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W hen we look for a piece of furniture made with great craftsmanship, a dress 
sewn with care, or food prepared and cooked to perfection, we are looking 

for quality or, in traditional language, virtue. We can, of course, go out and buy 
something that appears to be similar from a major department store or a fast food 
restaurant, perhaps even at a much cheaper price, but there are significant differences. 
The handcrafted furniture will last, the carefully sewn dress will feel and look better, 
the gourmet fare will come alive in our mouths.  
 
If we put similar items side-by-side, both called by the same name, but one carefully 
handmade and the other made quickly on an assembly line, most of us can tell the 
difference. It would be difficult to say exactly what that difference is, but we can 
detect it through a kind of inner sense of quality. Suppose, just like physical objects, 
humans have different kinds of quality; some humans have more quality than others, 
some less. We sometimes speak of people as having inner beauty, or as being “deep” 
while others appear to be shallow. What we mean by these terms has something to do 
with an old word associated with quality called virtue quality. Again, it is difficult to 
describe the development of inner quality precisely, but somehow we know it and can 
distinguish the difference. 
 
 
 
 
Traditional wisdom says that virtue has to do with the presence of those qualities 
whose origin and source are divine, and that human beings are made to carry or 
reflect these qualities. God is the bearer of the highest qualities—the most qualified 
being “in existence” because God is eternal. The difference between true gold and 
“fool’s gold” (or pyrite) is significant, because the quality of the former is long-
lasting (or eternal), while the latter is not. Qualities that human beings manifest can 
be equally short-lived or eternal as well, and they can be built into the substance of 
the soul which reflect and manifest them. Again, traditional wisdom says that not 
only were we meant to express divine quality, but that the experience of living on 
earth is the condition for that possibility. 
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A king or queen can grow to become a person of 
royal quality.  
 
A newly crowned king or queen has the 
opportunity to develop the maturity of a good 
sovereign, with all the highest qualities that could 
exist in a royal person. Every human being has 
the same right, but in an even more precious and 
sovereign sense. Human beings can learn to carry 
the divine qualities — to be bearers of the 
sovereignty of heaven, the crown of divine 
royalty.  
 
The divine virtues come from the sovereignty of 
God—the realm of the Kingdom. Metaphorically 
they are said to be regal, adorning the human 
spirit like royal purple or a crown of gold. 
Participants in God’s kingdom can also grow into 
virtue. They have been “crowned” children of 
God. They can acquire divine quality (or 
qualities), not by force, but by becoming them. 
 
So what does a royal person of heavenly quality, 

wearing the robe of divinity, 
bearing the crown of 
sovereignty look like?  
 
Such a person radiates real 
inner beauty, not external 
conformity. In the Christian 
tradition a royal person, 
however, is not prideful (like 
some royalty), but filled with 
inner humility. Love, joy, 
peace, long-suffering, 
gentleness, goodness, faith, 
meekness, and temperance are 
also said to suffuse this 
individual. In addition other 

qualities like obedience, simplicity, generosity, 
truthfulness and purity are said to “crown” royal 
humanity. 
 

V irtue is a difficult word to pin down 
because in contemporary society it easily 

gets caught in the semantic field of religious 
piety or moral behavior. It is neither. 
 
Virtue is not produced by belief systems, 
religious rules, or social etiquette. To think so 
was a mistake that the early Greek Stoics made 
when they used the word virtue. Their thought 
was that virtue (arete in Greek) could be 
produced by strict adherence to certain rules or 
ascetical practices. External conformity to an 
outer rule or religious piety can often be the 
cause of virtue’s opposite — the inner vices of 
pride and a sense of spiritual superiority.  
 
The same mistake was made by many Christian 
ascetics who sought to create virtue in 
themselves through harsh ascetical practice. 
Later, during the Middle Ages and after the 
Reformation, Christian piety took on something 
of this same force, imagining that virtue could be 
forced upon people if they were made to conform 
to certain codes of social or 
religious conduct. 
 
If virtue is not “good 
behavior” nor comes from 
following the “right rules,” 
then what is it, and how is it 
produced in us? Imagine that 
someone is crowned a king or 
a queen. Before the crowning 
they were neither, but with the 
coronation they become 
sovereign. Now we know that 
there are good kings and 
queens (meaning those with 
royal characteristics) and those 
who fail to manifest them—so the outer 
ceremony does not create royal quality, but it is 
the condition for its possible manifestation.  
 

ROYAL PURPLE 
AND A CROWN OF PURE GOLD 
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These qualities make a person “regal” without 
their becoming obnoxiously pious or painfully 
superior. They are the mantle of divine 
sovereignty, the crown of beauty which a person 
wears. 
 
No amount of external conformity can create 
such things, only an inner “becoming” which is 

the result of human cooperation with the divine 
grace. The Spirit can robe our souls with these 
qualities, building them into our inner being as a 
result of the work of alchemical “fire.” Virtue, 
then, is neither primarily ethical, nor is it 
legalistic. Instead, it is the fruit of a deep longing 
expressed in profound humility and desire for 
God. 

GLORY 
SHINES OUT OF THE FIRE 

C hristian tradition describes the 
transformative process and the creation of 

virtue or quality in the soul in metaphoric terms 
as an alchemical or refining process.  
 
The Hebrew and Christian Scriptures say that the 
soul passes through the “refiner’s fire” where, by 
means of inner heat and pressure, new substances 
are forged which give the soul “weight” and 
beauty, clothing it with divine qualities. For 
example, the Hebrew prophets 
Zechariah and Malachi speak of 
fire as an agent for the 
recreation of Israel (Zech. 13:9; 
Mal. 3:2-3).  
 
The Messiah is also said to cast 
fire upon his students, purifying 
them and creating something of 
great quality (Matt. 3:11, Luke 
3:16). Later the Apostle Paul 
speaks of the eschatological fire 
burning up the dross and 
leaving behind eternal 
substance in the soul (I Cor. 
3:13-15). The Apostle Peter 
uses the same graphic imagery to describe the 
soul’s trial and the creation of new qualities. 
Passing through suffering, he says, “the 
genuineness of your faith, more precious than 
gold” is being tested by fire (I Pet. 1:7). 
Interestingly, the writer of the Letter to the 
Hebrews says that it is God who is the 
“consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29).  
 
 

In the final text of the Christian Scriptures, the 
Revelation of St. John, the eyes of the 
Pantocrator (Lord of All) are said to be flames of 
fire, and his followers are admonished to buy 
from him “gold refined by fire so that you may 
be rich” (Rev. 1:14; 3:18).  
 
Each of these images points toward a process 
which will result ultimately, not in destruction, 
but the creation of virtue which fills the soul with 

the divine glory or beauty.  
 
Later Christian writers follow 
the process through to the end 
of time. For example, Ephraim 
of Syria said, Fire and the 
Spirit are in our baptism. In 
the bread and the cup also are 
fire and Spirit.  
 
Olivier Clement writes, The 
heart is the crucible in which 
the divine fire re-creates the 
personality. And there are 
numerous testimonies to show 
saints transfigured as Christ 

was transfigured on (Mt.) Tabor; the ray of the 
divine light penetrated his flesh itself. And it is by 
sharing his very flesh through the mysteries of 
the Church that the glorious body is awakened in 
us. 
 
In other writings, A brother came to Abba 
Arsenius’s cell. He half-opened the door and saw 
the Abba as it were all on fire (Sayings of the 
Desert Fathers). 
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One who watches carefully over the heart will 
quickly see how the heart of its own nature is 
emitting light. As a coal catches fire, or as the 
fire lights a candle, so does God set our heart 
ablaze as it looks in contemplation at him who is 
dwelling in our heart (Hesychius of Batos). 
 
Peter and the Sons of Thunder saw Beauty on the 
mountain, beauty that was shining brighter than 
the brilliance of the sun. Thus they were judged 
worthy to see with their own eyes the pledge of 
his coming in glory (Basil of Caesarea).  
 
Today the divine brightness in its limitless 
diffusion is shining for the apostles on Mount 
Tabor...The divine light is radiating from an 
earthly body...The godhead is triumphant and 
enables the body to share in his own brightness 

In a teaching of profound wisdom, the modern 
woman Tibetan master, Pema Chödrön, writes: 
 
Spiritual awakening is frequently described as a 
journey to the top of the mountain. We leave our 
attachments and our worldliness behind and 
slowly make our way to the top. At the peak we 
have transcended all pain. The only problem with 
this metaphor is that we leave all 
the others behind—our drunken 
brother, our schizophrenic sister, 
our tormented animals and friends. 
Their suffering continues, 
unrelieved by our personal escape. 
 
In the process of discovering 
bodhichitta (the awakened heart), 
the journey goes down, not up. It’s 
as if the mountain is pointed 
toward the center of the earth instead of reaching 
into the sky. Instead of transcending the suffering 
of all creatures, we move toward the turbulence 
and doubt. We jump into it. We slide into it. We 
tiptoe into it. We move toward it however we can. 
We explore the reality and unpredictability of 
insecurity and pain, and we try not to push it 
away. If it takes years, if it takes lifetimes, we let 

it be as it is. At our own pace, without speed or 
aggression, we move down and down and down. 
With us move millions of others, our companions 
in awakening from fear. At the bottom we 
discover water, the healing water of bodhichitta. 
Right down there in the thick of things, we 
discover the love that will not die (When Things 
Fall Apart, 91-92).  

 
In another place she says,   
 
When we work with pain by 
leaning into it and with pleasure 
by giving it away, it doesn’t mean 
that we “grin and bear it.” This 
approach is a lot more playful 
than that—like dancing with it. We 
realize that this separateness that 
we feel is a funny kind of mistake. 

We see that things were not dualistic from the 
start; we can wake up to the realization. The 
basis of any kind of compassionate action is the 
insight that others who seem to be out there are 
some kind of mirror image of ourselves. By 
making friends with yourself, you make friends 
with others. By hurting others, you hurt yourself 
(Start Where You Are, 104).  

INTO THE DEPTHS 

and ...glory (John of Damascus). 
 
Just as the body of the Lord was glorified on the 
mountain when it was transfigured in the glory of 
God and in infinite light, so the bodies of the 
saints will be glorified and shine like lightning…
The glory which thou hast given me I have given 
to them’ (John 17:22). As countless candles are 
lighted from a single flame, so the bodies of all 
Christ’s members will be what Christ is...Our 
human nature is transformed into the fullness of 
God; it becomes wholly fire and light (Pseudo-
Macarius). 
 
The fire that is hidden and as it were smothered 
under the ashes of this world...will blaze out and 
with its divinity burn up the husk of death 
(Gregory of Nyssa). 
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Virtue 

Adequatio: A STUDY GUIDE   Lesson Three 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
 
1. What does it mean that human beings can 

detect quality in things and in people? How 
do we do that? 

2. Describe a person with higher quality (or 
inner beauty).  

3. Name some of the qualities that you have 
detected. If you do not have them, how do 
you get them? 

4. Fire (alchemical fire) is said to be a key to 
the creation of qualities. If you know this to 
be true in your own life, then describe that 
fire and how you have experienced it. 

5. What is your response to Pema Chödrön’s 
teaching on moving into the depths? Do you 
agree with it? Does it contradict a Christian 
viewpoint, or support it? 

 

READINGS FOR INSIGHT 
 
       Those who have held Beauty in their hearts 

work to overcome their prejudices 
and seek to bring all things into her arms. 

—Catherine of Siena 
       

� 
 
      Beauty perceived outwardly must be 
discovered or realized inwardly, for we love what 
we are and we are what we love. Perceived 
beauty is not only the messenger of a celestial 
and divine archetype, it is also, for that very 
reason, the outward projection of a universal 
quality immanent in us, and quite obviously more 
real than our empirical and imperfect ego, 
gropingly seeking its identity.   

—Frithjof Schuon, Echoes of Perennial Wisdom, 67 
 

To grasp God’s beauty, 
you must become God. 

—Rumi 

 
PRAXIS AND MEDITATION 
 
1.    Look at the list of qualities described on page 
13. Choose one and spend a period of time 
reflecting on what that quality is like in real life. 
How would you come to live that quality out in 
the midst of ordinary life? If you do not have it, 
how is it possible to acquire it? 

2.    How do you deal with “fire” in daily life? 
This is a key element in understanding 
spirituality and the practice of the spiritual life. 
With this in mind, watch yourself as you live 
through a day. What elements in your day are 
“fiery,” and how do you respond to this? Take an 
inventory of your responses. Write them in a 
journal as honestly as you can. Is there another 
way of responding that might enhance the effects 
of this experience and the creation of quality in 
your being? 

3.  There are many quotes used in this lesson and 
three on this page. Pick one from the lesson itself 
that has helped you to better understand the 
nature of virtue. How has it helped you? On this 
page, read over the Schuon quote carefully. What 
in it helps to clarify the material in this lesson? 
What seems difficult to you? How do you 
understand the term “celestial or divine 
archetype?” What is the “empirical ego?” Reflect 
on these phrases. Write your understanding in a 
journal that you can share with others doing this 
lesson with you. 

4.    Every day for a week pray this prayer: 

Who I am, and who I am becoming 
is your work, O God, but I offer my energy and 

will to cooperate with your grace.  
Amen  

A Praxis Publication, 2012 


