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In the Gospel of Matthew chapter 10, Jesus is commissioning his disciples to preach the Good News in the 

surrounding regions of Judea and Galilee, and gives them advice and instruction on how they should behave 

themselves during this great endeavour. And among the counsels he gives them he exhorts them to be innocence as 

doves, but wise (cunning) as serpents (Matthew 10:16). 

The disciple of Christ must have both – the innocence of the dove, a sense of integrity, on the one hand, and the 

cunning of the serpent. i.e. not cunning in the pejorative sense, but cunning in the sense of being wise enough to be 

able to discern, to be astute. One without the other does not make a good Christian. Innocence without the ability to 

discern – the Christian is someone naive, simplistic, with little knowledge of the practical realities of life. This is 

dangerous because it exposes the individual to exploitation, manipulation and eventually the loss of integrity and 

that very innocence. The Christian then becomes bitter, vindictive, if he is not strongly rooted in faith and trust. 

Cunning without innocence – need I say much? Without innocence and purity, the cunning person makes use of his 

intelligence to deceive and to ensure that everything turns out his way, centering everything on himself. Such an 

attitude is typical of the world in which we live but not of the Christian, not at all.  

The combination of innocence, integrity on the one hand, and this wisdom, the ability to discern, on the other hand, 

constitutes the virtue of prudence. To put it simply, prudence is a virtue that enables us to do right things the right 

way. And this is important, because there is a wrong way of doing things as well. Our experience of life tells us that. 

There are examples of how mistakes are made when people have good intentions but are ignorant of the correct 

way to carry out these intentions. 

The result – so much good is lost, defeated. Worse instead of loving and aspiring towards what is good, one despises 

it, ridicules it, ignores it. Christian effort becomes counter-productive. 

One must act prudently in order to be effective in achieving good for the glory of God and the salvation of souls. 

How does one acquire this Christian prudence? 

http://www.eucharisticadorationadelaide.org/


 

www.eucharisticadorationadelaide.org |page 2 
 

 

 

Knowledge    

It is not just any knowledge. It is a knowledge that St Paul speaks of it in his letter to the Romans (16:19) to have a 

taste for what is good, and to have no affinity for evil. It is not a knowledge that can be acquired from an academic 

course or just reading about it. It is a knowledge that you have when you have a gut-feeling or a sixth sense for what 

is truly genuinely good. Analogy – one who has a taste for fine wines. The taste-buds acquire a certain sensitivity to a 

particular flavour. It welcomes this flavour but becomes averse to other flavours. Likewise through perseverance in 

Christian discipleship by practicing virtues of humility, charity, forgiveness, patience, gentleness, faith, trust and 

others, one acquires a taste for what is really virtue, and one can recognise when something is not a virtue, when 

something is really a vice. One can tell the difference and therefore, one can make a good, quick decision as to what 

is good and the best means to attain it. 

Such knowledge matures the Christian in understanding. This too is important. We are constantly bombarded by the 

effects of Information Technology the whole day long. In this deluge of knowledge, it is hard to discern what is true 

and what is false, etc. One can choose to ignore or to be selective, which is the practical thing to do. But one never 

knows the value of what is being accepted or rejected. The Christian today cannot afford to be naive or simplistic. He 

has to be always in the know. The other option, ignorance, is not an option. It is not viable. Again it is Saint Paul who 

tells us in 1 Corinthians 14:20 – ‘Do not be children in your understanding but be children where evil is concerned. Be 

perfect in your understanding.’ He is telling us not to be naive like children, but at the same time, we must have the 

same mind as a child in regards to evil. It is not that the child is ignorant of evil. Children don’t grow when they do 

not know the difference between good and evil. But there are some children who have an instinctive knowledge of 

evil, one could say an intuitive knowledge. They do not have to be taught or told, they just know. Something inside 

tells them that it is not right. How could they have such an instinctive knowledge? Because unlike us they are still 

innocent, they are still as yet unspoilt by the conventions of the world. This enables them to have a clearer vision 

than ourselves who have been forced to conform to the conventions of this world, to the way this world thinks.  

We need to have this childlike intuitive knowledge of evil. And this is not as easy as it sounds, since knowledge is not 

something indifferent. It has a capacity either to attract or to repel. Knowledge of evil particularly, since evil never 

presents itself as evil but under the guise of good. Therefore it is not enough just to know what evil is, but what is 

more important, not to allow ourselves to be charmed by it. When we have knowledge in this manner, one acquires 

a holy indifference that enables one to perceive more clearly the issues that are at stake and make the right 

decisions. 

Detachment and self-knowledge – in discerning, we also need to forget about ourselves. That is important. It is not 

about us. It is always about the other. Even when it is about us, if we let go and forget about ourselves, we 

experience a certain freedom from the stress and tension that can blur our judgement. We have freedom to think 

more clearly, and we have authority as well.  The strong basis for this authority is because when we make a decision 

and impose it, everybody knows that it is not for the sake of our own interests, and therefore, they will accept it 

more willingly, more gladly.  

 

The Golden Mean 

In being prudent and acting prudently, one must avoid extremes in one’s behaviour and actions. Extremes are never 

good. One can become excessive, go over the top, cross the boundaries, and leave an extremely negative 

impression, and ruin the whole situation. The situation may be resolved but it leaves a bad taste on everybody else’s 

tongue. But on the other hand, one can chose not to act, not to do anything, or do the minimum necessary, be non-

committal, take the line of least resistance, and this also leaves an equally negative impression of cowardice and the 

situation remains unresolved and is allowed to go on deteriorating.    
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To be prudent means to take a middle course between inactivity/passiveness and drastic force. In this matter, St 

Thomas says that we need to make use of memory to recall the past, our intelligence to appreciate the present, and 

our reason to anticipate the future. To be prudent means to recall and to remember past events and realize their 

outcome and compare them with the present situation and consider the potential impact. To be prudent also means 

appreciating the gravity of the situation, the particular circumstances that need to be considered, when comparing it 

with the past, to realize the principles that are at stake. To be prudent means to consider the future, what effect 

decisions will have on all concerned, to consider both long term and short term effects,  and weigh them one against 

the other, and the way becomes clear. This is the message of Jeremiah 6:16.   

Stop at the cross-roads; look for the ancient paths; ask ‘Where is the way that leads to what is good?’ Then take that 

way, and you will find rest for yourselves.  

The ancient paths – the Jews had arrived at a cross-roads of political decision making that would be conducive to 

their national security. But God wanted them to base their security on him rather than on any political alliance. That 

is why he asked them to look for the ancient paths i.e. think of their past history, how God was the one who really 

defended and delivered them. The memory of this should then inspire the Jews to decide correctly.  

The Gift of Counsel 

In this mood of detachment and diligent reflection of past, present and future, one becomes open to the action of 

the Holy Spirit who then activates within us the gift of counsel, which really enlightens us supernaturally as to the 

right path to take. How does this gift of counsel work? When we find ourselves having to make some important 

decision, there will be people giving us their opinion and advice, which may be helpful, but we can also be easily 

confused by the voices both within ourselves as well as the voices of those outside ourselves, telling us to do so 

many different things, things that are contrary to each other. How do we know which is the right thing to do? How 

do we identify the voice of the Holy Spirit? How do we know that a course of action is being inspired by the Holy 

Spirit? What are the distinguishing characteristics of a course of action being inspired by the Holy Spirit? The answer 

is found in the letter of James (3:13-18) 

Who among you is wise or clever? Let his right conduct give practical proof of it, with the modesty that comes of 

wisdom. But if you are harbouring bitter jealousy and selfish ambition in your hearts, consider whether your claims 

are not false, and a defiance of the truth. This is not the wisdom that comes from above; it is earth-bound, sensual, 

daemonic. For with jealousy and ambition come disorder and evil of every kind. But the wisdom from above is in the 

first place pure; and then peace-loving, considerate, and open to reason; it is straightforward and sincere, rich in 

mercy and in the kindly deeds that are its fruit. True justice is the harvest reaped by peacemakers from seeds sown in 

a spirit of peace. 

These are the distinguishing characteristics of the voice of the Holy Spirit – it urges us to be pure in our hearts, i.e. 

never to do things out of spite or ill-will; it urges us to make peace, to take into consideration the background and 

situation of the other; it urges us to be logical and not to let our feelings get the better of us, but rather to assert the 

authority of reason and logic over emotions and feelings; it urges us to avoid being devious or subtle, to be sincere, 

to have compassion. And if a person is righteous, truly righteous, he spontaneously perceives these things, and in 

making the right decision, he confirms and strengthens his righteousness and integrity. And the fruit of it all is peace, 

not the peace that is the absence of conflict or stress, but the peace of God in Jesus Christ, the peace that comes 

from having accomplished God’s will, as Christ himself accomplished the will of the Father. 
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