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Decisionmaking improves with practice 
O n e of the greatest masterpieces of 

moral theology is Thomas Aquinas' trea
tise on the virtue of prudence. Hardly 
anyone wants to read that treatise any
more, but it remains the source of sever
al wonderful insights into the moral life 
and gives us some important hints about 
our actual moral decision making. 

St. Thomas tells us that prudence does 
not help us arrive at the goal of life, or 
even the basic inclinations of human be
ings, which are the virtues. Rather, the 
job of prudence is to help us figure out 
how to get to the goals of life and how to 
achieve the virtues. Prudence helps as 
make decisions in the concrete here and 
now of life, helping us to figure out how 
to bring about good in real fife situations. 

Thus prudence assumes that we al
ready have an inclination to do the good 
thing. Prudence assumes that we already 
love what is good and we want to do it. 
What prudence contributes to virtues 
such as justice, temperance or fortitude 
is the very content of what these virtues 
are in the concrete. Prudence helps us 
decide on the means to bring about jus
tice, temperance o r fortitude — or the 
host of other virtues — in real situations. 

I suppose it works something like this. 
We all try to balance a whole host of 
commitments and obligations in our 
lives. We have duties toward our families, 
our jobs, ourselves, our neighborhoods, 

our churches and other associations. On 
a given evening, we might realize that 
our spouse thinks we should be taking 

, care of cutting the grass, while our boss 
thinks we ought to be finishing a report 
already late from last week. A child wants 
us to watch a little league contest, and 
the pastor has asked us to attend an 
emergency finance committee meeting 
at church. On top of all this, you might 
be an enthusiastic Knicks fan and want to 
watch the NBA playoffs, to which you 
feel entitled because you've put in a hec
tic work week already and are fairly con
scientious about lots of matters. 

This kind of situation plays into the 
virtue of justice, since it is justice that di
rects our obligations to others. Sure 
enough, we want to do the right thing 
and be faithful to these competing oblig
ations, but the how of achieving that re
mains unclear. For many of us, if we re

main on the abstract level and talk in the
oretical terms about justice, we are pret
ty sure of what we ought to do. But as we 
move further and further away from the 
theoretical toward the actual concrete sit
uations of life, we become less sure of the 
exact right way to "do justice." 

In the case al hand, wc know that all 
these claims on us arc valid. The grass 
does fleed cutting. Little league is 
tonight. The parish is in financial diffi
culty. The playoffs arc right here, right 
now. How to proceed .... 

In Thomas Aquinas' scheme, it is the 
virtue of prudence that helps us wend 
our way through all this, so that our goal, 
to do justice, can be achieved amid these 
very real claims. It is prudence that might 
cause us to consider, for example, that 
we will be free to cut the grass tomor
row, and that our spouse-will understand 
that the little league is tonight and not to
morrow. Furthermore, we could reason 
that a fellow parishioner will be at the 
church meeting and will offer better in
sight that we might ourselves be able to 
give at this point. Then, little league is 
usually over before dark, and the play
offs don't begin until later. Our obliga
tions to spouse, child, parish and self can 
still be achieved, and we have not drifted 
from our goal. 

Thomas Aquinas' treatise will not let 
us rest here, though, because it goes on 

to draw us to even deeper levels of (his 
dynamic. Prudence is the virtue, or trait, 
that helps us bring about abstract virtues 
in real life situations. Prudence guides 
our decision-making so that wc find the 
way to bring about justice in the particu
lar dilemmas we lace. Prudence supplies 
the "content" for justice in life. Bui the 
exercise of prudence also works to rein
force our commitment to justice it.sell. 
By pursuing justice and trying to do the 
right thing, and then making a decision 
based on that goal, we actually become 
more just. We actually become one wtio 
"loves the good" more that wc did be
fore. 

Moreover, with each decision we 
make, we actually become a better deci
sion maker. We actually help to shape 
within ourselves an ease and skill in de
ciding that becomes part of who we are. 
We develop a habit of good decisions. It 
is in this way, I suppose, that the truly 
wise people that each of us knows came 
to be that way. Good decisions them
selves become the means of shaping us 
into better people. Not only will we come 
to love the good more deeply, but we will 
also become better at achieving it in the 
real circumstances of life. 

• • • 

Sister Schoelles is president of St. 
Bernard's Institute. 
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Th e French call it joie de vivre, or love of life. 

That ability to approach life joyfully and fully 

appreciate all that each day has to offer. Every day, 

residents of Chapel Oaks, Rochester's newest arid -

finest rental retirement community, are finding the 

joy of retirement living. Once you 've experienced 

life at Chapel Oaks, you may find yourself falling 

in love with the true joy of living all over again. 

j all in love with the tradition of St. Ann's of 

A. Greater Rochester, Inc., who for 125 years has 

provided senior adults with a truly fulfilling 

retirement lifestyle. The location of being perfectly 

situated on 14 beautiful, secluded acres of the St. 

Ann ' s campus a;nd just minutes away from 

Rochester 's finest shopping, entertainment and 

cultural activities. The independence to continue an 

active life style without routine maintenance and 

tiresome daily chores. The value of a rental concept 

with no entrance fee, which makes Chapel Oaks 

Rochester 's most affordable retirement living 

options. The convenience of exceptional services and 

amenities, and the spacious one- and two-bedroom 

apartment homes. Or, fall in love with the security 

and peace of mind that comes from having priority 

access to a full cont inuum of health care services 

right on the St. Ann 's campus . 

f ^ / e t i r e m e n t is your time to seize the day and 

A. V life to its fullest; to experience your 

"joie de vivre.' ' P lease call ( 7 1 6 ) 3 4 2 - 3 0 5 2 

for more in format ion a b o u t C h a p e ] O a k s 

or to arrange y o u r personal tour. O n c e 

y o u s e e all that w e h a v e to offer, y o u m a y 

just f ind yourse l f f a l l ing in l o v e w i t h the 

true joy of l i v i n g all o v e r aga in! 
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Full of Life 
1550 Portland Avenue Rochester, NY 14621 

(716) 342-3052 
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