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Forward 
The Brant Haldimand Norfolk Catholic District School Board's Mission Statement provides us with 
direction for the work in our Catholic Schools. On a daily basis, "we provide faith formation and 
academic excellence." Our Catholic faith is infused in all we do.    

The Ontario Ministry of Education has introduced its Character Development Initiative. This has 
provided Catholic School Boards with the unique opportunity to highlight and celebrate what has 
always been a central component and tradition to Catholic schools: Catholic virtues. 

I am very pleased to present our Board's new foundational document on Virtues Education, which 
will act as an excellent resource for teachers, principals and curriculum writers. The document 
provides connections between curriculum, scripture and prayer, as well as explaining the theological 
background of the three Theological Virtues (Faith, Hope, Love), as well as the four Cardinal Virtues 
(Justice, Fortitude, Temperance,  Prudence). 

As a basis for the Ontario Catholic School Graduate Expectations, the Theological and Cardinal 
Virtues bear attention for all who work and teach in our system. 

I wish to thank all those who have worked so diligently to provide such a valuable resource as we 
endeavour to live more fully in Christ. 

  
Director of Education 
 
 
 

 

“His divine power has given us everything needed for life and godliness, 
through the knowledge of him who called us by his own glory and goodness.”  

          2 Peter 1.3 
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Introduction 
In October 2006, the Ontario Provincial government released the document Finding Common Ground: 
Character Development in Ontario Schools, K-12. As the document states “…it must be recognized that a 
quality education includes the education of the heart as well as the head; it includes a focus on the whole 
person – the cognitive, affective, and behavioural domains of learning.” 

While the Brant Haldimand Norfolk Catholic District School Board embraces the Ministry’s initiative on 
Character Development, we believe that this has always been our mandate. The gospel values of Jesus 
Christ, taught through the Catholic faith, permeate every aspect of our daily school life including the 
curriculum, the learning expectations, assessments, instructional approaches as well as teacher and 
student resources. Our Catholic education is our character education. Through this fact, we demonstrate 
our dedication to guiding all to live out their baptismal commitment as stated through the Ontario 
Catholic School Graduate Expectations (Institute for Catholic Education, 1999): 

• A discerning believer formed in the Catholic faith community  
• An effective communicator  
• A reflective creative thinker  
• A self-directed, responsible, life-long learner  
• A collaborative contributor  
• A caring family member  
• A responsible citizen  

Christ centered character formation in our schools is supported and witnessed through: 
• Religion and Family Life curricula 
• Secondary Catholic Curriculum Documents 
• Special Education philosophy that recognizes the dignity and rights of all students  
• Religion and Family Life Consultant  
• Secondary School Chaplaincy Leaders  
• Adult Faith Ambassadors  
• Youth Ambassadors for Christ  
• Religion Curriculum Committees  
• Teacher in-services  
• Materials in school book rooms  
• Distribution of bibles to Grade 4 students  
• Resources to support teachers  
• School Councils  
• Partnerships with local parishes  
• Outreach programs within the local community as well as the broader community  

We now take this opportunity to celebrate the distinctive nature of our Catholic schools and to continue 
this mandate in a manner that respects our own Catholic tradition. The Christian is called to become a 
person of “character”; a person who takes responsibility for his or her actions... it is our character which 
gives direction and shape to our lives. (McBrien, 2007 p.57) Virtues, central to Catholic moral doctrine, 
form the basis for integrating the Ministry’s character development initiative in our schools.  
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What is a Virtue? 
The Catechism of the Catholic Church defines virtue as “…a habitual and firm disposition to do the 
good” (CCC, 1833). Virtue allows the person not only to perform good acts, but to give the best of 
one’s self. The virtuous person tends toward the good with all one’s sensory and spiritual power; one 
pursues the good and chooses it in concrete actions. The goal of a virtuous life is to become like 
God. 

As the Ontario Bishops wrote in Character Development and the Virtuous Life: A Position Paper 
(See Appendix A), “Education to the virtues in the Catholic tradition integrates the experience of 
God. The foundational virtues of faith, hope, and love are directed towards God and inspired in us by 
God’s Spirit. According to this view, all other virtues are informed by these foundational virtues (p. 
6).” These other virtues are temperance, fortitude, prudence and justice. 

Richard P. McBrien describes virtue as “…a power (virtus)…to accomplish moral good, and 
especially to do it joyfully and perseveringly even against inner and outer obstacles and at the cost 
of sacrifice. Virtues are powers rooted in the presence of God, in grace” (McBrien, 2007, p 42). 

Types of Virtues 
There are two types of virtues, the cardinal virtues and the theological virtues. Cardinal comes from 
the Latin word “cardo” that means hinge. As a door’s ability to open is dependent on the hinge, living 
a good life is dependent on acquiring and living out the cardinal virtues. These virtues must be 
practised until they become second nature. In this way, the virtuous person is one who has made 
these virtues habits of everyday life. 

The cardinal virtues, however, are only fully experienced when they are lived out in light of the 
theological. While the cardinal virtues can be acquired through human effort, the theological virtues 
are gifted to us from God at our baptism; they completely surpass the cardinal virtues and open to 
us the Reign of God. 
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Summary of Virtues 
Theological Virtues 

 
 

 

 

 

St. Augustine tells us, “To live well is nothing other than to love God with all one’s heart, with all 
one’s soul and with all one’s efforts; from this it comes about that love is kept whole and uncorrupted 
(through temperance). No misfortune can disturb it (and this is fortitude). It obeys only God (and this 
is justice), and is careful in discerning things, so as not to be surprised by deceit or trickery (and this 
is prudence)” (CCC, 383). 

 

Cardinal Virtues 

  

Faith: our firm belief in God and what God has revealed to us 

Hope: our desire for the establishment of God’s Kingdom and our trust in what was  
promised to us through Christ 

Love: our ability to love God above all things and to love our neighbours as ourselves  
for the sake of God 

Prudence: knowing the right thing to do and choosing it in each situation 

Justice: our constant and permanent determination to seek the good of others  

Fortitude: the ability to choose what is right, even in the face of difficulty 

Temperance: the ability to have balance and self-control in the living out of one’s life 
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Faith 
“…the one who is righteous will live by faith….” (Romans 1:17) 

“Faith is the theological virtue by which we believe in God, believe all that He has said and revealed 
to us and that the Holy Church proposes for our belief because He is truth itself (CCC, 1814).” Faith 
is the virtue that enables us to believe in God’s revelation. It is not a passive virtue but calls forth a 
response from us, “For just as the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without works is also dead” 
(James 2:26). As a Catholic community, we are committed to cultivating our faith and also 
proclaiming, bearing witness and spreading the Good News “…so that at the name of Jesus every 
knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue should confess 
that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father ” (Philippians 2:10-11).  

Faith is gifted to us from God at our baptism. It provides us with a new lens through which we view 
God, ourselves and all creation. It leads us to prayer, worship, and communion. Faith involves trust 
in God and in our relationship with Him, commitment to preserving this relationship, and an 
understanding that it is an ever-evolving process. “Faith is visible in our Catholic schools whenever 
there is trust in God, belief, prayer, worship and the witness of love” (Eastern Ontario Curriculum 
Cooperative, Our Language, Our Story, 2009). 

Scripture Passage 
Matthew 16:13-20 
Now when Jesus came into the district of Caesarea Philippi, he asked his disciples, ‘Who do people say that the 
Son of Man is?’ And they said, ‘Some say John the Baptist, but others Elijah, and still others Jeremiah or one of 
the prophets.’ He said to them, ‘But who do you say that I am?’ Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, 
the Son of the living God.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood 
has not revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven. And I tell you, you are Peter, and on this rock I will build 
my church, and the gates of Hades will not prevail against it. I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, 
and whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in 
heaven.’ Then he sternly ordered the disciples not to tell anyone that he was the Messiah. 

Luke 1:26-38 (alternative Scripture Passage) 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. How do you nourish your faith and where do you struggle with it? 
b. How will you work through these struggles while remaining faithful to God? 
c. How do you profess your faith in Jesus Christ? 
d. How does your faith come alive in your actions? Scripture Passage 
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Hope 
“…By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the 
resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead…”  (1 Peter 1:3)  

“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 is confidence inspired by God’s love for us that 
sustains us during times of trial and is expressed and nourished in prayer, especially the “Our 
Father”. Our hope is founded on the Paschal Mystery which is the life, death and resurrection of 
Jesus Christ. Our hope is in the establishment of God’s Kingdom “on earth as it is in heaven”. As 
Catholics, we are called not only to live in hope but also to seek to give others hope and establish 
God’s Kingdom here and now. “Hope is visible in our Catholic schools whenever we find prayer, 
trust in God’s faithfulness, and work for peace and justice” (Eastern Ontario Curriculum Cooperative, 
Our Language, Our Story, 2009).  

Scripture Passage 
Psalm 23 
The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. 
He makes me lie down in green pastures; 
He leads me beside still water; 
He restores my soul. 
He leads me in right paths 
for his name’s sake. 
Even though I walk through the darkest valley, 
I fear no evil; 
for you are with me; 
Your rod and your staff- 
they comfort me. 
You prepare your table before me 
in the presence of my enemies; 
You anoint my head with oil; 
My cup overflows. 
Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me 
All the days of my life, 
And I shall dwell in the house of the Lord. 

Luke 4:16-21 (alternative Scripture Passage) 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. In what ways has God graced your life with hope? 
b. How does this hope change your perspective of the world? 
c. How do you demonstrate this hope in all that you do? 
d. In what ways are you a person who inspires hope in others? 
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Love 
“For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone                               
who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.” (John 3:16) 

 “Love is the theological virtue by which we love God above all things for His own sake, and our 
neighbour as ourselves for the love of God” (CCC 1822). Love is not simply a feeling or emotion, but 
is lived faith. Love is not an emotional response to another but is a lived choice to love another 
because God has loved us first. Jesus Christ is the model of the virtue of love. He expressed this 
through His life of service and His willingness to lay down His own life for our sake (Mark 10:45).  
“Love is the heart and eye of faith. It radiates trust and hope, gives rise to prudence, teaches 
moderation, gives perseverance in the service of this love, and pours out the gift of discernment”  
(Haring, 1997, p. 21-22).  It is the greatest of all the virtues. “Love is visible in our Catholic schools 
wherever the kindness, service and self-giving of Jesus is found” (Eastern Ontario Curriculum 
Cooperative, Our Language, Our Story, 2009).  

Scripture Passage 

I give you a new commandment, that you love one another. Just as I have loved you, you also should love one 
another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.  

As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will 
abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commandments and abide in his love. I have said these things 
to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete. ‘This is my commandment, that you 
love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. 
You are my friends if you do what I command you. I do not call you servants any longer, because the servant 
does not know what the master is doing; but I have called you friends, because I have made known to you 
everything that I have heard from my Father. You did not choose me but I chose you. And I appointed you to 
go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name. I am 
giving you these commands so that you may love one another.  

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. How has your life been graced with God’s gift of love? 
b. How have you shared this love with your colleagues, students, family and friends? 
c. How do you choose to love your enemies? 
d. How can you nurture God’s love in yourself?  

John 13:34-35 

John 15:9-17 (alternative Scripture Passage)   
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Prudence 
“The simple believe everything, but the clever consider their steps.”                       
(Proverbs 14:15) 

Prudence or “good sense” is the ability to know the truth and choose it in every situation. As a 
Catholic Community, we need to develop a passion for truth in all its forms. We must be open to the 
objective truth that is independent of our wishes, desires, or our own personal beliefs. This objective 
truth is found in the voice of God proclaimed in Scriptures, our Church traditions and our prayer life. 
This journey requires a stance of humility. We must be aware that we are not the final judge of what 
is true: true about the world or true about ourselves. We must search for the truth without bias, self-
interest or prejudice. Prudence is not just about knowing what is true, but choosing to act upon this 
truth that we have so carefully sought. “Prudence is visible in our Catholic schools when we reflect 
as Jesus’ disciples and act in His love” (Eastern Ontario Curriculum Cooperative, Our Language, 
Our Story, 2009). 

Prudence involves three steps:  
See:  We must discover all of the facts and information. We must see the whole story, 
 understand it  properly and foresee where various choices may lead us. 

Judge: Once we have gathered all of the facts, we must judge it in light of the principles of right  and 
 wrong. We must discern in light of the Gospels. 

Act: Once we have fully examined and judged the situation, the only call of the prudent person is 
 to act in accord with what is right and the most loving thing to do, with a sense  
 of passion and regardless of the cost. “A prudent person is straight forward and  authentic.” 
 (Ryan, 2008, p. 75) 

Scripture Passage 
Luke 6:46-49  
Why do you call me ‘Lord, Lord’, and do not do what I tell you? I will show you what someone is like who 
comes to me, hears my words, and acts on them. That one is like a man building a house, who dug deeply and 
laid the foundation on rock; when a flood arose, the river burst against that house but could not shake it, 
because it had been well built. But the one who hears and does not act is like a man who built a house on the 
ground without a foundation. When the river burst against it, immediately it fell, and great was the ruin of that 
house. 

Proverbs 12:3-21 (alternative Scripture Passage) 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. What understanding do I have regarding the Scriptures’ teaching on moral actions? 
b. What are my biases and personal beliefs that inhibit me from discovering God’s truth? 
c. When have I been challenged to choose to do what I know is right and loving? 
d. In what ways do I challenge myself to seek new insights and knowledge? 
e. In what circumstances am I called to challenge others to make prudent decisions? 
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Justice 
“He has told you, O mortal, what is good; … to do justice, and to love kindness, 
and to walk humbly with your God.” (Micah 6:8)  
Justice is about seeking the good in all situations and looking out for the rights of others. It is not 
focused on what one desires as an individual, but on the needs of our brothers and sisters, and our 
world. “We are just to God when we acknowledge His goodness, love Him above all, thank Him for 
His gifts and worship Him in humility” (Pennock, 2001, p. 252). When we live a just life, we embrace 
a commitment to live and work with all people in right relationship, recognizing the dignity and 
sacredness of all, and showing respect for all of God’s creation. This calls us to self-sacrifice so that 
everyone can live life to the full and we can promote equity and the common good. 

Though justice and charity are both good, they are not the same. Justice is more than giving to the 
poor, or reaching out to those in need. Justice is about changing the structures that cause the 
inequities in the first place. It is a moral quality or habit which perfects the will and inclines it to 
render to each and to all what belongs to them. “Justice is visible in our Catholic schools when we 
fulfill our obligation to God through prayer and worship; and to others in compassion, mercy and 
fairness” (Eastern Ontario Curriculum Cooperative, Our Language, Our Story, 2009). 

Scripture Passage 
Luke 10:25-28 
Just then a lawyer stood up to test Jesus. ‘Teacher,’ he said, ‘what must I do to inherit eternal life?’ He said to 
him, ‘What is written in the law? What do you read there?’ He answered, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with 
all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbour as 
yourself.’ And he said to him, ‘You have given the right answer; do this, and you will live.’  

Matthew 22:34-40   Mark 12:28-34   Luke 21:1-4   (alternative Scripture Passages) 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. How have I experienced justice in my own life? 
b. Who is the ‘other’ in my own life? 
c. How am I called to respond to the needs of the ‘other’? 
d. What are my personal challenges to responding to the needs of the ‘other’? 
e. Where in my life are there opportunities to fight against injustice and to act as a responsible, judicial 

citizen in service of the common good? 
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Fortitude 
“…In the world you face persecution. But take courage; I have conquered the 
world!” (John 16:33) 

Fortitude gives us the strength and conviction to stand firm in our beliefs even in the face of 
adversity. It helps us to resist temptations, make sacrifices and conquer our fears as we pursue the 
common good in defense of a just cause. We are called to fortitude in two ways. We are called to 
stand up and have the courage to take action when we encounter unjust structures, beliefs, or 
people. At other times, fortitude calls us to patience when while working to do what is right we face 
obstacles that are so great that we can do nothing about them. We are called to wait with patience 
for an opportunity to arise where we can act. “Fortitude is visible in our Catholic schools whenever 
we see persons defending truth and kindness in challenging situations” (Eastern Ontario Curriculum 
Cooperative, Our Language, Our Story, 2009). 

Scripture Passage 
Luke 22:39-43 
He came out and went, as was his custom, to the Mount of Olives; and the disciples followed him. When he 
reached the place, he said to them, ‘Pray that you may not come into the time of trial.’ Then he withdrew from 
them about a stone’s throw, knelt down, and prayed, ‘Father, if you are willing, remove this cup from me; yet, 
not my will but yours be done.’ Then an angel from heaven appeared to him and gave him strength.  

Matthew 24:9-14 (alternative Scripture Passage) 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. Who are my best role models of the virtue of fortitude? 
b. What are the obstacles in my own life that prevent me from being courageous? 
c. In what circumstances am I called to act with fortitude?  
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Temperance 
“…training us to renounce impiety and worldly passions, and in the present age 
to live lives that are self-controlled, upright, and godly.” (Titus 2:12) 

Temperance is the virtue of balance and self-control. God has created us with passions or desires 
that are there for the continuation of the human race. Temperance enables us to enjoy these basic 
human pleasures, but in a way that is faithful to our state in life (single, married or religious) and in 
keeping with the Gospels, “Who is my neighbour?” 

Temperate people have self-control and are neither uncaring and indifferent nor greedy and 
indulgent. They live a life where passions and desires are kept within the limits of what is 
honourable. As followers of Christ, we are called to exercise moderation, practise balance in life, 
balance in the use of created goods, and form chaste and healthy friendships. The practice of 
temperance allows us to live a fully human life as God intended. “Temperance is visible in our 
Catholic schools whenever moderation, chastity and humble attitudes are practised” (Eastern 
Ontario Curriculum Cooperative, Our Language, Our Story, 2009). 

Scripture Passage 
Luke 21:34-36  
Be on guard so that your hearts are not weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and the worries of 
this life, and that day does not catch you unexpectedly, like a trap. For it will come upon all who live on the 
face of the whole earth. Be alert at all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things 
that will take place, and to stand before the Son of Man” (Luke 21:34-36).the face of the whole earth. Be alert at 
all times, praying that you may have the strength to escape all these things that will take place, and to stand 
before the Son of Man. 

Matthew 6:21 (alternative Scripture Passage) 

REFLECTION QUESTIONS 
a. How do I exercise self-control and balance in my life? 
b. In modeling the life of Christ, how am I called to practice temperance on a daily basis? 
c. In what circumstances of daily living am I challenged not to be temperate? 
d. How can I direct my human appetites toward the good? 
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Appendix A 
The Education Commission of the OCCB 
Character Development and the Virtuous Life: 
A Position Paper 

Introduction 
For the past few years, the Ministry of Education through its Secretariat for Literacy and Numeracy 
has been promoting a province-wide initiative known as the “Character Development Initiative”. In 
broad terms, this initiative seeks to integrate within publicly-funded education a more holistic 
approach to pedagogy which recognizes the importance of morality in the growth of children and 
teachers. The Ministry identifies the following specific goals which it seeks to attain through this 
initiative: improved academic achievement; improved interpersonal relationships; safe and orderly 
schools; reduced behavioural problems; improved life preparation; improved employability skills; 
positive school cultures; and responsible citizenship in classrooms, schools and communities. At this 
moment, the principal reference document concerning this initiative is entitled “Finding Common 
Ground,” published in October, 2006. 

This initiative echoes similar efforts that find their origins in the United States of America. The 
rejection of a religion-based approach to moral education in the American public schools of the 
1960’s and the failure of the therapy-based “Values Clarification” approach of the 1980’s left a 
vacuum in the educational world which made it difficult to address pressing issues of the 1990’s: 
growing violence in schools, alarming rates of teenaged pregnancy, drug addiction and drop-outs, a 
seeming loss of a common vision of good citizenship. 

In the United States, a number of institutions and publishers have embraced the “Character 
Development” approach over the past decade, developing various theories, programs and resources 
for use in schools and other educational milieus. In Canada, the Ministry of Education of the 
province of Alberta, for example, has invested heavily in this approach. Ontario is a  relative late-
comer to the movement. The question arises as to how this approach can best be integrated into the 
life of the publicly-funded Catholic schools of Ontario. At first, some felt this initiative was redundant 
given the well-established tradition of moral education in Catholic schools. Recently, the consensus 
has shifted and most feel that we must fully engage this initiative while remaining faithful to our own 
tradition. The following considerations present a theoretical background as well as principles that 
Catholic educators should follow as they respond to the Character Development Initiative and seek 
to enrich it as they integrate it in our own schools. 

1. Character and the acquisition of virtues 
The Canadian philosopher Christine McKinnon, in her book Character, Virtue Theories and the 
Vices, [Peterborough: Broadview Press, c1999] suggests that the concept of character can be best 
understood when compared with that of personality. For her, personality is something of a given, the 
matter from which we must build character. Personality is what I am, not something I choose and not 
something that can be evaluated ethically. 

On the other hand, character is something that is constructed, something I choose more or less 
deliberately. It is what I make of myself. This can be evaluated ethically. She writes: “A person’s 
character is a complex of innate dispositions, shaped by environmental influences as well as traits 
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acquired through habituation, reasoned assessments and voluntary choices [p. 66]… To talk about a 
person’s character is to  

talk about a complex of virtues and vices and more ethically neutral skills, abilities and dispositions 
she possesses as well as to talk about the ways she values them and identifies with them and the 
roles she has constructed for them in her life [p. 71].” 

For McKinnon, the acquisition of virtues is one of the fundamental elements in the development of 
character. Following her lead, we suggest that the concept of “virtue,” a concept central to Catholic 
moral doctrine, is key in linking the Character Development Initiative to the Catholic school 
education project. 

2. A Short History of the Concept of Virtue 
The concept of virtue, though present in Scripture, is not central to the Bible’s reflection on human 
action. In fact, we rarely find the word “virtue” in the Bible. It really owes its place in Western thought 
to the ancient Greek philosophers. Plato and Aristotle both developed this concept as they sought to 
answer the question: “How does one lead a good life?” In Greek, the word we translate by virtue is 
arête, which speaks of strength and excellence. For Plato and Aristotle, virtues were vital strengths 
that tended towards excellence. Plato distinguished four foundational, or cardinal, virtues: prudence, 
strength, temperance and justice. These were seen as grounding the possibility of all the other 
virtues, related as they were to four different aspects of the human being. 

In the fourth century, Saint Ambrose and Saint Augustine embraced this philosophical tradition. They 
both found in neo-platonism a philosophy that resonated with the Christian experience. Augustine 
reworked the concept of virtue from a solidly biblical perspective in such a way that faith, hope and 
love become the true foundational virtues, rooted in the encounter of God in Jesus-Christ. These 
three are known as the theological virtues, for they cannot exist outside a relationship with God. 
They reorient the traditional cardinal virtues and lead to the consideration of new virtues such as 
humility and forgiveness. 

In the thirteenth century, Saint Thomas Aquinas adopted Augustine’s sevenfold structure in the 
second part of his Summa theologica. There, he defined virtue as a habitus, a dynamic way of being 
and acting that grounds freedom and is necessary for freedom’s growth. He developed a theology of 
morality based on the attraction of truth and goodness, on the desire for happiness, centred on the 
virtues and turned towards quality and perfection. He did this in harmony with the Holy Scriptures 
and the existing theological tradition. 

In later centuries, philosophers of the Enlightenment would abandon this approach. They were more 
interested in the concrete decisions or actions undertaken by human persons than in the human 
person as a subject. This led them to found morality on the concepts of law and obligation. Their 
focus was on duty rather than desire. In such an approach, there is little place for the concept of 
virtue. The thought of Emmanuel Kant is representative of such an approach. 

It must be recognized that this approach also influenced Catholic moral theology. The “philosophia 
perennis” taught in the seminaries of the first half of the twentieth century, shaped as it was by the 
writings of Thomas Aquinas, still presented virtue as a foundational concept in moral theology. Yet 
the manuals did not reflect the power of the concept in Thomas’s theology. What is more, the 
attention to individual acts required of confession and typical of many confessors’ manuals 
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(particularly in the school of casuistry promoted by the Jesuits) also turned Catholic thought away 
from a vibrant spirituality of virtue. 

The end of the twentieth century saw philosophers in the English-speaking world react to a morality 
of law and obligation and turn once again to the concept of virtue. Today, we can speak of a real 
“turn” in moral philosophy, captured by the title “virtue ethics.” Among its principle proponents we 
can find Alasdair MacIntyre, Iris Murdoch, Reinhold Niebuhr, Charles Taylor, Martha Nussbaum, 
Bernard Williams, John Casey and William Bennet. 

The field of psychology also witnessed a resurgence of interest in the concept of virtue. Starting in 
1950, the Freudian Erik Erikson elaborated a developmental theory of psychological growth that 
understood virtue as a potentiality to be realized in life (analogous to the “medicinal virtue” of certain 
plants.) For Erikson, each stage of life presents a crisis between two extremes, both of which must 
be integrated in a new virtue if the crisis is to be resolved in a healthy way. 

At the beginning of the new millennium, American humanistic psychologists founded a new school of 
thought called “positive psychology” in which the concept of virtue plays a fundamental role. For 
example, in their book Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification [New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2004], Christopher Peterson and Martin Seligman postulate that the 
harmonious development of a human person requires the acquisition of six foundational virtues 
corresponding to various aspects of his or her personality. For reference, they are: 
wisdom/knowledge, courage, humanity, justice, temperance and transcendence. Each of these 
virtues is in turn fed by various strengths. 

Contemporary moral theology has followed this turn to the concept of virtue especially thanks to the 
work of Stanley Hauerwas at Notre Dame University. Gilbert Meilander has been working with the 
Augustinian approach to virtue, while Joseph Pieper has been following the Thomistic approach. In 
France, Jean-Marie Aubert has given over one of the chapters of his seminal work Vivre en 
chrétiens au XXe siècle [Mulhaus: Éditions Salvator, 1976-1977] to the question of virtues, whereas 
Servais Pinckaers makes abundant use of this concept in his masterful study Les sources de la 
morale chrétienne [Fribourg, Éditions universitaires, 1985]. 

3. Character Development in the Catholic Educational Tradition 
Beginning with Plato and Aristotle, philosophers and educators have asked themselves: how can we 
help a person attain the noble life which is characterized by the virtues? 

In the history of the Church, this question was reformulated: how can we help the baptized integrate 
their faith in every aspect of their lives? In other words, how can we make sure that the faithful life is 
not limited to beliefs and sentiments, devotion and rituals? How can we help others grow in the 
practice of the virtues as understood by Augustine and Thomas? Character formation was 
understood as part of the catechetical process, an integral dimension of religious education. 

In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, particularly in France and in the United States, many 
manuals were written for Catholic educators to help them answer these questions. An eloquent 
witness to this era is an educational congress held in Montreal in 1942 that gathered high school 
teachers around the theme of character formation. (cf. La formation du caractère. Congrès de 
l’enseignement religieux. [Montréal:1942]) 
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4. Character Development in the Secular World 
An interesting French-language article in the web-based Wikipedia entitled “caractère (psychologie)” 
states that the Third Republic in France integrated character formation as a principle of secular 
education, in an effort to replace the religious dimension of the educational project of the nations’ 
schools with a new educational principle. Gabriel Compayré would have been the leader of this 
pedagogical approach. 

We can recognize a similar phenomenon in American and English-Canadian educational circles 
since the beginning of the 1970’s. The “values clarification” school of thought had as its goal the 
acquisition of certain virtues in the secular schools of our countries. Obviously, the word “virtue” was 
not adopted as it was too directly linked to religious, particularly Catholic, schools. The word “value” 
was new and neutral.  

It also had the advantage of not referring to objective beauty, truth or good. “Value is what is 
important for me.” The relativism of this approach, coupled with unhealthy therapeutic exercises in 
the classroom, led to its demise in the early 1980’s. 

Ontario’s Ministry of Education has returned to the fray with the Character Development Initiative. 
Yet, in reading the Ministry’s foundational document on this initiative, one cannot help but feel that 
we are approaching the same issues with new words. When Finding Common Ground speaks of 
“character attributes” such as “respect, responsibility, justice and empathy,” it can be understood as 
delving into the tradition of virtues education. The same is true when it quotes the Conference Board 
of Canada’s list of abilities to be acquired by students: “honesty, integrity, a spirit of initiative, 
flexibility and a respect for diversity.” 

In his book Educating the Virtues [London: Routledge, 1991], David Carr explores the links between 
virtue and the passions (virtue as an expression of deep feelings); between virtue and motivation 
(virtue as expressing aspiration); and between virtue and reason (virtue as an element in clarifying 
and resolving problems.) He thus addresses the affective, behavioural and cognitive dimensions of 
education to virtue. Similarly, the Ministry of Education states that character development must form 
the student in all his or her dimensions – cognitive, affective and behavioural – and sees in the 
student a human person who is called to a higher level of self-knowledge, of self-discipline and of 
understanding. 

It would seem, therefore, that the Character Development Initiative proposed by the Ministry of 
Education is the secular equivalent of education to virtue, itself an essential component of faith 
education and catechesis in the Catholic tradition. 

5. The Character Development Initiative and Education to Virtue: Critical 
 Differences 
There are bound to be differences between a secular approach to Character Development and one 
which is grounded in the Christian faith. Here we highlight three such differences. 

a. Character attributes and relativism 
The Character Development Initiative calls for the acquisition of character attributes that are 
universal, transcending factors of race, ethnocultural origin, language, religion, sex, physical 
and intellectual abilities and other demographic factors. How does one identify these 
attributes? Through a board-wide consultative process involving a major sampling 
representative of the diversity in the community. The goal is to identify these attributes by 
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finding points of commonality that schools must inculcate through intentional and systematic 
methods. In other words, character attributes are to be determined by a community 
consensus in a democratic process. 

Virtues, on the other hand, are determined according to a vision of the human person in 
relationship with God in Jesus-Christ. The list of virtues arises not from a popular survey but 
from a specifically Christian anthropology. Of course, the discernment of the specific virtues 
which need to be fostered in a given setting should involve the whole school community. 

b. The utilitarian finality of the Character Development Initiative 
In the Catholic tradition, education to virtues is understood as an element in the full flowering 
of the human person. The Character Development Initiative, on the other hand, sometimes 
seems to be focused on the full flowering of the school milieu. It aims to ensure academic 
success, to prepare the student for the workplace, to form a peaceful and harmonious 
society. 

“Finding Common Ground” speaks of creating “safe and healthy school environments where 
order can be found… in which the teaching staff devotes less time to discipline.” In this 
perspective, character education is meant to prepare students for an active, productive and 
responsible role in society, helping them to become concerned, empathetic and engaged 
citizens. Character development is closely tied to academic achievement. 

The finality of the Character Development Initiative is thus oriented to socio-economic 
considerations rather than to truly personal and interpersonal reality. The Catholic tradition 
does not neglect these socio-economic considerations: they are important in any 
consideration of the construction of a more just and equitable society. But such a society is 
relative to the human person, the ultimate good and end of all educational processes. 

c. The immanent focus of the Character Development Initiative  
Education to the virtues in the Catholic tradition integrates the experience of God. The 
foundational virtues of faith, hope and love are directed towards God and inspired in us by 
God’s Spirit. According to this view, all other virtues are informed by these foundational 
virtues. The development of character in the Catholic tradition is seen as a synergy between 
God’s grace and human freedom. In Ontario’s Character Development Initiative, there is no 
place for God. The transcendent is ignored in favour of a totally immanent approach to 
reality. The spiritual dimension of the human experience is not recognized in this approach. 
These three considerations alone make it evident that the Character Development Initiative 
must be adapted if it is to be used in Catholic Schools. While responding to the Ministry’s 
invitation to engage in this Initiative, we should do so in a way that respects our tradition, 
identity and purpose. 

6. An Invitation to our Partners in Catholic Education 
Character development in the Catholic schools must avoid the relativism of character attributes-
language. We suggest that the language of “virtues” be re-appropriated by the Catholic educational 
community as the most adequate way for us to integrate the Character Development Initiative in our 
schools. In order to do so, we will have to revisit our foundational documents (Catholic Graduate 
Expectations for our English Catholic school community and Mission de l’école catholique for our 
French Catholic school community, for example) to study the relationship between these documents 
and the approach to the Character Development Initiative suggested herein. 
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Our approach to character development should be informed by an explicitly Augustinian/Thomistic 
perspective, renewed in language and scope by contemporary research. Specifically, the theological 
virtues of faith, hope and love must be understood as grounding and orienting the character 
development of our students. 

While recognizing the benefits of such an initiative for school, society and economy, we must ensure 
that it is the student’s own being as a person that is central to this project, not only as the active 
subject of the process but as its ultimate value. What we hope to achieve through this initiative is the 
full flowering of the children and young people who have been entrusted to us. 

7. One further comment: on virtues and values 
The use of virtue-language sometimes encounters resistance. Some people find it old-fashioned, 
passé, redolent of an era that was preoccupied with socially enforcing mores typical of the Victorian 
era. Some will suggest that values-language is more appropriate, positive in tone, contemporary in 
usage. 

It is true that by the middle of the twentieth century, the concept of virtue as articulated in the 
Catholic Church was not very inspiring. It had lost the breadth of Augustine’s and Thomas’s 
understanding. It was often focused on issues of sexual morality, narrowed down to a struggle 
against “vices” which were seen as more typical of human conduct. 

We need to rediscover the roots of our tradition by returning to the insights of these great saints. 
Inspired by Plato and Aristotle, they understood virtue as a mark of excellence and strength in the 
human person. For them, virtues were the manifestation of a depth of being transformed, nourished 
and sustained by God’s Spirit. The virtuous person, in this perspective, is the human person fully 
alive, free to respond to the challenges of life in a creative, mature and deeply human way. 

Why not values-language? The use of this language in educational milieux is inevitably linked to the 
“Values Clarification Movement” of the late 70’s and early ‘80’s. This movement tried to import into 
the classroom therapeutic elements of the various psychological initiatives of the time. As such, they 
occasionally became intrusive and overwhelming for students, placing the teacher in a role for which 
she or he was not trained nor qualified. 

Semantically, value is not equivalent to virtue. Value has a very broad range of meanings, from the 
mercantile (“This house has more value than that one…”) to the political (“I’m for family values…”) to 
the philosophical (“The ultimate value is freedom...”). Virtue, on the other hand, is quite specific in its 
range of meaning: it concerns the moral orientation of a human person. 

The concept of value tends to be focused on the ideal world, rather than the real world, in the sense 
that a value is something towards which I tend, rather than something I have actually incorporated 
into my life. In this regard, virtue can be seen as a value that is actually active in my life. 

Finally, the concept of value is not rooted in the Catholic tradition. Though in itself this consideration 
does not exclude its use in the Catholic school milieu, it does beg the question: why not use an 
approach that is more typical of our tradition, has been enriched by the reflections of the greatest 
thinkers of our history, and is now being rediscovered and held in great esteem by contemporary 
philosophy and psychology? 

Virtues-language is clear, concrete and Catholic. It is both ancient and cutting-edge. On the other 
hand, it is not obvious: therein lies the challenge for the Catholic school community. We are called to 
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rediscover our tradition in this area, help our teachers and partners understand and value this 
tradition, and inspire our students to live up to it in their everyday lives. 

Conclusion 
The Character Development Initiative presents us with an opportunity: to reflect on an important 
aspect of the Catholic school educational project, namely to foster the full flowering of our students 
as mature, believing subjects and actors in the world. It invites us to identify and better articulate 
what it is we have always been trying to do. It gives us a framework in which to better focus our 
energies and evaluate our ability to attain our goals. The Character Development Initiative is thus a 
gift for our Catholic school system. 

On the other hand, we must seek to integrate this Initiative in a way that is faithful to our own 
tradition and identity. The use of virtues-language is a first step in this process. It helps us re-acquire 
a valuable concept in our tradition, compels us to recognize God’s role in the character development 
of our students, and helps us focus on specific habits that foster and protect the freedom to which 
we are all called. 
The members of the Education Commission of the Ontario Conference of Catholic Bishops hope 
that all our partners will embrace this approach and collaborate in developing reference material, 
pedagogical approaches and formation programs that will help integrate the Character Development 
Initiative in all our schools and classrooms. 

For further reading on virtues from a Catholic perspective: 

Cessario, Romanus, O.P., The Virtues, or the Examined Life. [New York: Continuum, 2002] 

Häring, Bernard, CSsR, The Virtues of an Authentic Life: A Celebration of Spiritual Maturity.  
[Liguori: Liguori, c. 1997] 

Keenan, James S.J., Virtues for Ordinary Christians. [Toronto: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996] 
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Ontario Conference of Catholic Bishops  
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