
THIRD PART, QUESTION 85

Of Penance As a Virtue
(In Six Articles)

We must now consider penance as a virtue, under which head there are six points of inquiry:

(1) Whether penance is a virtue?
(2) Whether it is a special virtue?
(3) To what species of virtue does it belong?
(4) Of its subject;
(5) Of its cause;
(6) Of its relation to the other virtues.

IIIa q. 85 a. 1Whether Penance is a virtue?

Objection 1. It would seem that penance is not a
virtue. For penance is a sacrament numbered among the
other sacraments, as was shown above (q. 84, a. 1; q. 65,
a. 1). Now no other sacrament is a virtue. Therefore nei-
ther is penance a virtue.

Objection 2. Further, according to the Philosopher
(Ethic. iv, 9), “shame is not a virtue,” both because it is a
passion accompanied by a bodily alteration, and because
it is not the disposition of a perfect thing, since it is about
an evil act, so that it has no place in a virtuous man. Now,
in like manner, penance is a passion accompanied by a
bodily alteration, viz. tears, according to Gregory, who
says (Hom. xxxiv in Evang.) that “penance consists in
deploring past sins”: moreover it is about evil deeds, viz.
sins, which have no place in a virtuous man. Therefore
penance is not a virtue.

Objection 3. Further, according to the Philosopher
(Ethic. iv, 3), “no virtuous man is foolish.” But it seems
foolish to deplore what has been done in the past, since it
cannot be otherwise, and yet this is what we understand
by penance. Therefore penance is not a virtue.

On the contrary, The precepts of the Law are about
acts of virtue, because “a lawgiver intends to make the cit-
izens virtuous” (Ethic. ii, 1). But there is a precept about
penance in the Divine law, according to Mat. 4:17: “Do
penance,” etc. Therefore penance is a virtue.

I answer that, As stated above (obj. 2; q. 84, a. 10, ad
4), to repent is to deplore something one has done. Now
it has been stated above (q. 84 , a. 9) that sorrow or sad-
ness is twofold. First, it denotes a passion of the sensitive
appetite, and in this sense penance is not a virtue, but a
passion. Secondly, it denotes an act of the will, and in this
way it implies choice, and if this be right, it must, of ne-
cessity, be an act of virtue. For it is stated in Ethic. ii, 6
that virtue is a habit of choosing according to right reason.

Now it belongs to right reason than one should grieve for
a proper object of grief as one ought to grieve, and for an
end for which one ought to grieve. And this is observed in
the penance of which we are speaking now; since the pen-
itent assumes a moderated grief for his past sins, with the
intention of removing them. Hence it is evident that the
penance of which we are speaking now, is either a virtue
or the act of a virtue.

Reply to Objection 1. As stated above (q. 84, a. 1, ad
1; Aa. 2,3), in the sacrament of Penance, human acts take
the place of matter, which is not the case in Baptism and
Confirmation. Wherefore, since virtue is a principle of
an act, penance is either a virtue or accompanies a virtue,
rather than Baptism or Confirmation.

Reply to Objection 2. Penance, considered as a pas-
sion, is not a virtue, as stated above, and it is thus that it
is accompanied by a bodily alteration. On the other hand,
it is a virtue, according as it includes a right choice on
the part of the will; which, however, applies to penance
rather than to shame. Because shame regards the evil
deed as present, whereas penance regards the evil deed
as past. Now it is contrary to the perfection of virtue that
one should have an evil deed actually present, of which
one ought to be ashamed; whereas it is not contrary to the
perfection of virtue that we should have previously com-
mitted evil deeds, of which it behooves us to repent, since
a man from being wicked becomes virtuous.

Reply to Objection 3. It would indeed be foolish to
grieve for what has already been done, with the intention
of trying to make it not done. But the penitent does not in-
tend this: for his sorrow is displeasure or disapproval with
regard to the past deed, with the intention of removing its
result, viz. the anger of God and the debt of punishment:
and this is not foolish.

The “Summa Theologica” of St. Thomas Aquinas. Literally translated by Fathers of the English Dominican Province. Second and Revised Edition, 1920.



IIIa q. 85 a. 2Whether Penance is a special virtue?

Objection 1. It would seem that penance is not a spe-
cial virtue. For it seems that to rejoice at the good one has
done, and to grieve for the evil one has done are acts of
the same nature. But joy for the good one has done is not
a special virtue, but is a praiseworthy emotion proceeding
from charity, as Augustine states (De Civ. Dei xiv, 7,8,9):
wherefore the Apostle says (1 Cor. 13:6) that charity “re-
joiceth not at iniquity, but rejoiceth with the truth.” There-
fore, in like manner, neither is penance, which is sorrow
for past sins, a special virtue, but an emotion resulting
from charity.

Objection 2. Further, every special virtue has its spe-
cial matter, because habits are distinguished by their acts,
and acts by their objects. But penance has no special mat-
ter, because its matter is past sins in any matter whatever.
Therefore penance is not a special virtue.

Objection 3. Further, nothing is removed except by
its contrary. But penance removes all sins. Therefore it
is contrary to all sins, and consequently is not a special
virtue.

On the contrary, The Law has a special precept about
penance, as stated above (q. 84, Aa. 5,7).

I answer that, As stated in the Ia IIae, q. 54, a. 1, ad
1, a. 2, habits are specifically distinguished according to
the species of their acts, so that whenever an act has a spe-
cial reason for being praiseworthy, there must needs be a
special habit. Now it is evident that there is a special rea-
son for praising the act of penance, because it aims at the
destruction of past sin, considered as an offense against

God, which does not apply to any other virtue. We must
therefore conclude that penance is a special virtue.

Reply to Objection 1. An act springs from charity in
two ways: first as being elicited by charity, and a like vir-
tuous act requires no other virtue than charity, e.g. to love
the good, to rejoice therein, and to grieve for what is op-
posed to it. Secondly, an act springs from charity, being,
so to speak, commanded by charity; and thus, since char-
ity commands all the virtues, inasmuch as it directs them
to its own end, an act springing from charity may belong
even to another special virtue. Accordingly, if in the act of
the penitent we consider the mere displeasure in the past
sin, it belongs to charity immediately, in the same way as
joy for past good acts; but the intention to aim at the de-
struction of past sin requires a special virtue subordinate
to charity.

Reply to Objection 2. In point of fact, penance has
indeed a general matter, inasmuch as it regards all sins;
but it does so under a special aspect, inasmuch as they can
be remedied by an act of man in co-operating with God
for his justification.

Reply to Objection 3. Every special virtue removes
formally the habit of the opposite vice, just as whiteness
removes blackness from the same subject: but penance
removes every sin effectively, inasmuch as it works for
the destruction of sins, according as they are pardonable
through the grace of God if man co-operate therewith.
Wherefore it does not follow that it is a general virtue.

IIIa q. 85 a. 3Whether the virtue of penance is a species of justice?

Objection 1. It would seem that the virtue of penance
is not a species of justice. For justice is not a theological
but a moral virtue, as was shown in the IIa IIae, q. 62, a. 3.
But penance seems to be a theological virtue, since God
is its object, for it makes satisfaction to God, to Whom,
moreover, it reconciles the sinner. Therefore it seems that
penance is not a species of justice.

Objection 2. Further, since justice is a moral virtue
it observes the mean. Now penance does not observe the
mean, but rather goes to the extreme, according to Jer.
6:26: “Make thee mourning as for an only son, a bitter
lamentation.” Therefore penance is not a species of jus-
tice.

Objection 3. Further, there are two species of justice,
as stated in Ethic. v, 4, viz. “distributive” and “commu-
tative.” But penance does not seem to be contained under
either of them. Therefore it seems that penance is not a
species of justice.

Objection 4. Further, a gloss on Lk. 6:21, “Blessed
are ye that weep now,” says: “It is prudence that teaches
us the unhappiness of earthly things and the happiness
of heavenly things.” But weeping is an act of penance.
Therefore penance is a species of prudence rather than of
justice.

On the contrary, Augustine says in De Poenitentia∗:
“Penance is the vengeance of the sorrowful, ever punish-
ing in them what they are sorry for having done.” But to
take vengeance is an act of justice, wherefore Tully says
(De Inv. Rhet. ii) that one kind of justice is called vin-
dictive. Therefore it seems that penance is a species of
justice.

I answer that, As stated above (a. 1, ad 2) penance is a
special virtue not merely because it sorrows for evil done
(since charity would suffice for that), but also because the
penitent grieves for the sin he has committed, inasmuch as
it is an offense against God, and purposes to amend. Now
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amendment for an offense committed against anyone is
not made by merely ceasing to offend, but it is necessary
to make some kind of compensation, which obtains in of-
fenses committed against another, just as retribution does,
only that compensation is on the part of the offender, as
when he makes satisfaction, whereas retribution is on the
part of the person offended against. Each of these belongs
to the matter of justice, because each is a kind of commu-
tation. Wherefore it is evident that penance, as a virtue, is
a part of justice.

It must be observed, however, that according to the
Philosopher (Ethic. v, 6) a thing is said to be just in two
ways, simply and relatively. A thing is just simply when it
is between equals, since justice is a kind of equality, and
he calls this the politic or civil just, because all citizens are
equal, in the point of being immediately under the ruler,
retaining their freedom. But a thing is just relatively when
it is between parties of whom one is subject to the other,
as a servant under his master, a son under his father, a wife
under her husband. It is this kind of just that we consider
in penance. Wherefore the penitent has recourse to God
with a purpose of amendment, as a servant to his master,
according to Ps. 122:2: “Behold, as the eyes of servants
are on the hands of their masters. . . so are our eyes unto
the Lord our God, until He have mercy on us”; and as a
son to his father, according to Lk. 15:21: “Father, I have
sinned against heaven and before thee”; and as a wife to
her husband, according to Jer. 3:1: “Thou hast prostituted
thyself to many lovers; nevertheless return to Me, saith
the Lord.”

Reply to Objection 1. As stated in Ethic. v, 1, justice
is a virtue towards another person, and the matter of jus-
tice is not so much the person to whom justice is due as
the thing which is the subject of distribution or commuta-
tion. Hence the matter of penance is not God, but human
acts, whereby God is offended or appeased; whereas God
is as one to whom justice is due. Wherefore it is evident
that penance is not a theological virtue, because God is
not its matter or object.

Reply to Objection 2. The mean of justice is the
equality that is established between those between whom
justice is, as stated in Ethic. v. But in certain cases perfect
equality cannot be established, on account of the excel-
lence of one, as between father and son, God and man, as
the Philosopher states (Ethic. viii, 14), wherefore in such
cases, he that falls short of the other must do whatever he
can. Yet this will not be sufficient simply, but only accord-
ing to the acceptance of the higher one; and this is what is
meant by ascribing excess to penance.

Reply to Objection 3. As there is a kind of commu-
tation in favors, when, to wit, a man gives thanks for a
favor received, so also is there commutation in the mat-
ter of offenses, when, on account of an offense committed
against another, a man is either punished against his will,
which pertains to vindictive justice, or makes amends of
his own accord, which belongs to penance, which regards
the person of the sinner, just as vindictive justice regards
the person of the judge. Therefore it is evident that both
are comprised under commutative justice.

Reply to Objection 4. Although penance is directly
a species of justice, yet, in a fashion, it comprises things
pertaining to all the virtues; for inasmuch as there is a jus-
tice of man towards God, it must have a share in matter
pertaining to the theological virtues, the object of which
is God. Consequently penance comprises faith in Christ’s
Passion, whereby we are cleansed of our sins, hope for
pardon, and hatred of vice, which pertains to charity. Inas-
much as it is a moral virtue, it has a share of prudence,
which directs all the moral virtues: but from the very
nature of justice, it has not only something belonging to
justice, but also something belonging to temperance and
fortitude, inasmuch as those things which cause pleasure,
and which pertain to temperance, and those which cause
terror, which fortitude moderates, are objects of commu-
tative justice. Accordingly it belongs to justice both to
abstain from pleasure, which belongs to temperance, and
to bear with hardships, which belongs to fortitude.

IIIa q. 85 a. 4Whether the will is properly the subject of penance?

Objection 1. It would seem that the subject of
penance is not properly the will. For penance is a species
of sorrow. But sorrow is in the concupiscible part, even as
joy is. Therefore penance is in the concupiscible faculty.

Objection 2. Further, penance is a kind of vengeance,
as Augustine states in De Poenitentia∗. But vengeance
seems to regard the irascible faculty, since anger is the de-
sire for vengeance. Therefore it seems that penance is in
the irascible part.

Objection 3. Further, the past is the proper object of

the memory, according to the Philosopher (De Memoria
i). Now penance regards the past, as stated above (a. 1, ad
2, ad 3). Therefore penance is subjected in the memory.

Objection 4. Further, nothing acts where it is not.
Now penance removes sin from all the powers of the soul.
Therefore penance is in every power of the soul, and not
only in the will.

On the contrary, Penance is a kind of sacrifice, ac-
cording to Ps. 50:19: “A sacrifice to God is an afflicted
spirit.” But to offer a sacrifice is an act of the will, accord-
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ing to Ps. 53:8: “I will freely sacrifice to Thee.” Therefore
penance is in the will.

I answer that, We can speak of penance in two ways:
first, in so far as it is a passion, and thus, since it is a kind
of sorrow, it is in the concupiscible part as its subject; sec-
ondly, in so far as it is a virtue, and thus, as stated above
(a. 3), it is a species of justice. Now justice, as stated in
the Ia IIae, q. 56, a. 6, is subjected in the rational appetite
which is the will. Therefore it is evident that penance,
in so far as it is a virtue, is subjected in the will, and its
proper act is the purpose of amending what was commit-
ted against God.

Reply to Objection 1. This argument considers
penance as a passion.

Reply to Objection 2. To desire vengeance on an-
other, through passion, belongs to the irascible appetite,
but to desire or take vengeance on oneself or on another,
through reason, belongs to the will.

Reply to Objection 3. The memory is a power that
apprehends the past. But penance belongs not to the ap-
prehensive but to the appetitive power, which presupposes
an act of the apprehension. Wherefore penance is not in
the memory, but presupposes it.

Reply to Objection 4. The will, as stated above ( Ia,
q. 82, a. 4; Ia IIae, q. 9, a. 1 ), moves all the other powers
of the soul; so that it is not unreasonable for penance to
be subjected in the will, and to produce an effect in each
power of the soul.

IIIa q. 85 a. 5Whether penance originates from fear?

Objection 1. It would seem that penance does not
originate from fear. For penance originates in displeasure
at sin. But this belongs to charity, as stated above (a. 3).
Therefore penance originates from love rather than fear.

Objection 2. Further, men are induced to do penance,
through the expectation of the heavenly kingdom, accord-
ing to Mat. 3:2 and Mat. 4:17: “Do penance, for the king-
dom of heaven is at hand.” Now the kingdom of heaven is
the object of hope. Therefore penance results from hope
rather than from fear.

Objection 3. Further, fear is an internal act of man.
But penance does not seem to arise in us through any work
of man, but through the operation of God, according to
Jer. 31:19: “After Thou didst convert me I did penance.”
Therefore penance does not result from fear.

On the contrary, It is written (Is. 26:17): “As a
woman with child, when she draweth near the time of
her delivery, is in pain, and crieth out in her pangs, so
ere we become,” by penance, to wit; and according to an-
other∗ version the text continues: “Through fear of Thee,
O Lord, we have conceived, and been as it were in labor,
and have brought forth the spirit of salvation,” i.e. of salu-
tary penance, as is clear from what precedes. Therefore
penance results from fear.

I answer that, We may speak of penance in two ways:
first, as to the habit, and then it is infused by God im-
mediately without our operating as principal agents, but
not without our co-operating dispositively by certain acts.
Secondly, we may speak of penance, with regard to the
acts whereby in penance we co-operate with God operat-
ing, the first principle† of which acts is the operation of

God in turning the heart, according to Lam. 5:21: “Con-
vert us, O Lord, to Thee, and we shall be converted”; the
second, an act of faith; the third, a movement of servile
fear, whereby a man is withdrawn from sin through fear
of punishment; the fourth, a movement of hope, whereby
a man makes a purpose of amendment, in the hope of ob-
taining pardon; the fifth, a movement of charity, whereby
sin is displeasing to man for its own sake and no longer for
the sake of the punishment; the sixth, a movement of fil-
ial fear whereby a man, of his own accord, offers to make
amends to God through fear of Him.

Accordingly it is evident that the act of penance re-
sults from servile fear as from the first movement of the
appetite in this direction and from filial fear as from its
immediate and proper principle.

Reply to Objection 1. Sin begins to displease a man,
especially a sinner, on account of the punishments which
servile fear regards, before it displeases him on account
of its being an offense against God, or on account of its
wickedness, which pertains to charity.

Reply to Objection 2. When the kingdom of heaven
is said to be at hand, we are to understand that the king is
on his way, not only to reward but also to punish. Where-
fore John the Baptist said (Mat. 3:7): “Ye brood of vipers,
who hath showed you to flee from the wrath to come?”

Reply to Objection 3. Even the movement of fear
proceeds from God’s act in turning the heart; wherefore it
is written (Dt. 5:29): “Who shall give them to have such
a mind, to fear Me?” And so the fact that penance results
from fear does not hinder its resulting from the act of God
in turning the heart.

∗ The Septuagint † Cf. Ia IIae, q. 113
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IIIa q. 85 a. 6Whether penance is the first of the virtues?

Objection 1. It would seem that penance is the first of
the virtues. Because, on Mat. 3:2, “Do penance,” etc., a
gloss says: “The first virtue is to destroy the old man, and
hate sin by means of penance.”

Objection 2. Further, withdrawal from one extreme
seems to precede approach to the other. Now all the other
virtues seem to regard approach to a term, because they
all direct man to do good; whereas penance seems to di-
rect him to withdraw from evil. Therefore it seems that
penance precedes all the other virtues.

Objection 3. Further, before penance, there is sin in
the soul. Now no virtue is compatible with sin in the soul.
Therefore no virtue precedes penance, which is itself the
first of all and opens the door to the others by expelling
sin.

On the contrary, Penance results from faith, hope,
and charity, as already stated (Aa. 2,5). Therefore penance
is not the first of the virtues.

I answer that, In speaking of the virtues, we do not
consider the order of time with regard to the habits, be-
cause, since the virtues are connected with one another, as
stated in the Ia IIae, q. 65, a. 1, they all begin at the same
time to be in the soul; but one is said to precede the other
in the order of nature, which order depends on the order of
their acts, in so far as the act of one virtue presupposes the
act of another. Accordingly, then, one must say that, even
in the order of time, certain praiseworthy acts can precede
the act and the habit of penance, e.g. acts of dead faith and
hope, and an act of servile fear; while the act and habit of
charity are, in point of time, simultaneous with the act and
habit of penance, and with the habits of the other virtues.
For, as was stated in the Ia IIae, q. 113, Aa. 7,8, in the
justification of the ungodly, the movement of the free-will
towards God, which is an act of faith quickened by char-
ity, and the movement of the free-will towards sin, which
is the act of penance, are simultaneous. Yet of these two
acts, the former naturally precedes the latter, because the

act of the virtue of penance is directed against sin, through
love of God; where the first-mentioned act is the reason
and cause of the second.

Consequently penance is not simply the first of the
virtues, either in the order of time, or in the order of
nature, because, in the order of nature, the theological
virtues precede it simply. Nevertheless, in a certain re-
spect, it is the first of the other virtues in the order of time,
as regards its act, because this act is the first in the justifi-
cation of the ungodly; whereas in the order of nature, the
other virtues seem to precede, as that which is natural pre-
cedes that which is accidental; because the other virtues
seem to be necessary for man’s good, by reason of their
very nature, whereas penance is only necessary if some-
thing, viz. sin, be presupposed, as stated above (q. 55,
a. 2), when we spoke of the relation of the sacrament of
penance to the other sacraments aforesaid.

Reply to Objection 1. This gloss is to be taken as
meaning that the act of penance is the first in point of time,
in comparison with the acts of the other virtues.

Reply to Objection 2. In successive movements with-
drawal from one extreme precedes approach to the other,
in point of time; and also in the order of nature, if we con-
sider the subject, i.e. the order of the material cause; but
if we consider the order of the efficient and final causes,
approach to the end is first, for it is this that the efficient
cause intends first of all: and it is this order which we
consider chiefly in the acts of the soul, as stated in Phys.
ii.

Reply to Objection 3. Penance opens the door to the
other virtues, because it expels sin by the virtues of faith,
hope and charity, which precede it in the order of nature;
yet it so opens the door to them that they enter at the same
time as it: because, in the justification of the ungodly, at
the same time as the free-will is moved towards God and
against sin, the sin is pardoned and grace infused, and with
grace all the virtues, as stated in the Ia IIae, q. 65, Aa. 3,5.
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