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“The Cardinal Virtues – Prudence”  
 

 
We have made it through the theological virtues which all involve a direct participation in the life of God through grace. We will now 
turn to the cardinal (moral) virtues which are qualities that allow us to move towards some good using human reason. The first of 
these virtues is Prudence. If you remember from the theological virtues, both hope and charity flow from the virtue of faith. Similarly, 
the cardinal virtues all naturally flow from the virtue of prudence. Prudence is commonly referred to as an intellectual virtue because 
it involves having “knowledge” of how to act rightly. St Augustine puts it well by saying, “Prudence is the knowledge of what to seek 
and what to avoid.” This knowledge is essential to know how to live a moral life, naturally. It also has supernatural significance, though, 
since training ourselves to think rationally, is a great tool in aiding us in finding our supernatural end as well! 
 
To give a basic example of the virtue of prudence at play, let us consider a person who is not doing well financially. There are various 
actions that can take place in an attempt to rectify this situation. There are certainly potential actions which follow from imprudence, 
such as robbing a liquor store or going around stealing wallets and purses. These actions would be considered imprudent because they 
are irrational inasmuch as these actions involve a person failing to properly judge the goodness of their acts. For instance, a person 
who robs a liquor store did not take the time to properly rationalize whether robbing the liquor store is the best course of action, but 
rather, gave in to their impulses and through whatever means necessary sought to achieve their desired end (to obtain money).   
 
Prudence involves three steps of the intellect: it deliberates, it judges, and then it commands. The robber failed to thoughtfully take 
these steps, for if he did, he would have: considered all possible means to make money (deliberation), then judged the goodness of 
each possible action and which is most appropriate action to take (judgment), and carried out the best possible action (command). 
Under no circumstances, would robbing a liquor store have been the preferred end if the person had truly deliberated and judged 
rightly. So, for one to choose to rob a liquor shows that they acted rashly and moved too quickly through these steps which led to an 
imprudent choice on part of the robber.  
 
People often confuse conscience with prudence because they are undoubtedly connected. They are connected insofar as “it is prudence 
that immediately guides the judgment of conscience.” (CCC 1806). We know that they are not the same thing because the virtue of 
prudence involves the whole of deliberation, judgment, and command, and is not, it itself, something that can be in error. Where we 
can go wrong with regard to our conscience (which we know does the judging) is in our failure to properly apply what we know to 
particular situations, or in our failure to properly understand the objective truth to begin with. That is why it is so important to form 
our consciences so as to know how rightly judge which actions we should take based on the principle of our faith and of human 
reason.  
 
All of the virtues, in some way, perfect us as human beings. The virtue of prudence perfects our intellect because it helps us to know 
how to move in the right direction. It helps us to move well towards our ends. It helps us to be flourishing human beings because in 
every action we take, we will be able to act in a way that is consistent with our nature. Being prudent is about having confidence in our 
actions knowing that they are the right actions to take because we have thought through them well and considered what is both best 
for ourselves and for others. It is ultimately sin which makes us impudent by commanding an action in pursuit of some lesser good.  
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