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must say that he is possibly a long way from perfection in the dy-
namic and psychological sense.44 As to the precept of charity, there 
can be no doubt that it aims at the complete love of God which St. 
Thomas refers to as being proper to the perfect, while common per-
fection is found in the beginners and the proficient. Although this 
high degree of perfection is not commanded to be had here and now, 
it must be the goal toward which the Christian strives without inter-
ruption.45 The precept, "Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy 
whole heart and with thy whole soul and with all thy strength," means 
simply that the Christian is to endeavor to reach that habitual state 
in which he loves God as much as he possibly can, according to his 
degree of grace and charity. 

Once we understand the type of perfection which is posited as the 
goal of every Christian by the precept of charity, it becomes immedi-
ately evident that venial sin is not to be readily tolerated in the 
spiritual life. We can also understand why some of the mystics and 
spiritual writers have written as they did about the harmful effects 

4 4 James C. Osbourn, O.P., The Morality of Imperfections, pp. 201 ff.: 
"Positive human law usually exacts no more than the precise matter or work 
commanded, but divine law reaches over the external work into the regions of 
purpose. The intrinsic mode of virtuous action consists of that contribution 
made by the will in accepting and proposing to accomplish any act for the 
proximate end (finis operis) to which it is ordained by its nature The 
intrinsic mode of charity as prescribed by the great precept is that special 
totality of love signified by the terms, thy whole heart, thy whole soul, etc 
Therefore the intrinsic mode of charity connotes the totality of action which 
falls under the strict reaches of the precept of charity. I t becomes evident 
immediately in view of the three stages of a wayfarer's perfection described 
above that the mode of charity generally speaking will not consist in a deter-
minate indivisible such as an inflexibly defined degree of charity or a given 
number of subordinated actions. On the contrary and owing to variant subjec-
tive factors in human activity, the intrinsic mode of charity, for instance, will 
have a certain latitude ranging from the merest minimum sufficient in one 
person to a greater maximum required of another for common perfection. I t is 
precisely this general minimum of activity sufficient for all or any man to 
avoid mortal sin which the precept requires as far as the intrinsic mode of 
charity is concerned. At this minimum of activity as a starting point, the 
extrinsic mode of the precept or virtue of charity begins and extends through a 
wide range to the maximum, namely, the charity of heaven." 

45 Cf. St. Thomas Aquinas, De Perfectione Vitae Spiritualis, c. 6. 
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of venial sin in the life of the Christian, though perhaps at first glance 
the statements may have appeared excessive and unduly exaggerated. 

What are the effects of venial sin on the spiritual life? First, 
venial sin lessens the fervor of charity and decreases the generosity of 
the soul in the service of God. St. Thomas speaks of venial sin as a 
hindrance to charity or a retardation of charity. Thus, he says that 
by venial sin man's affection is retarded so that it does not bear 
promptly on God.46 Again, speaking of passive scandal, he says that 
it is always a sin, because the individual is either completely thrown 
off the course to God or he is retarded in his advance.47 

Secondly, venial sin may deprive the soul of many actual graces. 
This may happen either because the venial attachment to created 
things prevents the soul from cooperating with an actual grace or be-
cause the venial attachment renders the soul indisposed and unworthy 
for the reception of an actual grace. These first two effects are often 
the reason why otherwise devout souls seem to reach a point in their 
spiritual growth when further progress is impossible. St. John of the 
Cross treats at length of these two evil effects in Book I of the Ascent 
of Mount Carmel. 

Thirdly, venial sin makes the practice of virtue increasingly diffi-
cult. Habits are acquired through the repetition of acts and they 
must be preserved through use. Consequently, however strong a man 
may be in a given virtue, the repetition of acts that are venially sinful 
will effectively weaken and ultimately destroy that virtue and sup-
plant it with the opposite vice. Therefore, one should not lightly dis-
miss venial sins because they are so small, but one should be con-
cerned about them because they are so numerous. 

The fourth effect follows the third by a logical necessity, for if 
the repetition of venial sins renders the practice of virtue difficult and 
even disposes for the acquisition of the opposite vice, it is evident 
that venial sin predisposes for mortal sin. The individual becomes in-
creasingly attached to some created thing, the fervor of charity is 
gradually lessened, a habit of sinning is slowly cultivated, and the 

4 8 Cf. Summa theol, I l ia , q. 87, a. 1. 
4 7 Cf. Comm. in IV Sent., dist. 38, q. 2, a. 2. 
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day may come at last when the individual makes the tragic leap from 
venial to mortal sin. 
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I he last three effects of venial sin are the debt of temporal pun-
ishment (to be paid in this life or the next), the possibility of a 
lesser degree of glory in heaven, and a kind of stain. I t should be 
noted, however, that venial sin does not cause a stain on the soul as 
such, for venial sin is not destructive of the splendor of grace in the 
soul. Rather, the stain of venial sin refers to the fact that such sins 
prevent the full brilliance of grace and the virtues from shining forth 
in the life and deeds of the Christian. 

From all that has been said, it should be evident that venial sin 
is truly an impediment to the attainment of Christian perfection in 
the sense of a complete and total love of God to the best of one's 
ability. Here again we see the different points of view that arise from 
a purely legalistic approach to Christian perfection and the progress 
that is measured by the demands of love. I t is the difference between 
the hireling and the son; between the Pharisee and the Publican. The 
Christian who measures his life and his actions by the law will ask, 
"What must I do?" But the Christian who lives according to that 
higher law of charity will ask, "What else can I do?" 

JORDAN AUMANN, O . P . 

St. Peter's Priory 
Winona, Minn. 

DIGEST OF THE DISCUSSION 

The discussion was opened by a question from Father Carraher, 
of Alma, California who asked for a clarification of the statement that 
venial sin tends to its object as to a means while mortal sin tends to its 
object as end. Father Aumann replied that venial sin uses some means 
to the ultimate end inordinately, while retaining the habitual order 
to the ultimate end; on the other hand, mortal sin rejects the true 
ultimate end and substitute another end that is incompatible with 
the true end. 

Father Sheridan, S.J. (Toronto) referred to the distinction of sin 
as praeter legem and contra legem and inquired about the intrinsic 
element that makes some acts destructive of charity. 
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Father Connell, C.SS.R. (Washington) admitted having difficulty 
with the same problem and posed the matter in the concrete by offer-
ing the example of the different effects, ceteris paribus, of the theft 
of $1.00 and of $1,000.00. 

Father Kelly, SJ. (St. Mary's, Kansas) offered the explanation 
that the will to injure another is different in each of these cases. 
Charity, like human friendship, is susceptible of different degrees of 
injury. 

Father Donlan, O.P. (St. Rose, Dubuque) said that the distinc-
tion between venial and mortal sins on the part of their respective 
material objects derives from the quality of those objects. Certain 
objects are of such quality that they are incompatible with charity 
and cannot be subordinated to the ultimate end. In the order of the 
universe, such objects absorb man's faculties to such a degree that 
the pursuit of them effectively excludes God. The material objects 
of venial sin are of such a quality that they do not and can not con-
stitute the material cause of a serious deordination, and can be sub-
ordinated, by a habitual intention, to the ultimate end. 

Father Connell, C.SS.R. stated the principle that the gravity of an 
offense is measured by the dignity of the one offended. Does not the 
application of this principle make any offense infinitely evil? He 
cited the case of Original Sin and averred that he found difficulty in 
understanding why St. Thomas taught that Adam and Eve in the 
state of innocence were incapable of first committing a venial sin. 

Father Hennessy, SJ. (Fordham) explained that the subjective 
dispositions of the first parents contained the explanation for this 
teaching. 

Father Palmer, SJ. (Fordham) cited the teaching of Cardinal 
Billot who shows that venial sin indirectly professes a love for God 
insofar as it demonstrates the sinner's unwillingness to sever com-
pletely his union with God. 

Father Kelly, SJ. (St. Mary's, Kan.) stressed the objective dis-
tinction between venial and mortal sin. To reduce the distinction 
to a purely subjective disposition is contrary to Catholic teaching and 
is an error that is found at the very heart of Protestant moral thought. 

In what turned out to be the concluding remark, an unidentified 
speaker stated that there are certain sins which are always objectively 
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mortal. Blasphemy of the Creator, for example, is always objectively 
a mortal sin. While the imperfection of the act can render such an act 
venial, this in no way changes the nature of the material object con-
sidered in itself. ^ 

T . C . DONLAN, O . P . 
St. Rose Priory 
Asbury Road 
Dubuque, Iowa 


