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Abstract: Whatever else a theory of impeccability assumes about the moral life of
heavenly agents, it seems to imply something about the type of actions possible for
such agents, along with the quality of their moral characters. Regarding these
characters, there are many that have argued impeccable and heavenly agents must
also be perfectly virtuous agents. Michael Slote has recently argued, however, that
perfect virtue is impossible. Assuming Slote’s argument is successful, a theory of
impeccability that relies on the possibility of perfect virtue would be greatly
harmed, even to the point of incoherence. My intent here is to defend the
coherence of the doctrine of impeccability, at least as it applies to the moral life of
heavenly agents.

The doctrine of impeccability has either been explicitly or implicitly
affirmed by theists through history; more specifically, the doctrine that human
agents in heaven are impeccable has been a staple of Christian orthodoxy.
Whatever else a theory of impeccability assumes about the moral life of heavenly
agents, it seems to assume something about the type of actions possible for such
agents, along with the quality of their moral characters. Regarding these charac-
ters, there are many that have argued impeccable and heavenly agents must
have an extremely high level of virtue associated with such dispositions; to such
writers, an impeccable or heavenly agent is also a perfectly virtuous agent.
Michael Slote (2011), however, has recently developed an argument that he
believes demonstrates the impossibility of perfect virtue. Assuming Slote’s argu-
ment is successful, a theory of impeccability that relies on the possibility of
perfect virtue would be greatly harmed, even to the point of incoherence. My
intent in this article is to defend the coherence of the doctrine of impeccability,
at least as it applies to the moral life of heavenly agents. In what follows, I will elab-
orate on a few necessary features of the doctrine of impeccability: deontic and
virtue. I will then focus on an elaboration and analysis of Slote’s argument, fol-
lowed by various responses I believe are available to the theist.
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262 LUKE HENDERSON

Deontic and virtue conditions

A common theme among authors who have written about the moral lives of
heavenly agents is to confine such discussions to the topic of right actions. This
focus on the right, appropriate, or moral acts of those in heaven makes sense
given the basic biblical and theological agreement in the history of Christendom
that heaven is an environment in which there is no sin or evil, and that an at
least partial explanation for this lack of evil is that heavenly agents cannot sin.
Augustine argued that, in contrast to Adam and Eve’s ability to sin in the
garden, heavenly agents will have an inability to sin in heaven: ‘For when man
was created righteous, the first freedom of will that he was given consisted in an
ability not to sin, but also in an ability to sin. But this last freedom of will be
greater, in that it will consist in not being able to sin’ (Augustine (1998), 22:30).
According to Simon Gaine, ‘the traditional Christian answer is that the blessed
cannot sin, cannot want to sin, but instead are impeccable’ (Gaine (2003), 2).!
Now there may be some who are slightly bewildered by Gaine’s use of the term
‘impeccable’ here, and this bewilderment is likely to be motivated by the fact
that ‘impeccability’ usually appears in the literature in the context of God’s
nature, and thus, understood as a property, is something like ‘essential sinlessness’
(Morris (1983) and Carter (1985) ). Given that the context of this article concerns
the moral character of contingently existing agents that have all had ‘sinful
natures’ at one point in their existence, the modality attached to ‘sinlessness’
here is not going to be the same. Therefore the cannot in ‘cannot sin’ should be
understood in a causal or temporal sense of modality, rather than a metaphysical
or logical sense. The property of ‘impeccability’ is a contingently accessed property
(for contingent agents) that, once attained, renders acts of sin impossible.>

Many would also likely argue that it is a point of orthodoxy (or perhaps tradition)
to affirm that no heavenly agent will ever be removed from heaven as a result of
‘unheavenly acts’.3 According to Aquinas,

the nearer a thing is to God, Who is entirely immutable, the less mutable is it and the more
lasting . . . But no creature can come closer to God than the one who sees His substance. So, the
intellectual creature that sees God’s substance attains the highest immutability. Therefore, it is
not possible for it ever to lapse from this vision. (Aquinas (1956), 3.62.11)

Gaine echoes Aquinas here:

That impeccability belongs to the orthodox Christian concept of heaven is thus beyond doubt.
It emerged in patristic and medieval times as the consensus position and it did not become a
bone of contention at the Protestant Reformation. The ‘eternity’ or ‘perpetuity’ of heaven was
taken to be a matter of faith, and impeccability was an aspect of how theologians explained the
fact that heaven could never be lost and so remained for ever. (Gaine (2003), 11)

Thus it is natural to assume from Christian tradition that no heavenly agent will
ever sin or perform such a morally blameworthy act that qualifies as ‘sin’. Since
the status of ‘impeccable’ refers to the moral feature of heavenly agents, we can
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say at this point that to be an impeccable agent requires a deontic component, that
only those actions deemed right or permissible are possible for such agents; acts
that are deemed wrong or impermissible are impossible for such agents.

I would like, at this point, to propose the notion that impeccability has more
than just a deontic component. Typically, definitions of ‘impeccability’ are
exhausted by the modal descriptions I mentioned above (‘an inability to sin’ or ‘es-
sential sinlessness’) and are thus confined to discussions of obligatory, permis-
sible, and impermissible acts. However, I want to argue that impeccability
implies a virtue component along with the deontic. The first reason why I think
virtue is relevant for impeccability is derived from the fact that numerous biblical
figures appeared to believe that character was just as relevant to an agent’s moral
life as were his or her actions. Christ makes the point that actions are not the only
litmus test for praise or blame, but character is also important.* Hating someone
confers just as much blame as actually committing the act of murder, and
lusting after someone who is not your spouse is just as sinful as going through
with the act of adultery. Here Christ seems to be implying that one can be guilty
of sin without performing any overt actions, and that the guilt is based on one’s
internal disposition, or character. Also, in many of Paul’s letters, the apostle
seems to be arguing that a successful or godly moral life requires growth in
virtue (Gal. 5:22-23; Eph. 4:2-3; Col. 3:12-13, NASB). While Christ’'s point
doesn’t give explicit consent to the inference from having an inability to sin to
having a virtuous character, his point does seem to allow the inference from
having an inability to sin to having an inability to be disposed to sin. And while
Paul does not explicitly state that heavenly agents will be admirably virtuous
agents, he does imply that a godly or holy individual with also be a virtuous one.

In addition to Scripture, the second reason I have for believing that impeccabil-
ity implies a virtue component is that church history seems to support the idea;
there are some within Christendom who have argued that there will be a ‘matur-
ing’ or ‘completing’ in heaven of what is lacking in the characters of the human
agents. Aquinas, for instance, seemed to argue that once man experiences the
divine light or vision (in heaven), his desire to manage his lower self according
to reason is truly fulfilled, enabling the agent to live completely according to virtue.

Indeed, this desire is chiefly for this end, that the entire life of man may be arranged in accord
with reason, for this is to live in accord with virtue. For the end of the activity of every virtuous
man is the good appropriate to his virtue, just as, for the brave man, it is to act bravely. Now,
this desire will then be completely fulfilled, since reason will be at its peak strength, having
been enlightened by the divine light, so that it cannot swerve away from what is right. (Aquinas
(1956), 3.63.3)

Augustine also appeared to support the idea that heavenly agents will be virtuous,
arguing that virtue will finally have success or victory over vice once the redeemed
enter the final beatitude: ‘the virtues will not be called upon to strive against any
vice or evil whatsoever. Rather, they will possess the prize of victory: the eternal
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peace which no adversary can disturb. This is our final happiness, our last perfec-
tion, a consummation which will have no end’ (Augustine (1998), 19.10).

Thus, while the term ‘impeccability’ may not explicitly say anything about the
virtue component of morality, as it has typically been used, I do think I have
warrant to treat the term as though it implicitly involves a virtue feature.

Now while it is fairly straightforward to say what the deontic condition amounts
to (an inability to sin), the virtue or ‘heavenly character’ component may be a bit
more difficult. The reason for the difficulty lies in certain tensions among virtue
theorists concerning the appropriate way to understand the ‘virtues’ and how
such virtues are expressed in actions.

There are two relevant issues for the purpose of this article, concerning the
proper conception of the moral virtues: (i) the broadness of the virtues, and (ii)
the relationship between virtues and action. There has been much controversy
among virtue theorists on whether or not the virtues should be understood as
‘broad’ or ‘narrow’.5 A broad conception of the virtues implies that for any given
virtue, if an agent has the virtue, then the virtue is relevant or applicable cross-sifu-
ationally. In other words, if the agent has the virtue ‘courage’, then the agent has the
ability to act courageously across any and all situations the agent could possibly find
himself in. A narrow conception, on the other hand, implies less applicability of
virtue exemplification. To have the virtue ‘courage’ narrowly, typically implies the
application or expression of courage in a certain set of circumstances; this ‘set’ is
usually understood as the circumstances that the agent is well acquainted with, or
at least not far off from the agent’s ‘normal’ array of circumstances.

The other relevant issue concerns the relationship between the virtues and vir-
tuous actions. The important question is, for any acquired virtue, what is the like-
lihood of expressing that virtue in action, assuming the expression of the virtue is
appropriate in the particular circumstance? If Mike has the virtue ‘courage’ and he
is in a situation in which acting courageously is appropriate, how confident can we
be that Mike will act courageously?® Again, there are two relevant positions a virtue
theorist may take on the question. Those who have a particularly robust concep-
tion of the virtues will say that if Mike has the virtue ‘courage’, and Mike is in a
situation in which acting courageously is appropriate, then necessarily Mike will
act courageously (assuming nothing external to Mike prevents him).? A more mod-
erate position will say that if Mike has the virtue courage, and he is in a courage-
appropriate scenario, then Mike will probably act courageously (assuming nothing
external prevents him). Thus the issue is whether virtuous action necessarily
follows from a virtue trait, or whether it probabilistically follows from a virtue trait.

I will be assuming that impeccability implies a strong conception of the virtues:
the virtues should be understood broadly, and virtuous action should be under-
stood to follow necessarily from virtuous traits. For any agent who has all the rele-
vant virtues for a heavenly character (whichever virtues those may be), and has
them strongly according to broadness and action-necessitation, such an agent
should be understood as ‘perfectly virtuous’. This conception appears to be
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adopted by numerous theistic philosophers in their own defence or explanation of
the heavenly character of an impeccable agent, and while these authors do not use
the terminology of ‘broad vs narrow’ and ‘strong vs moderate’ in reference to heav-
enly characters, I do think it is clear that they support the moral perfection of heav-
enly agents, and thus the strong conception I am assuming here. For instance,
some authors abstain from articulating the particulars of the heavenly character,
but yet still refer to such agents as ‘morally perfect’ (Wall (1977), 353; Brown
(1985), 447). Others, however, are a bit clearer on the implications of being
morally perfect. Sennett, for instance, provides an explanation of moral perfection
that coheres well with my description of ‘perfect virtue’:

In theistic circles life on earth is often viewed as a proving and training ground for life in
heaven. The choices made for good or evil are directly relevant to the eternal destinies they
determine for us. As we form our characters, we set our spiritual compass for that location in
which the lives we desire for ourselves are most fully and naturally realized. Furthermore, for
those who ‘choose life,” earthly living is a time of training and honing of our benevolent and
aretaic skills, so that upon entering heaven we are prepared for a life of compatibilist moral
perfection, where our very natures compel us to choose only the good - infallibly and freely.
Such a state is attainable, but only if we choose, free from any compulsion, to develop that
character that will guarantee such a state. (Sennett (1999), 78)

Notice that it is the virtuous skills or character, determined freely by agents prior to
heaven, that preclude the possibility of acting (or desiring) contrary to the good.
Also, since such a character is formed prior to heaven, it seems to imply that
the dispositions for virtue should be understood broadly; that is, such an agent
should behave virtuously in any context. Swinburne argues in a similar way
when he claims that God sends agents to heaven because they have already
fitted themselves for such an environment:

For heaven is the community of those who live in the right way and get happiness out of it
because they want to live in the right way. By pursuit of the good they have so molded
themselves that they desire to do the good. So the answer why God would send the men of
natural good will and true belief to heaven is that they are fitted for it. (Swinburne (1983), 45)8

Given that there are at least some that seem to endorse the notion of ‘perfect
virtue’, I think this conception of impeccability is a good place to start. So under
the virtue condition for impeccability, the agent not only will be unable to
perform acts of sin or evil, but the agent’s character will be so virtuous that he
or she will be unable to form the desire, motivation, and intention to perform
acts of sin or evil.

Perfect virtue is impossible

Obviously, if it could be shown that the virtue condition was impossible to
attain, it would be a major problem for the doctrine of impeccability. Michael Slote
(2011) has recently attempted to provide an argument that aims at demonstrating
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this exact end, that perfect virtue is an impossibility. Slote’s primary reason for
claiming that perfect virtue is impossible is that the relevant virtues for perfection,
or at least some them, are actually partial virtues. However, so the argument goes,
if even some of the relevant virtues for perfection are partial virtues, then the status
of ‘perfectly virtuous’ is impossible to attain. In what follows, I will elaborate on
Slote’s argument, then finish with a few responses.

Whatever else is implied by a perfectly virtuous agent, Slote appears to assume
that the bare minimum for perfection entails that the agent:

(1) Has all the virtues, whether independently or dependently, and,
(2) None of the virtues are partial virtues.®

Given that the first claim implies a weighty and lengthy discussion into the area of
the ‘unity thesis’, Slote spends very little time discussing it; the bulk of his book is
spent on arguing for the second claim. Whether Slote is successful or not at
proving his second claim, I do not think his assumption that the first claim is neces-
sary for perfect virtue is problematic, even if it is somewhat controversial. It is
obvious that philosophers have disagreed about a number of issues related to this
claim: How many virtues are there? Which virtues should be understood as moral
rather than intellectual? Does the acquisition of one virtue assume or entail the acqui-
sition of more virtues (or all the virtues)? 1 do not think, however, that these questions
need to be answered decisively for the purpose of determining the possibility of per-
fection. Slote avoids the controversy of the unity thesis given his position on ‘depend-
ency in the first claim; this just leaves the issue of the number and particulars of the
actual virtues. This also doesn’t seem to be a problem for Slote, for he could easily
amend his first claim to say: ‘Has all the relevant virtues for perfection, whether in-
dependently or dependently’. Such a modification seems innocent enough, and it
also makes the claim much less controversial. Therefore, I will spend the rest of
my analysis of Slote by focusing on what he says about his second claim.

Partial virtues for Slote are virtues that are naturally opposed to one another;
such opposition implies that acting on one virtue, in some scenarios, would
entail compromising or acting contrary to another virtue (Slote (2011), 28-35).
Further, acting contrary to, or failing to express a virtue (in action) when that
virtue’s expression is appropriate, confers some amount of moral blame upon
the agent (ibid., 31). So if there is an agent out there who is thought to have all
the virtues, and to have them as completely as possible, and assuming that
some of these virtues are partial virtues, we get the conclusion that there is
always the possibility that this agent would find himself in a scenario in which
acting rightly or appropriately in accordance with one virtue would entail the
acting against or contrary to another virtue that is also appropriate or right for
that scenario. In such an event, it is impossible for the agent to emerge morally
unscathed; the agent will necessarily have some moral regret, regardless of the
virtue according to which he acts.
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The two virtues that Slote believes are the best candidates for partial virtues are
frankness (honesty) and tactfulness (kindness). Slote’s thought experiment
involves friend ‘A’ asking friend ‘B’ for advice about a personal matter in A’s life.
In the example, being a good friend to A entails that B respond with either frank-
ness (honesty) or tactfulness (kindness):

Imagine that you have a friend who is always getting himself into abusive relationships that
eventually turn sour and become intolerable for him . . . So imagine further that your friend
comes to you after his latest relationship has broken up and deplores the awful bad luck (as he
puts it) that has led him once again into an unhappy and unsuccessful relationship. But he has
no idea how abusively he has been treated (in this relationship or the others) and simply asks
you, implores you, to tell him why you think this sort of thing is always happening to him . . .
Well, since he is imploring you to tell him what you think, you might (once again) be frank with
him and explain the role he himself plays in bringing about these disasters (e.g. by accepting
abuse, from the start, in the relationships he enters into) . . . But you have every reason to
believe (let’s assume) that if you say this to him, it won't really register with him or make any
difference to his future behavior; whereas, if you just commiserate with him and say that you
don’t understand how he can be so unlucky, he will feel much relieved or consoled by what he
takes (or would like to take) to be your understandingness and what is clearly your sympathy
vis-a-vis his situation. (ibid., 30)

In this scenario, responding with frankness would probably be good for A in the
long term, but will just as likely cause A to experience emotional pain in the
short term. Responding with tactfulness will probably cause A a small amount tem-
porary peace, but will probably be bad for him in long run. According to Slote, in
such a scenario, acting according to honesty or kindness would be ethically prob-
lematic for B. As Slote says, ‘these two qualities are paired opposites, and in some
situations where they clash [such as this one], acting on either one of them will be
ethically less than ideal’ (ibid., 31).

Now if these two virtues, or any other pair, are naturally opposed to one another,
such that there exist possible scenarios in which acting kindly would entail being
dishonest, or vice versa, then it seems as though no agent (even God) could
possess both virtues perfectly. Assuming impeccability entails a perfectly virtuous
character, and assuming that heavenly agents are also impeccable agents, then the
impossibility of a perfectly virtuous character would necessarily lead to the inco-
herence of the notion of a heavenly agent. We can state the problem more formally
as follows:

(1) A heavenly agent is an impeccable agent.

(2) Impeccable agents are agents that (i) cannot sin, and (ii) have a heav-
enly character.

(3) A heavenly character entails a perfectly virtuous character.

(4) A perfectly virtuous character is possible iff (i) all the relevant virtues
are acquired, and (ii) none of relevant virtues are partial virtues.

(5) But some of the relevant virtues for a perfectly virtuous character are
partial virtues.

Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. University of Birmingham, on 16 May 2017 at 21:11:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available
at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/5S003441251600024X


https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003441251600024X
https:/www.cambridge.org/core

268 LUKE HENDERSON

(6) Thus, a perfectly virtuous character is impossible.
(7) Thus, a heavenly-type character is impossible.
(8) Thus, impeccable agents cannot exist.

(9) Thus, a heavenly agent cannot exist.

Premises (1) and (2) appear to be uncontroversial, for as I mentioned in the intro-
duction, it seems a widely embraced feature of Christian orthodoxy that the agents
in heaven will be impeccable; further, the property impeccableness implies (if not
entails) that an agent with the property cannot sin (deontic condition) and will
have a fairly virtuous character. I have chosen to leave the term ‘heavenly charac-
ter’ vague for premise (2), for the purpose of keeping (2) uncontroversial. That is, I
want to leave the question of the degree or kind of ‘virtuousness’ of character for
an impeccable agent open until premise (3). Premises (3)-(5) are those I take to be
more controversial. Up to this point, I have not really argued for (3) beyond men-
tioning that other theists have argued that heavenly agents should be understood
as perfectly virtuous. Together, (4) and (5) are Slote’s basic thesis, a thesis that is
far from obvious at this point.

As far as I can see, the theist who wants to affirm the impeccability of the saints in
heaven has three options for responding to the previous argument. First, one might
attempt to undercut premise (5) by arguing that Slote has not sufficiently demon-
strated that the relevant virtues for the notion of perfection are actually partial
virtues. Second, one may argue that (4) is false by showing that a perfectly virtuous
character is possible even if some of the relevant virtues conflict. One way to do this
would be to acknowledge that such scenarios as Slote envisions are possible, but to
deny that an agent in such a scenario would be required to act in a way that confers
moral blame or sin. Finally, one might take the more extreme route and argue that
(3) is false, that a heavenly character does not entail a perfectly virtuous character.
This final option amounts to the admission that scenarios such as Slote’s are pos-
sible, that partial virtues may exist, and that an agent in such a circumstance might
be required to act in a way that confers moral blame on him or her, but deny that
the possibility of such scenarios (and the possibility of moral blame that accompan-
ies it) causes any problems for the notion of impeccability or the heavenly character
of the saints in heaven. I will discuss each of these options in turn.

Option 1

The first option open to the theist is to deny that partial virtues exist by
arguing that Slote has not been fully successful at showing that circumstances in
which virtues necessarily conflict are possible. Slote himself acknowledges that
most Aristotelian virtue theorists would reject his claim that the tact/truth scenario
involves more than one appropriate response to A. According to Slote, ‘Aristotelians
want to say that whenever there is a choice between tact and frankness, there is a
right choice in the matter, a choice not open to moral or ethical criticism. On their
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view (and speaking rather roughly), frankness and tact never clash as virtues’ (Slote
(2011), 41). One way to do this, for the Aristotelian, is to argue that in scenarios in
which apparent conflict occurs among virtues, there is always one virtue that takes
priority over the other; thus, acting from one virtue over the other would not
produce any moral reproach, blame, or criticism. So, for instance, if there is a scen-
ario in which acting mercifully and acting justly cannot both occur, acting justly
may trump showing mercy. If so, then acting justly does not show that one is not
perfectly merciful, and it does not indicate one is acting contrary to mercy; acting
justly simply means showing mercy is not appropriate in that scenario (ibid., 42).
Slote’s response to this point is that ‘putative virtues like tact and frankness are
not as well behaved as the Aristotelian picture of the virtues assumes’ (ibid., 41)
and that the scenario involving an apparent conflict between justice and mercy
is not like the scenario he describes between tact and honesty. So Slote is
willing to acknowledge that in a situation involving other virtues, say justice and
mercy, claiming that justice ‘trumps’ mercy is not the same as claiming that
acting justly requires acting unmercifully, and thus there is no real conflict
between the two virtues. In the scenario with tact and honesty, however, Slote
claims there is no one right response, no one path required by virtue; thus, neces-
sarily, whichever path is chosen, the agent will come away ‘morally compromised’.
In his response to Aristotelians, it seems that Slote assumes that there is a fun-
damental difference in quality or value between the virtues of mercy and justice on
the one hand, and honesty and kindness on the other. The distinction seems
evident based on his faith that scenarios like that with honesty and kindness are
possibly not duplicable for the virtues of mercy and justice.® Perhaps it is not
the quality or value between mercy/justice and honesty/kindness that Slote
believes produces the significant difference, but the nature of the relation
between mercy and justice and the relation between honesty and kindness.
Either way, it does seem that Slote needs to demonstrate why the virtues of
justice and mercy, or the relation between them, are so different from the
virtues of honesty and kindness, or the relation between them. If Slote cannot
showcase such a meaningful and relevant distinction, then it seems an
Aristotelian can simply ignore his objection as unproven. The Aristotelian can
do this by arguing that, just as there is a trump card in conflicting situations
between justice and mercy (sometimes it is justice, sometimes it is mercy),
perhaps seeming conflicts with honesty and kindness function in the same way.
It is possible, however, that the Aristotelian will feel differently here about who
has the burden of proof in demonstrating meaningful distinctions about the rela-
tionship between the mentioned virtues. It may be that Slote would simply
respond that his example of the tact/honesty scenario is sufficient to show a mean-
ingful difference, and that any claim otherwise needs to be followed with an argu-
ment. Though I disagree that Slote’s objector has the burden of proof here, let us
assume that Slote is right, and thus the theist needs to look elsewhere for a response
to the earlier argument; perhaps Option 2 will provide a stronger reply to Slote.
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Option 2

It is important at this point to remember the implications of partial virtues;
they are a duet of virtues whose natural opposition to each other leads to the pos-
sibility of circumstances in which acting from both virtues is appropriate (or called
for) but impossible, and that acting contrary to one of the virtues in such a circum-
stance produces moral blame for the agent. With this in mind, the next option for
the theist is to acknowledge that Slote is correct, and that there is an actual conflict
and no one right option available to the agent in question, but deny that acting
contrary to honesty or kindness (or any other virtue) should confer moral blame
on the agent. According to A.D. M. Walker, it may be true that scenarios like
Slote’s, which involve apparent conflict between tact and honesty, actually are
occasions on which there is not only one appropriate response. Perhaps there
are scenarios that call for truthful and tactful responses, and one must choose
which virtue to respond with, or act according to whichever virtue is dominant.
In cases such as these, Walker (2006) believes that the tactful can act kindly
while regretting the evasion of being completely honest, and the frank agent can
be truthful while regretting causing pain, and both will be morally admirable
and not criticizable.

Slote, however, is not willing to admit the emotional response of regret into the
inventory of appropriate responses for a perfectly virtuous agent. Or as he says,
‘the fact that Walker thinks the tactful person has reason to regret not having
been frank or open and the open person reason to regret having to cause distress
should give us pause with Walker’s conclusions’ (Slote (2011), 58). Perhaps the oc-
currence of regret, in and of itself, is not reason to qualify an agent as being less
than admirable; however, Slote’s point is that if the occurrence of regret ‘rises to
an explicitly ethical level’, then there is reason to think the agent experiencing
such regret has acted less than ethically optimal. Slote believes his example of
tact/truthfulness is such an example.

Perhaps this feeling of regret is sufficient to indicate that an agent is less than
perfectly virtuous, but is the feeling of regret an appropriate emotional response?
A theist might respond to both Slote and Walker that an agent who has to choose
tactfulness over honesty may have nothing to regret. Robert Adams speaks about
the importance of discretion, tact, and even keeping secrets as being an ‘unrivaled
value in human communication’; because such things as discretion and secret-
keeping are so important for healthy social living, it may be appropriate and
perhaps morally obligatory to tell lies or withhold facts at times. Adams feels
like this is a commonly accepted feature of human experience that few would
contradict. ‘Secrets are important. Most of us believe it is occasionally right even
to tell a lie, and often imperative to avoid mentioning secrets or facts whose utter-
ance would give offense or affect inappropriately the social dynamics of the situ-
ation’ (Adams (2008), 129). If there are occasions in which discretion and
withholding of the ‘complete’ truth are appropriate, it seems strange that we
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would hold someone morally suspect in such situations. In such scenarios, we
might even say that such an individual was acting admirably.

So, to catch up, Walker does not seem to be denying that such scenarios which
Slote describes are possible, that there are possible scenarios in which virtues
conflict; further, Walker agrees that such scenarios may require the agent to act in
a way that is regrettable. However, Walker does not agree that such scenarios
require the virtuous agent to act in a way that confers moral blame when they are
forced to act contrary to a given virtue, even though the agent does have regret
for acting contrary to the particular virtue. So Walker does not think such scenarios
demonstrate that an agent is acting in a less than perfectly virtuous way. Slote, on the
other hand, who seems to think regret implies blame, believes that since such scen-
arios show that an appropriate response to acting contrary to virtue (when the virtue
is required) is a moral remorse or regret, then such remorse indicates that the agent
is blameworthy and thus less than perfectly virtuous. Adams’s response is directed
more to Walker than Slote, in that he claims that such situations as Slote envisions
should not necessarily evoke remorse or regret in the agent who has to sacrifice
acting according to one virtue in order to act according to the other.

I think we should agree with Slote that, if the agent feels regret in his or her
choice to perform a given action, then the agent is morally blameworthy or criti-
cizable in some relevant way. However, it is important to point out that the emo-
tional response or attitude of regret, by itself, is not really a moral attitude
(Williams (2006), 196). It is possible to regret a host of occurrences without any
of them having much to do with the moral notion of obligation. I can regret the
temperature level, the truth of the current president, or the fact that I've had
few opportunities to increase the aesthetics of my home; however, none of these
have much moral significance for particular actions I ought to have performed.
Given this point, I think we can agree with Slote as long as he understands
‘regret’ to have risen to the ethical level of ‘remorse’ or ‘self-reproach’ (Williams
(2006), 196). In other words, the agent who feels regret, must also have remorse
for failing to perform an obligatory act; he must ‘blame’ himself for his failure.**

What I am less confident about is deciding one way or the other concerning the
appropriateness of the response of remorse. If remorse and guilt are so closely
aligned, and the feeling of guilt implies an action or motive (in our case it is
both) that is less than moral, then feeling remorse implies acting (with the relevant
motivations) immorally. However, if the agent does not believe he or she acted
wrongly in having to be dishonest or unkind (as Adams believes), then there
should be no remorse. It seems that Slote’s only response to this would be to
argue that the agent has acted immorally, and thus the agent should feel
remorse. So the disagreement seems to be based on whether it is ever morally per-
missible to act contrary to a given virtue when that virtue is appropriate for the
situation the agent finds himself or herself in. I imagine the robust Aristotelian
conception of the virtues that Slote is assuming, and attacking, doesn’t allow for
such permissibility, though Adams’s conception of the virtues might. While I am
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by no means convinced the Aristotelian position that Slote is reacting to is the
more consistent (coherent, accurate, etc.) position on the nature of the virtues,
or that Slote is right that a necessary feature of this position is that agents
should experience moral remorse in the context of partial virtues conflicting, let
us assume at this point that the Aristotelian picture he provides is the more coher-
ent, and that Slote is right that the appropriate emotional response to the failure of
acting according to a virtue that is called for in a situation is a remorse that rises to
an ethical level. Again, it is not obvious that Slote is correct, but I'd like to assume
that he is in order to propose an additional strategy for the theist in responding to
Slote. We turn to this point next.

Option 3

The last option for the theist who wants to affirm the doctrine of impec-
cability is to concede defeat to Slote, to acknowledge the existence of partial
virtues and the possibilities of difficult scenarios such virtues produce, but to
argue that the existence of such virtues causes no problem for the doctrine of im-
peccability. To pursue this option, a theist might say that rather than entailing that
an agent is perfectly virtuous, impeccability may only entail being significantly vir-
tuous. Let us say an agent can be significantly virtuous in one of two ways:

SV1: An agent is significantly virtuous if they have all the relevant virtues for
a heavenly character, they have such virtues broadly, but the actions that
follow from such virtues only follow probabilistically.

or

SV2: An agent is significantly virtuous if they have all the relevant virtues for
a heavenly character, they have such virtues narrowly, and the actions that
follow from such virtues follow necessarily.

So for the significantly virtuous agent under SV1, a trait, say courage, will be applic-
able across all possible scenarios, those that the agent is familiar with, and those he
isn’t. However, in situations in which courageous action is appropriate, it is not im-
possible that the agent could fail to act courageously; it is only probable that he will
act courageously in each scenario in which such actions are appropriate. For sign-
ificant virtue under SV2, an agent with the virtue courage can be guaranteed to act
courageously in each situation that calls for courageous action. However, the
‘situations’ that the agent can be guaranteed to act courageously in should not
be understood as all possible situations; rather, the situations in which courageous
action can be guaranteed are only those which the agent is already conditioned to
handle (situations not far beyond his normal experiences).

To posit that impeccability merely implies an agent be significantly virtuous
appears to solve, or at least aid, two of the theist’s largest problems. First, Slote’s

Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. University of Birmingham, on 16 May 2017 at 21:11:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available
at https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/5S003441251600024X


https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S003441251600024X
https:/www.cambridge.org/core

Impeccability and perfect virtue 273

arguments appear irrelevant to the claim that significant virtue is possible. If partial
virtues exist, the scenarios they make possible (in which two virtues conflict)
would cause no problem for either sense of significant virtue. For SV1, the theist
can claim that there is no guarantee that the veracious and kind agent will
always act honestly and tactfully in all possible scenarios; the situation Slote envi-
sions may simply be one of those situations in which the virtuous agent fails to act
truthfully (or kindly). For SV2, the theist can claim that while the veracious and
kind agent will always act honestly and kindly in each situation in which such
virtues are called for, the extent in which virtuous action can be guaranteed
only extends within a limited sphere. Thus the scenario Slote envisions may
simply be a situation outside the sphere the virtuous agent is capable of handling.

Second, the conditions for impeccability are not damaged if impeccability
merely implies significant virtue. Note that my conception of impeccability
entails two features: the agent cannot perform sinful or morally wrong actions,
and the agent must have a heavenly character; it is the ‘heavenly character’ that
I was intentionally vague about in my introduction, and it is this feature that the
options of ‘perfect virtue’ and ‘significant virtue’ have tried to describe. The
perfect virtue option explained the first feature of impeccability (deontic condi-
tion) by positing the second feature: the impeccable agent will never sin
because their perfectly virtuous character makes such acts impossible (it is this
form that Slote’s argument caused a problem for). The SV2 option is similar to
the perfect virtue option here in that it claims the impeccable agent will never
sin because their significantly virtuous character makes such acts impossible.*2
Thus the theist who wants to affirm that impeccability merely implies significant
virtue, like the theist who wants to affirm that impeccability entails perfect
virtue, can claim that it is the impeccable agent’s character that entails the inability
to perform sinful actions. The only difference between the two positions is that the
perfect virtue advocate will argue the impeccable agent’s character needs to entail
the inability of sinning in all possible situations; the significant virtue advocate will
argue that the impeccable agent’s character merely needs to entail the inability of
sinning with a limited sphere of possible of experiences, and this limited sphere of
experiences is simply those possible experiences that make up heaven. He'll add
that a character that precludes sinful actions in all possible situations is unneces-
sary for the heavenly agent; it is sufficient that the heavenly character merely pre-
clude sin while in heaven.

The SV1 option is a little different in this regard from the SV2 and perfect virtue
options. While still affirming that the impeccable agent cannot sin, it does not
affirm that the impossibility of sin is to be solely explained by the agent’s virtuous
character; the impeccable agent’s character merely makes it unlikely that the agent
will sin, or fail to act virtuously in a situation in which virtuous action is appropri-
ate. Thus this form of significant virtue has the problem of finding some other ex-
planation for why the impeccable agent is necessarily unable to sin. This apparent
hurdle, however, has not historically been a problem for theists; many have argued
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that the explanatory factor that prevents heavenly agents from sinning is simply
God himself.*3

Now even if the issues raised by Slote’s argument are solved for the theist by the
claim that a heavenly character merely implies a significantly virtuous character,
the idea that heavenly agents are merely significantly virtuous does have its own
problems. Someone might object, for instance, that what I call a significantly vir-
tuous agent really doesn’t look all that different from a really virtuous agent outside
heaven, and that what I am calling a ‘heavenly character’ is not really distinct from
a ‘really virtuous non-heavenly character’. History has recognized a considerable
number of really virtuous and saintly men and women; surely some of these moral
individuals qualify for SV1 or SV2.14 Others may simply object based on the intu-
ition that heavenly agents are supposed to be morally superior to non-heavenly
agents; if non-heavenly agents can have heavenly characters, it appears that this
intuition is misplaced. Thus these objections can be summed up as follows.
First, the title ‘heavenly character’ appears to be a misnomer; agents outside
heaven seem to be able to have heavenly characters, and thus such descriptions
are ultimately unhelpful. Second, the intuition that those agents fitted for
heaven are morally superior to agents outside heaven appears to be false; whatever
relevant distinctions exist between heavenly and non-heavenly agents, moral char-
acter does not appear to be among them.

In response to the first problem, I am not sure why it is problematic if a minority
of agents outside heaven have possibly had heavenly characters. If there are agents
outside heaven who have characters indicative of SV1 or SV2, I think it is wrong to
say they have ‘really virtuous non-heavenly characters’; rather, it seems more
helpful, and more accurate, to say they are just non-heavenly agents with ‘heaven-
ly characters’. I do not think it is a misnomer to refer to the characters of such
agents as ‘heavenly’ since that term would correctly describe the entirety of char-
acters for those human agents in heaven. Whereas I think it would be incorrect to
say either that some human agents in heaven have less than ‘heavenly characters’,
or that the majority of human agents outside heaven have or had ‘heavenly char-
acters’; if either of these were true then I think it would probably be incorrect or
unhelpful to use the term ‘heavenly characters’ for agents in or out of heaven.

Also, I am sympathetic to the intuition that heavenly agents are morally super-
ior, in some way, to non-heavenly agents. But I do not think much is lost to say that
heavenly agents are morally superior to the majority of non-heavenly agents, or
perhaps to say that a minority of non-heavenly agents are morally superior to
the majority of non-heavenly agents, such that the minority is sufficiently fit for
heaven.

Some may not be satisfied with this response. Some may think there is some-
thing about both forms of significant virtue that implies, perhaps subtly, that the
line separating heavenly characters from non-heavenly characters is way too
thin. Take the example from Tim Pawl and Kevin Timpe about an especially
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vicious husband who is somewhat quarantined by his wife in order to preclude op-
portunities for sin:

Suppose that Smith is prone to adultery, or some other vicious action. But Smith’s wife knows
this about him. Suppose she knows the precise circumstances he would have to be in to
commit adultery, or even freely will to commit adultery. Now suppose she is very good at
keeping him out of these circumstances such that he is never again in adultery-prone cir-
cumstances. Extend the example a bit more and suppose that she knows what circumstances
he would have to be in to perform any other sins as well. She also knows what circumstances
he would have to be in to steal, for instance, and she keeps him out of those circumstances that
would lead him to will freely to steal. So now Smith is in a pretty good state. No matter where
he finds himself, provided that his wife is watching over him, he won’t sin. But, we must ask,
would it be right to consider him perfected? It seems not. He isn’t transformed into a morally
perfect individual in virtue of his being kept in sin-free circumstances, any more than a coward
is rendered courageous by being kept away from the front lines. (Pawl & Timpe (2009), 403)

An objector may say that this example highlights an important problem for both
forms of significant virtue, in that the story seems to indicate a large amount of
commonality between someone with an especially vicious character (Smith) and
someone with an allegedly heavenly character. In the example, the reason for
Smith’s inability to sin appears to have more to do with the situation or circum-
stance Smith finds himself in (his wife’s supervision), rather than with the actual
virtuous character that Smith has (or doesn’t have). In other words, Smith’s inabil-
ity to sin is better explained by his situation than his actual character. An objector
might say that this appears to be true for the heavenly agent under SV1 and SV2
also.

For the SV1 agent whose dispositions for virtue are broad-based, and thus cross-
situational, the lack of sinful behaviour is based on probability rather than neces-
sity; thus, if the SV1 agent is guaranteed not to sin in heaven, an at least partial ex-
planation for the lack of sin must have something to do with events or
circumstances external to the actual agent. This also seems to be the case for
Smith. For the SV2 agent in heaven, his dispositions for virtue are narrow-
based, indicating that the agent is never guaranteed not to sin whenever he is
outside his normal array of circumstances. An objector might claim the same
could be said of Smith. Let Smith wander outside his wife’s supervision, or let
the SV2 agent outside heaven, then there is no guarantee that either won't sin.

I think it is important to point out here, in response, that even if a significant ex-
planatory factor for the absence of sin in heaven is the situation or circumstance
which is somewhat external to the agent, there still appears to be an important
difference between Smith and the SV1 or SV2 agent: virtue! To qualify for an im-
peccable or heavenly character, the agent must have all the relevant virtues,
whether those virtues are understood broadly or narrowly, and whether they are
dependently or independently related. For both SVi and SV2, the agent is
assumed to have a sufficiently adequate virtuous character, at least as to qualify
for traditional virtue ethics.'5 This cannot be said of Smith.
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Also, I am not sure why it is such a problem to say that, in addition to the SV1 or
SV2 agent’s character, a significant explanatory factor for the absence of sin in
heaven is the situation in heaven.'® This does not appear to be a completely
foreign position in Christian tradition; most Christians would not only acknow-
ledge, but emphatically affirm, that there are certain properties or facts about
God that are in some way causally relevant to the disposition, and therefore behav-
iour, of the heavenly agent. Take the following passage from Jerry Walls as an
example; here Walls is reiterating a point made by Augustine about the very
nature of the heaven:

Notice that the very essence of heaven . . . is a relationship with God characterized from the
human perspective by endless fascination, love, and gratitude. Clearly such a relationship with
God could only be experienced by one who had certain attitudes, desires, and beliefs. For
instance, it would be ruled out for one who did not believe God was worthy of praise or who felt
no desire to be united to him. (Walls (2002), 37)

Here we see the idea that a proper relationship with God, in a proper environment,
allows one to respond to various features of God (his nature, his presence, his acts
of power and grace, etc.) with fascination, love, and gratitude. Obviously a certain
type of character is necessary to be properly related to God (certain attitudes,
desires, and beliefs), but I see no reason why the agent’s character has to be the
sufficient explanation for the lack of sin. Surely being in God’s presence and
being so aware of his divine majesty, glory, and love will be a factor causally rele-
vant enough so as to preclude the possibility of ever turning away from or rejecting
such a being (i.e. sin).'?

Perhaps someone may feel that if a position like SV1 or SV2 is adopted, all
notions of libertarian freedom and moral responsibility are lost for those in
heaven. Under SV1, since the agent’s character merely makes it probable that
the agent won't sin, there is still the need for God, like Smith’s wife, to ensure
that the heavenly agents are never in situations in which their character is insuffi-
ciently strong enough to withstand sin. Under SV2, it seems as though, even if it is
one’s character that precludes the possibility of sin, it still could be said that a ne-
cessary condition for the state of one’s character are external features from his or
her environment (i.e. God’s presence or nature). Thus under both SV1 and SV2, it
appears as though something external to the agents (God) plays a causally signifi-
cant enough role in the actions of the agents to engender doubt that they are ac-
tually free and responsible in a libertarian sense.

Though I understand why someone may be motivated to make this objection, I
do not think it is very strong. If one is concerned about maintaining a libertarian
stance, an adoption of a source-incompatibilist position of agency provides
resources to ensure that both the SV1 and SV2 agent in heaven are free and re-
sponsible. According to source incompatibilism, to be free and responsible for a
given action, two things must be the case: (a) determinism must be false, and
(b) nothing external to the agent in the causal history of a given act can be the
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sufficient cause of the act (i.e. the agent must be the ultimate source of the act).'®
Both of these conditions can be met for both SV1 and SV2. A theist can simply
affirm that causal determinism is false, and that there is nothing external to the
agent prior to heaven that sufficiently caused the agent to trust in Christ or culti-
vate a virtuous character; the theist could even say that, prior to heaven, the agent
had access to alternative possibilities when he or she made a choice to go to
heaven (i.e. trust in Christ) and also to cultivate a virtuous character. If a necessary
condition for entering heaven is that the agent must trust in Christ and cultivate a
virtuous character, and do both according to libertarian conditions, and these con-
ditions are met, then it is somewhat irrelevant what causal features are in place in
heaven that constrain the agent’s actions (whether it is the agent’s character or
God himself).'? Even if the agent in heaven is constrained in their acts by some-
thing external (God) to them, they are still rightly deemed free and responsible
for the actions there given that the causal history of the acts in heaven can be
traced back to a point prior to heaven in which nothing external to the agent
was the sufficient cause of the choices and actions that led to the acts the agent
performs in heaven (Sennett (1999); Walls (2002), 61; Pawl & Timpe (2009) ).

Conclusion

I'have attempted to describe and defend the theistic doctrine of impeccabil-
ity, and especially the impeccability of human agents in heaven. I argued that, at
the very least, the doctrine seems to imply that impeccable agents cannot perform
sinful actions, and that such agents have heavenly characters. I then examined the
nature of a ‘heavenly character’, attempting to determine if such a character entails
a perfectly virtuous character, or merely a significantly virtuous one. Michael
Slote’s recent book seems to cause problems for the notion of a perfectly virtuous
agent, and by extension, for the view that a heavenly character entails perfect
virtue. My proposal that a heavenly character may merely imply a significantly vir-
tuous character also carries problems, but these appear to be less damaging than
those that accompany the notion of perfect virtue.
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Notes

1. Also see Rev. 21:4, NASB.

2. The sense of ‘impeccability’ that I am assuming here is something like a psychological constraint that,
given the character of the agent, makes certain actions impossible for him/her.
This sense of impeccability is actually very similar to the sense that Nelson Pike attributes to God.
According to Pike,

‘God cannot sin’ might mean that although the individual that is God (Yahweh) has the ability (i.e.,
the creative power necessary) to bring about states of affairs the production of which would be
morally reprehensible, His nature or character is such as to provide material assurance that He will
not act in this way . . . the individual that is God (Yahweh) is of such character that he cannot bring
himself to act in a morally reprehensible way. God is strongly disposed to perform only morally
acceptable actions. (Pike (1969), 215)

3. Someone may object to this conception of heavenly agents (that they cannot sin and/or be removed from
heaven) given the position in Christian history that a number of angelic agents once sinned, and were
therefore expelled from heaven. In response to this objection, it is important to note the many conceptions
of ‘heaven’ that occur both within the Bible and in Christian theology (new heaven and new earth, throne
room, beatific vision, the sky, etc.); with this in mind, I want to say that this objection equivocates in its
comparison of the initial state of the angels who sinned, and the state that redeemed humans will one day
experience. In other words, I do not think it is a violation of Christian orthodoxy to claim that there was a
point in angelic history in which the angels were not impeccable, even if those angels that did not ‘fall’ are
now appropriately described as impeccable. For an account on how/why the impeccable angels presently
‘in heaven’ (assuming they are impeccable) have not always been impeccable, see Anselm (1998), 177,
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203. Also, for a minority position concerning the possibility of being removed from heaven, see Donnelly
(1985).

4. See Matt. 5:21-30, NASB.

5. On the issue of ‘broadness’ vs ‘narrowness’, see Harman (1999), Doris (2002), and Kamtekar (2004).
According to Kamtekar, broad-based dispositions are ‘dispositions to behave in distinctive ways across a
range of situations’, whereas narrow-based dispositions are those that are ‘quite stable, since behavior in
situations that are very like one another is quite consistent’. A notable difference here is the behaviour that
issues from narrow-based dispositions in contrast to the behaviour that issues from broad-based dispo-
sitions; such behaviour ‘is consistent in very similar situations but not across the range of what would be
thought to be trait-relevant-behavior-eliciting situations’ (Kamtekar (2004), 460, 468).

6. This idea of the relationship between virtuous traits and the actions that should follow from such traits is
hinted at in a series of question by Robert Adams:

We can certainly agree that virtues must be pretty effective in shaping the way one lives, and pretty
durable, apt to last, in normal conditions, for quite a period of time. But how robust, how effective
and how durable must they be? Must their strength be so great as to put them beyond the reach of
luck and render them invincible in confrontation with temptation or adversity? Must their operation
be uninfluenced by morally irrelevant contingencies? And how versatile, how adaptable, must they
be? Must they fit a person for living admirably in every possible situation? (Adams (2008), 156)

7. Thanks to Iain Law for reminding me that while this position may be adopted by some writers, it is still
something like a minority position in virtue ethics. Among those whose allude to this conception of the
virtues, even if they themselves do not endorse it, see Doris (2002) and McDowell (1979). For instance,
Doris claims this conception of virtue understands that ‘genuinely virtuous action proceeds from “firm
and unchangeable character” rather than from transient motives’ and that the ‘presence of virtue is
supposed to provide assurance as to what will get done as well as what won't’ (Doris (2002), 17). Also,
McDowell claims that ‘a genuine virtue is to produce nothing but right conduct’ (McDowell (1979), 333).
This ‘nothing but’ seems to preclude the possibility of wrong conduct.

8. For other authors who appear to support my conception of ‘perfect virtue’, see Walls (2002) and Pawl &
Timpe (2009). For instance, Jerry Walls speaks of a complete ‘holiness’ or ‘sanctification’ that must take
place in order for heavenly agents to be fittingly prepared for the glory of heaven; further, this ‘com-
pleteness’ seems to preclude the possibility of any sin:

This transformation, when it is complete, will be so thorough that we will know with full clarity and
profound certainty that God is the source of happiness and sin is the source of misery. Through
numerous experiences of progressive trust and obedience, this truth will have so worked through our
character that sin will have lost all appeal for us. The illusory notion that we can promote our well
being by disobeying God will be so entirely shattered that sin will be a psychological impossibility for
us. (Walls (2002), 61)

9. For clarity’s sake, it is important to highlight the distinctions between the conditions of perfect virtue that I
mentioned earlier, and those that Slote discusses. The conception of perfect virtue I am working from
implies ‘broadness’ and ‘action-necessitation’ whereas Slote doesn’t mention either of these qualities.
However, once the notion of ‘partial virtues’ is defined below, I think it will be clearer that his conception
and mine are both assumed by the other.

10. Slote does mention in a footnote that scenarios like that of the tact/truth example may be conceivable for
the virtues of mercy and justice; however, he is hesitant to qualify mercy and justice as partial virtues since
he has been unable as yet to think of a situation involving conflict between mercy and justice that is
sufficiently similar to the situation involving tactfulness and truthfulness.

11. Further, it doesn’t help Walker’s case to say the agent’s feeling of regret is directed at the difficult situation,
and not the agent’s own character; that is, it doesn’t help to argue that it is the situation, and not the agent,
that is imperfect. The problem is not with the situation, but with the nature of the actual virtues; it is their
nature as virtues that produces situations as such.

12. Obviously, the SV2 option is different in that it claims that the impeccable agent will never sin within a
narrow field of situations, because their significantly virtuous character makes such acts impossible while
the agent is within that field.
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13. This is, arguably, the position of many notable mediaeval philosophers; See Gaine (2003) for an analysis of
the views of Scotus, Ockham, and Aquinas.

14. I am imagining such historical figures as St Francis of Assisi, Mother Teresa, and Martin Luther King, Jr.
See Wolf (1982) and Adams (1984) for an analysis on these ‘Moral Saints’.

15. Aristotelians, Neo-Aristotelians, or scholars of Aristotle, appear to be divided over whether or not his
Nicomachean Ethics describes moral virtue in broad terms or narrow. For an assessment of Aristotelian
virtue in broad terms, see Doris (2002); for Aristotelian virtue in narrow terms, see Kamtekar (2004).

16. The idea that a virtuous agent’s actions are at least partially explained by external features of the agent’s
situation or scenario is not completely bizarre to Christian virtue ethics. Robert Adams argues:

If there are moral excellences that we have reason to admire in actual human lives, it can hardly be
on the assumption that they are invincible or not situationally conditioned. In practice, and espe-
cially in one’s own case, it seems wise to assume that people’s best moral qualities are in some ways
and to some degree frail . . . (Adams (2008), 156)

17. According to Aquinas:

in regard to the intellectual substance that sees God there cannot be a failure of the ability to see God:
either because it might cease to exist, for it exists in perpetuity, . . . or because of a failure of the light
whereby it sees God, since the light is received incorruptible both in regard to the condition of the
receiver and of the giver. Nor can it lack the will to enjoy such a vision, because it perceives that its
ultimate felicity lies in this vision, just as it cannot fail to will to be happy. Nor, indeed, may it cease to
see because of a removal of the object, for the object, which is God, is always existing in the same
way; nor is He far removed from us, unless by virtue of our removal from Him. So it is impossible for
the vision of God, which makes men happy, ever to fail. (Aquinas (1956), 3.62.6)

18. For source incompatibilism, see Kane (1996), McKenna (2001), Pereboom (2001), Rogers (2008), and
Timpe (2013). It does seem as though a libertarian who does not endorse source incompatibilism may
have a more difficult time responding to this particular objection; this fact, however, doesn’t appear too
significant given that the source position isn’t a minority or controversial position among incompatibilist
proponents.

19. For those theists, especially Protestant theists, who are uncomfortable with the claim that a necessary
condition for entry into heaven is the cultivation of a virtuous character, I encourage you to examine
Brown (1985) and Walls (2012).
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