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Naming the Virtues 

 

I. Importance of referring to the virtues by their names 

A. Although we generally know good acts from bad acts and a virtuous character 

from a non-virtuous character, we are not always able to say exactly what is good 

or bad about a person’s actions or character.  We often lack the right terms to use 

(and even the concept that the term refers to). This makes it hard to explain 

matters of character to one’s sons. You are left saying only that such and such an 

act was good or bad. They do not learn as much from such a statement as they 

would if it were more specific. 

B. We need to learn to identify the various virtues and vices and be able to call them 

by their names. If this is done consistently, a boy can learn the basics of character 

before he leaves home. He can identify the virtues and vices in himself and in 

others. Or at least be able to look for them in others as he meets them. 

C. In almost any field, understanding of the field requires learning a lot of new 

terms. But it is not just the terms; it is also the concepts that are named by these 

terms. For example, an aeronautical engineer needs to learn about pitch, roll, yaw, 

airfoil, lift, the Bernoulli principle, etc. In the course of learning about 

aerodynamics he learns both the concepts and the terms. If he cannot handle the 

terms correctly, then he does not know the concepts.  On the other hand, if he 

does not have the terms, he will not be able to handle the concepts. He certainly 

will not be able to talk about them and explain them to others. 

D. So too with character. We need to learn the names of the virtues, which means 

learning about them. Once you know about the virtues, including their names, you 

can teach another person. That person—your son—will come to understand his 

own character and that of others. Many people are actually ignorant of character, 

just as most people are ignorant of aerodynamics. 

II. What names? 

A. Start with the Cardinal virtues: prudence, fortitude, temperance, justice. These are 

actually like larger categories for many more specific virtues (especially 

temperance and justice). 

B. Learn the others that fit under these. For example, under temperance comes 

sobriety (for drink), chastity (for sex), moderation (food), studiosity (curiosity), 

and so on. 

C. Where do you find out about these?  Not so easy.  We are going over the virtues 

here in Sherpa precisely so that you can learn about them, learn their names, and 

recognize them. 

III. How to teach sons about the virtues 

A. Point them out in stories (literature). 
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1. The Lord of the Rings: Frodo (courage), Sam (loyalty), Boromir and 

Saruman (pride), Gandalf (prudence, humility), Aragorn (fortitude, 

temperance, prudence, justice). 

2. Harry Potter: there are many vices in this book, even in Harry himself. 

B. Point them out in their own behavior as they arise. You identify the acts as 

virtuous or vicious (as opposed to identifying the boys as virtuous or vicious) 

1. A generous act (helped out somebody); 

2. A brave act (did something hard that needed to be done); 

3. A disloyal act (let down a friend or sibling); 

4. A lazy act (lack of fortitude); 

5. An intemperate act (played video games for five hours and did not do his 

homework). 

C. Point out virtuous and vicious acts in the behavior of others. 

D. Typical weaknesses for kids that should be identified when they are manifested: 

1. Intemperance in eating, playing games, indulging their curiosity 

(especially on the internet), becoming angry; 

2. Lack of affection for others (treating them harshly, ignoring them, etc.); 

3. Laziness; 

4. Lack of respect; 

5. Lack of chastity (and modesty); 

6. Lack of gratitude (failure to thank others; failure to realize how well off 

they are); 

7. Imprudence (not thinking things through and seeing the consequences of 

their actions; not planning sufficiently). 

 

A List of Virtues with Definitions 

Prudence: The habitual disposition to think through one’s actions before deciding 

to do them, including especially the longer-term effects of the actions on one’ 

own life and that of others with whom one is connected (family, friends, firm, 

school, etc.). An important aspect of prudence is adhering to true moral principles 

and aiming at one’s true end in life (God). 

Justice: The habitual disposition to give to each person what is due to them, that 

is, to respect their rights and to fulfill your obligations toward them (including the 

state). 

Fortitude or courage: The habitual disposition to face the difficulties that are 

involved in doing what you are obliged to do or what would be good to do for 

one’s friends, family, country, etc. 
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Patience: The ability to endure difficulties, big or small, that last for a longer 

period of time.  This is a particular form of fortitude or courage. 

Perseverance: The habitual disposition to pursue good actions or withstand 

temptation to bad actions when they involve prolonged difficulty. This is a 

particular form of fortitude or courage. 

Magnanimity: The habitual disposition to take on big projects for the sake of 

others and for the sake of the common good of the various communities to which 

one belongs. This virtue is a particular form of fortitude. The opposed vice, which 

tends to settle for small actions, is pusillanimity.  

Temperance: The inner ability (habit) to control your urges, especially any urge 

or desire that might pull you away from doing what you should or doing what 

would be good for others. The primary urges or desires are those related to food, 

drink and sex.  

Moderation in play (Eutrapelia): The habitual disposition to engage in play 

(sports, video games, hobbies, etc.) in a ordinate, measured way, that is, spending 

the right amount of time on it, doing it at the right times, being able to forego it 

when the needs of others requires it. This is a particular form of temperance. 

Chastity: The habitual disposition to seek and obtain sexual pleasure only within 

marriage with a proper openness to having and raising children. This is a 

particular form of temperance. 

Modesty: The habitual disposition to regulate one's actions and exterior 

customs—including dress—so that they do not excite unchaste desires in oneself 

or in others. This is a particular form of temperance. 

Studiosity: The habitual disposition to focus one’s attention (mind) on the matters 

which should occupy it at a given time. The opposed vice is curiosity which seeks 

to know what is not necessary or to do so at the wrong time. This is a particular 

form of temperance. 

Meekness: The steady ability to control your anger so that you are able to become 

angry at the right things, at the right time, and in the right way. This is a particular 

form of temperance. 

Humility: The habitual disposition to develop and use one’s God-given talents 

and abilities without seeking undue recognition from others. The humble person 

wants to use his or her talents and abilities to help others in their various 

communities (family, work, Church, State, etc.) without excessive regard for 

being acknowledged as better than others. The opposed vice is vanity which seeks 

to be singled out as better than others. 

Faith: Belief in what God has revealed, especially what he has revealed through 

Jesus Christ (and as taught by the Catholic Church). 

Hope: The strong confidence that God will grant us eternal life with him in 

heaven and also all the helps needed to achieve this while on earth. Hope 

presupposes that we try to do God’s will. 
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Charity: The love of God above all things and love of neighbors (others) for his 

sake. There is an order of charity by which it is proper to love more the people 

who are closer to us, e.g., our own family, our friends, our fellow Christians, our 

fellow countrymen.  

Generosity: The habitual disposition to give of what is your own (time, money, 

material things, etc.) to help others, even if it costs you to do so; the opposite of 

generosity is stinginess. 

Gratitude: The habitual disposition to be thankful and to express this gratitude to 

anyone who benefits you in any way. 

Piety: The habitual disposition of showing to God the honor that is due to him as 

our Creator. Piety is manifested in acts of worship, prayer, and serving others for 

God’s sake. Piety is a particular form of justice. 

Respect for superiors: The habitual disposition to acknowledge and reflect in 

your conduct the superior position of someone who is set over you in a 

relationship of legitimate authority: parents, bosses, government etc. For example, 

you use titles that show respect such as “Mom” and “Dad” instead of their first 

names. 

Obedience: The habitual disposition to follow the commands or indications of 

those who exercise legitimate authority over you. 

Order: The habitual disposition to do actions according to proper priorities and to 

keep your things each in its proper place. 

Industriousness: The habitual disposition to do your work promptly and with 

energy. This virtue combines elements of fortitude (facing difficulties) and 

temperance (avoiding distractions). 

Truthfulness: The habitual disposition to speak truthfully and to avoid outright 

lies, deceptive half-truths, exaggeration, insincere promises, and gossip. 

Punctuality: The habitual disposition to arrive at meetings and other scheduled 

events on time, so as to avoid making other people wait for us unnecessarily. 

Benevolence: The habitual disposition to want and to seek good things for others. 

By the order of charity you should want these good things more for those who are 

closer to you such as family, friends, colleagues, fellow Christians, fellow 

citizens, etc. All acts that harm others, including their reputation, are contrary to 

benevolence. 

Mercy: The habitual disposition to help those who are weak or in need or are 

suffering from physical, material or spiritual evils. This is a particular form of 

benevolence. 

Loyalty: The habitual disposition to seek what is truly good for your friends, even 

when doing so is difficult. 

 


