with the other virtues, not
because it is indistinguishable from them, but because the works of God are
perfect. Hence, when charity is infused, he infuses all those things that are
necessary for salvation” (On the Virtues 2.5 ad 11).23 To say that God does
not give all the virtues simultaneously would be a slight on the perfection and
love of God.
Aquinas recognizes that the simultaneity thesis is difficult to reconcile with
human experience. There is the case of the new convert who finds it difficult to
act virtuously. Another apparent counterexample is the newly baptized infant,
who has grace yet is unable to exercise prudence (II.II 47.14 arg 3). Aquinas
concedes that the infant will lack acquired prudence since she lacks the requisite experience, time, and opportunity for exercise. He claims, however, that
since the virtues flow from grace, baptized infants do possess infused prudence,
at least in habit if not in act (secundum habitum, sed non secundum actum)
(ad 3). Elsewhere, he explains this view as follows:
Some of the ancients thought that infants were not given grace and the virtues
in Baptism. . . . The reason for their error was that they did not know how to
distinguish between habit and act. And so, seeing infants incapable of acts of the
virtues, they believed that they have no virtues at all after Baptism. But this impotency of operating does not happen to infants because of the lack of habits, but
from a bodily impediment, just as people sleeping, although they may have the
habits of virtues, are nevertheless impeded from acts because of sleep. (III 69.6c)24

The distinction between possessing a virtue in habit and having it in act does
make sense. A person who is sleeping has no opportunity to exercise her virtue but would characteristically do so if awake and the opportunity presented
itself. However, Aquinas’s comparison with the sleeping adult is unconvincing
since the “impediment” to acting virtuously is much more fundamental for a
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baby than for an adult.25 To say that a baby possesses prudence in habit rather
than in act is to imply the baby would characteristically exercise prudence
under certain circumstances. But in what circumstances could a baby do so?
Presumably only in circumstances in which it ceases to be a baby and acquires
a different set of capabilities.
Does nothing change with baptism? A newly baptized baby is now explicitly
part of the Christian community that mediates God’s grace and so is on the
path toward infused virtue. Or the baby possesses virtue in germ rather than
in habit. (On the idea of germinal virtue, see chap. 9.) Something similar could
be said of the newly converted Christian: Matt Talbot has a new commitment
and relationship to God and so will have a new motivation to be prudent, just,
brave, and temperate, but it is premature to say that he is such already.
The idea that the virtues arrive all at once in the soul by infusion, as if a
light switch has been turned on, does not correspond to a meaningful narrative
of the ordinary process of moral development.26 Baptism is not like Robert
Nozick’s “transformation machine” that makes us instantly virtuous.27 Baptized infants are not yet prudent, just, or temperate. Once baptized, adults still
struggle, still fall, and take time to attain to the virtues. The simultaneity thesis,
as Aquinas states it, fails to do justice to the gradualness of spiritual growth.
The simultaneity thesis can be rethought and made more consistent with the
ordinary narrative of spiritual growth if we attend to Cajetan’s neglected but
intriguing interpretation (in I.II 62.4). Cajetan thinks that someone persisting in
mortal sin after baptism could well have received faith and hope but still lacks
charity: the mortally sinful acts of the convert prevent the generation of charity
in the soul by infusion. Whatever we make of the plausibility of this case, it
nevertheless provides Cajetan the occasion for making a valuable distinction
between the infusion of the virtues, which in the strict and formal sense is an
activity of God, and their reception, which is something that may happen in the
soul as a consequence of God’s action but only on condition that the person is
appropriately disposed. Cajetan therefore restates the simultaneity thesis this
way: the habits of theological virtues are infused at the same time “on the part
of the one infusing and by the rationale of infusion, although the opposite may
happen from the disposition of the one receiving” (emphasis added). In other
words, infusion as infusion of all the virtues happens simultaneously since God
does not hold back on His gifts; yet one or other of the virtues may fail to be
generated or increased because of a person’s lack of openness to this infusion.
Cajetan’s distinction between infusion and reception is not without its basis
in Aquinas’s thinking:
Charity, since it is an infused habit, depends on the action of the one doing the
infusing, namely, God, who stands to charity’s infusion and preservation as the
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sun does to the air’s illumination. . . . And therefore, just as the light would immediately cease in the air were some obstacle to the sun’s illuminating, so also charity would cease at once to be in the soul, through some obstacle being placed to
the inflowing of charity into the soul. (II.II 24.12c)28

God’s action is ongoing, like the illumination of the sun, even when the disposition of the recipient prevents it from working its proper effect—that is, the
generation and maintenance of charity and the other virtues in the soul. Aquinas thinks of this in unduly binary terms: either a person is open to infusion or
she is not, and the virtues are generated or they are not. A person can “open the
door to the virtues” to a greater or lesser degree, hence the generation of virtue
can be gradual, beginning with germinal virtue, and eventually being perfected
in complete virtue.
Aquinas does offer two reasons for saying that the virtues are infused at
the moment of baptism, even in infants (III 69.6c). The first is that children, as
members of Christ’s body, must receive from the head “an influx of grace and
virtue” (influx gratiae et virtutis). However, the gradual generation of infused
virtue is no slight on God’s goodness or Christ’s efficacy. As the sun continues
to shine whether the shutters are open or not, so God continues actively to
offer the gift of the supernatural virtues to all through Christ; due to immaturity or sin the person may be indisposed to receive this infusion fully.
The second reason Aquinas gives for infusion at the moment of baptism is
that infants who die after being baptized would not arrive at eternal life if they
did not possess the virtues at least in habit (ibid.). However, on the story of
gradual generation, baptized infants possess, in addition to grace, the germinal
supernatural virtue that is fitting for their stage in life and which marks the
beginning of eternal life.
Cajetan’s distinction between infusion and reception opens a way to a more
plausible developmental account of virtue’s infusion that respects the theological concerns.29 As William McDonough puts it, “Though grace effects a complete new beginning in an instant, its work through the whole of the human
person is not instantaneous.”30 When we note that, for Aquinas, the theological
virtues of faith and hope may exist in an imperfect and germinal state (I.II
65.4), there seems no obstacle to understanding infusion as the gift of God,
and, on our part, as a gradual process.

Mediation
According to Aquinas, the infused virtues are “caused immediately by God”
(immediate a Deo causari) (I.II 63.3 ad 1). In contrast to the acquired virtues,
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God generates, increases, and maintains the supernatural virtues without mediation of human action or other secondary causes. The most that human agency
can contribute is consent and, in the case of infused virtue’s increase, dispositive and meritorious causation, but not cooperation. This is the third thesis
associated with Aquinas’s account of infusion that can fruitfully be examined
critically.
Aquinas’s theology of grace might suggest a more positive role for human
cooperation in the generation, increase, and maintenance of infused virtue.31
Aquinas opposes an occasionalist view of causation, according to which, for
example, “It is not fire that heats, but God in the fire” (I 105.5).32 On the
contrary, God works in things without thereby taking away their own agency;
indeed, their active power is due to God Himself (ibid.). Actions issue simultaneously from created beings (as secondary causes) and from God (the primary cause) (I 105.5 ad 1). On this “concurrentist” understanding, grace and
free human action are seen as complementary rather than competitive. The
claim that God infuses virtue immediately may seem to run against the grain of
Aquinas’s theology of grace by taking away human agency in becoming more
virtuous. Yet the more we attribute to our own agency, the greater the danger
we undermine the core insight of the doctrine of infusion: that the virtues are
more gifts than attainments.
There are other reasons for questioning the immediacy of infusion. Human
beings in some way contribute to their own justification and sanctification.
Aquinas quotes Augustine: “He who created you without you will not justify
you without you” (I.II 55.4 arg 6).33 Again, tensions exist: to ascribe too much
to human agency risks a Pelagian eclipse of the primacy of God’s grace in our
justification and sanctification.
Florence Caffrey Bourg brings out a more practical consideration: “There
is a tension between that part of the developing theological tradition which
considers Christian families or domestic churches as schools of virtue, and
that part of the tradition which has insisted that the supernatural virtues are
caused by God alone through sacraments of baptism and penance.”34 Bourg is
dissatisfied with the idea that our contribution to the cultivation of virtue lies
purely in dispositive causation, since this perspective fails to do justice to the
rich variety of ways God’s grace can be mediated to us through community
and sacrament. She proposes a rethinking of the causal role of human agency
in the attainment of evangelical virtue: “Human agency may be understood
as a secondary, instrumental, ministerial, or mediating cause enlisted by God
in formation of supernatural virtue—comparable to the role Aquinas assigns
to sacraments and their ministers as causes of grace.”35 Bourg’s practical perspective urges us to see the extent to which human agency can be said to cooperate in the attainment of supernatural virtue. She proposes that our causal
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contribution to the generation and increase of infused virtue goes beyond mere
dispositive causation and genuinely “mediates” God’s grace. How tenable is
this viewpoint?
The central theological challenge is being able to hold a tension. The first
pole of this tension is the core insight in the doctrine of supernatural virtue’s
infusion: that such virtue is gratuitous since we can only be oriented to, and
begin to participate in, eternal life by the sheer gift of a gracious God; the
second is that God’s gift is mediated in manifold ways—through creation, the
Church, and even human agency—since, as the doctrine of the Incarnation most
clearly shows, God chooses not to bypass the created world or human freedom
in communicating His grace. How may we describe the relation between grace
and human agency in virtue’s infusion without either undermining the giftedness or underestimating the agency? Progress can come from examining two
parallel cases in which secondary causes mediate grace or infusion in more
than a merely dispositive way.
The first analogy concerns the causality of the sacraments and their ministers, as Bourg suggests. In the early text of the Commentary on the Sentences,
Aquinas says it is necessary to say that the sacraments are in some way the
cause of grace, but he shows a concern to discern what this causal role is.36
He makes two distinctions. One is between the principal agent (agens principale), who is the first mover, and the instrumental agent (agens instrumentale),
which is a moved mover. By assigning sacrament to the category of instrumental cause, Aquinas preserves the theological insight that God alone is the origin
of grace: the water of baptism, for example, causes grace only because it is used
for that effect by God. So a sacrament is an instrumental cause of grace.
However, Aquinas makes an important further distinction between two
kinds of instrumental cause: disposing (disponens) and completing (perficiens).
The latter causes a form but the former only directly causes the disposition
or readiness for that form. A saw used to produce a stool is an example of a
perfecting instrumental cause: the saw produces an effect that goes beyond
what it can produce of itself, as with all instrumental causes, but when it is
used by the principal agent it really does bring about the stool, making it a
completing instrumental cause. A disposing instrumental cause, in contrast,
merely produces the material on which the principal agent can freely bestow
the form. The example Aquinas gives is of the begetting of a human child: the
material elements provide the substratum into which God infuses the immortal
human soul.
Which kind of instrumental cause is a sacrament? Crucially, in this early
text, Aquinas says it is a merely disposing rather than perfecting instrumental
cause of grace. In this way he is able to preserve the gratuity of grace, as it is
God Himself who completes its conferral. Yet, since disposing causes produce
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only a readiness for a form, Aquinas thereby limits the extent to which a sacrament can truly be said to mediate grace.
Reginald M. Lynch, following Cajetan, argues for a development in Aquinas’s view that goes beyond the cautious teaching of the Commentary and
assigns completing instrumental causality to the sacraments.37 In the Summa
Theologiae Aquinas repeats the basic point that God is the principal agent of
grace: “The principal [agent] operates in the power of its form, to which its
effect is made to be like, just as fire by its heat heats. And in this manner [of
causation] nothing can cause grace except God, because grace is nothing other
than a certain participated likeness of the divine nature” (III 62.1).38 However,
he says that just as an axe is a secondary and instrumental cause of the building
of a couch, so the sacraments cause grace by divine institution (ibid.). While
Aquinas does not use the language of completing instrumental causation, the
analogy with the axe and couch implies that the sacraments are not merely
disposing causes of grace. Nor does this violate God’s sovereignty in producing
grace, since the instrumental cause acts not in virtue of its own form but by the
motion originating in the principal agent, God. “And so the effect is not made
to resemble the instrument, but the principal agent” (ibid.).39
As Lynch highlights, Cajetan illustrates this idea with the image of a musician playing a harp (in III 62.4 n.4). In disposing causality, there are two steps:
the instrument first produces an effect that is then perfected by the principal
agent. The completing cause, in contrast, participates much more integrally in
bringing about the effect. Even though the principal and the completing cause
both operate, there is only one motion or one event. Of itself the harp can produce only sounds; in the hands of a musician it really does produce music, not
merely sounds that then can be made into music. When played in this way the
harp is the subject not merely of a “motion” but of an “empowered motion”
(motus virtuosus).40 Similarly, in Cajetan’s interpretation, a sacrament can be
a completing cause of grace through an empowered motion without thereby
undermining the understood principle that, in a sense, nothing can cause grace
except God. Only God can cause a human to participate in his own life and
form. Could the same not be said about human agency in generating supernatural virtue? In this case our own virtuous acts would be a harp, as it were,
by which God effects a “music” of which we are not capable on our own:
the generation and increase of supernatural virtue. A distinction between the
infusion and acquisition would be preserved since in the former human agency
generates and increases virtue only in virtue of a graced empowerment; the
virtues therefore remain sheer gift rather than acquisition.
Another analogy lies in the begetting of the child. Pope Pius XII states, “The
Catholic faith obliges us to hold that souls are immediately created by God.”41
Karl Rahner, in a well-known discussion, points out that it is also true that
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parents really do beget their own children. How do we reconcile these two
truths? Rahner says: “The statement that God directly [immediately] creates
the soul of a human being does not imply any denial of the statement that
the parents procreate the human being in his unity. It makes the statement
more precise by indicating that this procreation belongs to that kind of created
efficient causality in which the agent by virtue of divine causality essentially
exceeds the limits set by his own essence.”42 Rahner is expressing something
that parents say they themselves experience: no matter how important their
role, they intuitively recognize that the new person is not something they themselves could produce or make of themselves. This new human being is both
their child and a sheer gift of God. A Thomistic approach that attempts to
rethink our role in virtue’s “immediate” infusion would have to say something
similar: that whatever the role of human agency in increasing supernatural
virtue, it accomplishes this only by mediating a gracious gift that transcends its
proper effectiveness. In this way it may be possible to assign a greater causal
role to human action in the attainment of infused virtue without undermining
its giftedness. While our own agency might be said not only to dispose to but
really to generate supernatural virtue through divine help, as the harp produces
music in the hands of the musician, it remains that gratuitous virtue comes to
us primo quidem et principaliter, per gratiae donum: in the very first place and
principally by the gift of grace (II.II 161.6 ad 2).

Moral Virtue
Another element of Aquinas’s account of infused virtue, and theologically the
most controversial, is his claim that infused and acquired moral virtue “differ
in species” (I.II 63.4). This generates two problems, one intrapersonal (explaining the relationship of infused and acquired prudence, justice, fortitude, and
temperance within the same person) and the other interpersonal (understanding the kind of moral virtue, and possibly also theological virtue, possessed by
non-Christians).
Adams, in a different context, rightly warns of the danger of using virtue
language to make interpersonal comparisons between groups of people: “It
would be hard to defend talk of virtues and vices if that must mean dividing
humanity into purely good guys and unmitigatedly bad guys. That aggravates
conﬂict, and also dulls moral discernment. I think it is virtually always factually unjustiﬁed.”43 It is reasonable to think that Aquinas understands that
“pagans” are capable of connected, acquired moral virtue (virtue that is perfect
and unqualified virtue within the natural order). Nevertheless, his recognition
of pagan moral goodness is highly qualified; he claims that in the state of fallen
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nature, no one can avoid mortal sin without grace. Cajetan points out that
a single act of mortal sin is not inconsistent with the habitual possession of
moral virtue, and so a pagan could still be morally good (in I.II 65.2). While
Cajetan is more generous than Osborne in recognizing the connected virtue
of the pagan, the “pagan” may not find much consolation in the thought that
she may be morally virtuous but cannot avoid mortal sin, and so, unless she
converts to Christianity, is damned anyway.
In this area it is important to acknowledge the gap between Aquinas’s (or
Cajetan’s) day and our own. In today’s pluralist world, the question of how
Christians should relate to people of other faiths and those who have none
becomes more urgent. The Church teaches that grace is present in the hearts
of all people of good will and the Holy Spirit works “in a manner known only
to God” (Gaudium et Spes 22). Are we then to countenance the possibility of
infused virtue, even beyond the realms of explicit Christian faith? Theologians
range from a strong affirmation (William McDonough) to an affirmation that
acknowledges theological difficulties (Jean Porter) to a cautious consideration
(Michael Sherwin).44 It would not be tenable to hold a position that automatically excludes the majority of the human race from the possibility of salvation,
since that is not to honor the goodness of the God we know.
What about the intrapersonal question of the relationship between infused
moral virtue and its acquired counterparts? There are three main positions
on this tangled issue. The first is ascribed to Aquinas: that the two sets of
moral virtue can exist in graced union; the infused moral virtues relate to the
acquired moral virtues as commanding to eliciting, and so as form to matter.
While this may be a plausible interpretation, and the one that became the traditional Thomistic viewpoint, it risks duplicating virtues beyond necessity, as
Aquinas himself worries (I.II 63.3 arg 1, arg 2). The second is Mattison’s interpretation, that the Christian possesses only the infused moral virtues. While
this eliminates the two-tier structure within a single Christian, the dividing
line problematically is shifted from an intrapersonal to an interpersonal one:
Christians are separated from the rest of humanity by a different set of moral
virtues. Plus there is another problem. It is axiomatic for Thomism that grace
perfects nature without destroying it (gratia perficit naturam, non tollit).45
Mattison faces the difficulty of explaining the non tollit of the axiom: the
acquired moral virtues are not perfected but rather they are replaced with a
whole new set of virtues.
The third is the Scotist solution, according to which it suffices for Christian
prudence, justice, fortitude, and temperance that the acquired moral virtues
fall under the command and direction of the theological virtues; there is no
need for a distinct species of moral virtue infused by God.46 Is this not more
promising? After all, a moral virtue is specified by its formal object or target
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(finis operis) rather than its overall end (finis operantis) (60.1 ad 3). Yet to
ditch infused moral virtue without speaking to the core issue that the concept
was meant to address may be to employ Occam’s razor too enthusiastically.
For McKay Knobel it would be to propose “a relatively unimaginative appropriation of the Aristotelian theory of virtue, with faith, hope and love spliced
somewhat awkwardly on top.”47 Thomists have always rightly seen the Scotist
view as problematic. A difference in overall end indicates a difference in target
since prudence determines the target precisely by due proportion to the overall
end (On the Virtues 1.10 ad 9). It is difficult to see how the end can fail, at least
indirectly, to be specifying and distinguishing. Indeed, “It is from the end that it
is necessary to take the rationales of what is ordered to the end” (I.II pr).48 The
Scotist solution glosses over the difference made to the more proximate aims of
the moral life when oriented by a revealed vision of its ultimate end.
Can causal analysis shed light on this contested question? First, it helps to
question the problematic vocabulary of “infused” and “acquired” moral virtue.
Aquinas acknowledges that God could infuse a virtue directed only to finite
goods, just as He may miraculously produce health without its normal secondary natural causes: “Sometimes, to show his power, [God] infuses in a human
even those habits which can be caused by a natural power,” as when He gave
knowledge of tongues to the apostles (I.II 51.4; cf. 63.4).49 We may conceive
of a kind of virtue that cuts across Aquinas’s distinction: a moral virtue that is
infused yet is, of itself, only directed to a natural end. The reason for this confusion is that “infused” and “acquired” point not to the formal cause of certain
virtues but rather to their efficient cause, which is extrinsic and accidental to
the nature of a virtue in a way that the formal and final causes are not. The
efficient cause does not enter into the formal definition of a virtue, since the
efficient cause as such explains what brings a virtue into existence rather than
saying anything about its essence (see chaps. 2 and 5).
Cajetan sees the problem and attempts to improve on Aquinas’s vocabulary
by distinguishing virtue infused per se—that is, virtue of such a nature that it
can be generated only by God’s immediate action—from virtue infused per
accidens, which is the kind of virtue that is normally acquired by human action
but in this case happens to have been generated by God’s immediate intervention (in I.II 63.4). Cajetan’s terminology seems to work for theological virtue
since, as Aquinas argues, a virtue that is intrinsically and essentially directed to
a supernatural object and end must have a supernatural cause (I.II 51.4, 62.1;
On the Virtues 1.10). Yet it remains to be shown that moral virtues directed to
a supernatural end need to be so directed essentially and intrinsically.
We seem caught in a dilemma. Either moral virtue within the Christian
is intrinsically ordered to the supernatural end, in which case we seem to
have an essential difference in target and therefore species, or moral virtue is
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extrinsically ordered to a supernatural end by the command of the theological
virtues, in which case we lack a virtue with a supernatural target. Either position has its weaknesses.
A tentatively proposed fourth approach, which mediates between the Thomistic and Scotist solutions and has not yet been considered, is that moral virtue
is neither intrinsically nor merely extrinsically related to a supernatural end;
it is only “conditionally” and “obliquely” related so. This distinction can be
derived from the Salamancans’ discussion of the virtue of fortitude.50
The Salamancans discuss how to define the target of fortitude. One might
say that the proximate end of fortitude is to stand firm even when in mortal
danger. But this is not a morally good target (finis operis) unless it is referred
further to some further good (finis operantis). To voluntarily risk death without adequate reason is not an act of virtue. As Aquinas says, “To suffer death
is not praiseworthy in itself, but only insofar as it is ordered to some good,
which lies in an act of virtue, for example, to faith, and to the love of God” (II.
II 124.3).51 It is necessary to define the proper object of fortitude, not simply
as standing firm in mortal danger but rather, as the Salamancans say, “to face
danger according to reason insofar as there is need.” Note, however, that this
way of defining the proper object of fortitude, and hence the virtue of fortitude
itself, does not intrinsically and directly include any particular good remote
end in the definition or specification of fortitude; it only defines it obliquely or
“as a condition”:
To face danger even unto death, which is the principal object of fortitude, speaks
no goodness unless it is added that it be in order to a higher end, for example, of
faith, of justice, of charity, and so on. And so if someone were to expose himself
to danger without such an end, he would sin. However, this end does not concur
to constituting a good object for fortitude directly and as a formal rationale, but
only as a condition.52

In other words, the Salamancans offer a somewhat indeterminate definition
of the proper object of fortitude since they recognize that true bravery can be
motivated by any number of different worthy ends. This partly defined, partly
vague proper object of fortitude—any good worth dying for—is “determined”
or “specified” differently in differing circumstances.
How might this apply to the question of infused and acquired moral virtue? The dilemma is whether to acknowledge that a difference in overall end
signals a difference in object and target. If it does, we face the problem of the
superfluous duplication of supernatural and natural virtues. If it doesn’t, we
fail to recognize the difference that the ultimate end of eternal life makes to the
more proximate goals of the moral life. However, the Salamancans’ account of
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fortitude brings an alternative into view: the proper object of moral virtue is
defined with a certain amount of indeterminacy; the object can be constituted
in view of different remote ends. For example, it is essential to fortitude that
there be some further good that motivates one to stand firm in mortal danger;
what that further good is, provided it be some good greater than the preservation of a single human life, is accidental to fortitude’s proper object. As Aquinas himself says, “That the brave person acts bravely for the good of fortitude,
this is not a circumstance [of the brave act]; but [it is a circumstance] that he
act for the liberation of the city, or for the Christian people, or something of
this kind” (I.II 7.3 ad 3).53 It seems to follow that pagan and Christian fortitude
differ, and yet are not different in species. The brave pagan is ready to die for
the good of the city; the brave Christian is ready also to die for Christ. These
are not virtues differing in species, since they share the same proper object or
target: to face the danger of death for some greater good according to reason. The Occam’s razor objection has no unnecessary duplication to eliminate.
However, this proper object gets “determined” or “specified” differently for
pagans and Christians, and so the objection to the Scotist solution—that it fails
to recognize the difference an overall end makes to the proximate ends of the
moral life—also finds no purchase here.
The alternative view, generalized from the example of fortitude, is that a
moral virtue’s specifying target is somewhat indeterminate and capable of
being filled out either naturally or supernaturally. A moral virtue is related
to a natural or supernatural end neither intrinsically and directly (as for the
traditional Thomist position) nor extrinsically (as for the Scotists) but only “as
a condition.” For example, natural and supernatural temperance do not differ
in species, since they both consist in moderating emotional attractions for the
sake of bodily, relational, and moral goods. But these goods get specified differently by unaided human reason and reason informed by faith.
What does this fourth possibility imply about moral virtue’s efficient cause?
Such virtue, in this view, is indeterminate between infusion and acquisition: it
can be either acquired by human action or infused by grace (with or without
mediation of the completing instrumentality of human action), or both. The
efficient cause is accidental. This seems more consonant with ordinary experience, which indicates that acting prudently, bravely, temperately, or justly
increases our inclination toward prudent, brave, temperate, and just acts, for
the Christian as well as for others. At the same time, these dispositions are
undoubtedly increased in us by the Holy Spirit, as when a martyr finds, by
grace, a more than human bravery.
The advantage of this tentative solution is that it preserves distinction while
avoiding dichotomy. Thus it is in overall continuity with Aquinas’s own trajectory in the context of the discussion of his day. If it is inadequate, a fifth
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approach is always possible: to allow that the mysterious relation between
human agency and God’s grace in the attainment of moral virtue eludes us still.

Love
James Keenan has highlighted the need to rethink a classicist understanding of
virtue in the light of a more relational anthropology.54 Nel Noddings claims
that we do not grow into virtue in isolation. Virtue, she says, “is built up in
relation. It reaches out to the other and grows in response to the other.”55 These
insights may require not so much a rethinking of Aquinas as rethinking of our
interpretation of him. Could it be said that infused virtue is virtue that is built
up in relation to, and in response to, God? Andrew Pinsent has suggested that
the key to this kind of “paradigm shift” lies in Aquinas’s account of the seven
gifts of the Holy Spirit.56
Aquinas distinguishes the seven gifts from the moral and theological virtues.
While the gifts are virtues in a broad sense, they also are distinctive in that
they perfect a human “insofar as he is moved by God” (68.1 ad 1).57 As “spirits” bestowed by God they enable us to be “inspired” or moved by God more
promptly (68.1c). In sum, “the gifts are certain perfections of a human, by which
a human is disposed to this: that he follows the divine impulse well” (68.2c).58
Causally, what is the difference between the virtues and gifts? Aquinas does
not see the matter of the gifts as distinctive (68.1 arg 2, ad 2). Pinsent says
that since the gifts and virtues share the same matter, they must share the same
form.59 This cannot be right, since if gifts and virtues have the same form and
matter, then they are the same habits. Cajetan is more precise: “Although gifts
are not about any other objects, they are about them by a different mode: for
they are about them in such a way that their acts originate from the impulse
of the Holy Spirit” (in 68.1 n.2). While their subject, material object, target,
end, and agent will be the same, generically speaking, their mode differs. The
gifts, Aquinas says, surpass the virtues in their modus operandi insofar as they
are moved by God (68.2 ad 1). The key to understanding the gifts, then, is to
unpack the gift’s characteristic mode.
The gift’s mode is not the same as that of a moral virtue (the mode of
reason) but is a receptivity to the movements of a divine and interior impulse
(instinctus): “Even the Philosopher recognizes, in the chapter ‘On Good
Fortune’ [Eudemian Ethics VII, 8], that those who are moved by a divine
impulse do not need to be counselled by human reason, but that they follow an interior impulse, because they are moved by a principle better than
human reason” (68.1c).60 The question is how to understand this “impulse”
and “movement.”
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This is where Pinsent can help us. He points out that we are in danger of
being misled by the modern mechanistic connotations of “impulse” and “movement”: the movement essential to the gifts is not a coercive push. Rather, Aquinas conceives of this movement as happening in an intensely personal context
by which a person learns to participate in God’s stance toward an object. For
example: “By the gift of piety, we are moved to regard other persons as God
regards them, namely as potential or actual children, and thereby our brothers
and sisters.” . . . By the gift of counsel, we are ‘directed as though counseled
by God,’ implying that we take on God’s stance towards possible courses of
action.”61 Similar analyses can be given of the other gifts. Pinsent concludes,
then, that the “movement” characteristic of the gifts is a kind of “joint attention” in which we learn to share in God’s stance toward some object.62
How does this perspective of “second-person relatedness with God” and
“joint attention” enable us to understand the infusion of virtue? Joint attention, or sharing the stance of another, is possible only in the context of personal
relationship. Employing joint attention as a “metaphor” by which to interpret
Aquinas, Pinsent argues that the theological virtues, which unite us with God,
precede the gifts and enable us to be moved through joint attention; these in
turn precede the infused moral virtues, which are understood as “virtues of
shared stance.”63 Indeed, Aquinas claims that in the order of perfection, the
theological virtues come first, followed by the gifts, followed by the infused
moral virtues (68.8 ad 2).
Pinsent makes two contributions: he accents the second-personal perspective in Aquinas’s account of the virtues and he offers an illuminating account of
the gifts as virtues of shared stance. However, he overstates the degree to which
“joint attention” provides an interpretation of Aquinas on virtue’s infusion.
While it makes sense to see the gifts as flowing from the theological virtues, it
is less clear that Aquinas thinks the infused moral virtues flow from the gifts.
While the gifts precede the infused moral virtues in the order of perfection, in
the order of generation the opposite is the case: “The moral and intellectual
virtues precede the gifts, because by being well disposed in his own reason, a
human is disposed to being well disposed in order to God” (68.8 ad 2).64 There
is a problem in seeing the moral virtues purely as virtues of shared stance, as
doing so underestimates the role of human agency in their attainment. Furthermore, since gifts flow from the theological virtues, we still need an account of
the former’s infusion.
The interpretive key to a more relational Thomistic account of infused virtue in general lies not so much in contemporary research on joint attention as
on the primacy of the virtue of charity within theological ethics.65 For Aquinas charity is understood in terms of the mutual communication of friendship: “Charity signifies, not only the love of God, but even a certain friendship
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towards him, which indeed adds to love a mutual return with a certain mutual
communication” (65.5).66 There is, however, an asymmetry in this mutual communication since we are drawn into it only by God’s loving initiative. God’s
love for us comes first; only then are we empowered to love Him in return.
As Aquinas explains, charity is a love founded on God’s communication
(II.II 23.1c). Unlike human friendship, charity “is not founded on human virtue,
but on divine goodness” (23.3 ad 1).67 This is indisputable Christian doctrine
and experience: God loved us while we were sinners, and God’s gracious love
comes first, empowering us to love. As Aquinas puts it, “All gifts, both natural
and gratuitous, are given to us by God through love, which is the first gift.”68
Charity, generated in response to God’s communication, in turn is the
context in which the other supernatural virtues and gifts are generated and
increased, as Pinsent himself observes. Indeed, all the virtues are in some way
dependent on charity (II.II 23.4 ad 1). Just as the moral virtues are connected
through prudence (I.II 65.1), so all the infused virtues are connected through
charity (65.2, 4). Charity orients a person to the virtues’ ultimate end in God.
Virtue is built up in relationship. As David Decosimo puts it, even to have
the capacity for virtue is “to have others do for oneself and on one’s behalf that
for which one can take no credit.”69 The supernatural virtues are generated
and increased in us when we are transformed by the friendship God draws us
into. This is what virtue’s “infusion” is at its heart: becoming more like God
in response to God’s loving self-communication. As Aquinas claims about our
good works, so it is in regard to our virtue: all of it is from God, totum est a
Deo.70 All is gift.
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