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Alexandra Cathey 
Holy Apostles College and Seminary  

Cromwell, CT, USA* 

 

 

THE GOSPEL’S VISION FOR WOMEN 

AND THE FEMININE GENIUS 
 
 

The Church acknowledges the indispensable 
contribution, which women make to society 

through the sensitivity, intuition and other dis-

tinctive skill sets which they, more than men, 

tend to possess. I think, for example, of the spe-
cial concern which women show to others, 

which finds a particular, even if not exclusive, 

expression in motherhood.1 

 

The heart of every woman is stamped with a special intuition and 

sensitivity that helps her not only ascertain the needs of others but also 

empathize with the human condition in a motherly way.2 John Paul II 

calls this ability the feminine genius. In his Pastoral Letter, Letter to 

                                                   
*This article is a revised part of my Master’s thesis entitled Unlocking the “Feminine 

Genius” with Edith Stein, directed by Dr. J. Marianne Siegmund and defended at Holy 

Apostles College and Seminary in Cromwell, Connecticut, in 2017. 
1 Pope Francis, Apostolic Exhortation on the Proclamation of the Gospel in Today’s 

World Evangelii Gaudium (Nov 24, 2013), § 103. 
2 John Paul II and Edith Stein describe “the distinctiveness of women as a particular 

attention to and concern for actual concrete human beings and their holistic develop-
ment and flourishing. One might call this a maternal care or motherliness. Such mother-

liness is not simply biological—and both warn that if one focuses on the biological 

version too simply or quantitatively, one will misunderstand true motherliness . . . Ra-

ther, by motherliness, they mean a particular personal orientation.” Sarah Borden, 
“Edith Stein and John Paull II on Women,” in Karol Wojtyla’s Philosophical Legacy, 

ed. Nancy Mardas Billias, Agnes B. Curry, and George F. McLean (Washington, DC: 

The Council for Research in Values in Philosophy, 2008), 266. 
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Women, he calls women the heart of family and society.3 The Holy Fa-

ther recognizes the necessity and power of the feminine genius to culti-

vate a civilization of love and a culture of life;4 he calls this woman’s 

capacity to humanize society.5 For John Paul II, the feminine genius is 

the ability of women to make a sincere gift of themselves to others due 

to their maternal nature and vocation. By expressing their feminine ge-

nius, women can heal humanity and humanize society.  

In order to understand the power of the feminine genius, it seems 

most appropriate to dialogue with John Paul II’s Pastoral Letter Letter 

to Women, dedicated and directed to women, whatever their walk of 

life. I draw my attention to Letter to Women, because it is uniquely di-

rected and dedicated to women throughout the world. In this Pastoral 

Letter, John Paul II enters into dialogue with women who are mothers, 

women who are wives, women who are daughters, women who are 

sisters, women who work, women who are consecrated—every woman! 

I will also draw from his Apostolic Letter Mulieris Dignitatem and var-

ious other homilies and reflections given throughout his Pontificate 

during which he addressed women and discussed their vocation in the 

Church, family, and society in order to get a fuller picture of his teach-

ings on this topic.  

The family and society direly need the maternal and healing em-

brace of women. In his Apostolic Letter Mulieris Dignitatem, John Paul 

II asserts that it is generally accepted that women, more than men, are 

                                                   
3 “Into the heart of the family, and then of all society, you bring the richness of your 

sensitivity, your intuitiveness, your generosity and fidelity.” John Paul II, Pastoral 

Letter Letter to Women (June 29, 1995), § 2. 
4 For more on the culture of life, see Pope John Paull II, Encyclical on the Value and 
Inviolability of Human Life Evangelium Vitae (March 25, 1995). See also John Paul II, 

Letter to Women, § 29, 30.  
5 A “greater presence of women in society will prove most valuable, for it will help to 

manifest the contradictions present when society is organized solely according to the 
criteria of efficiency and productivity, and it will force systems to be redesigned in a 

way which favors the processes of humanization which mark the ‘civilization of love’.” 

John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 4. 



The Gospel’s Vision for Women and the Feminine Genius 

 

513 

 

more attentive and sensitive toward other persons, and this disposition 

develops even more in motherhood.6 As Stein puts it, “How could it be 

otherwise than that our great holy mother the Church should open her 

arms wide to take [the] beloved of the Lord to her heart? [For] this she 

needs human arms and human hearts, maternal arms and maternal 

hearts.”7 Nevertheless, before women can offer strength and healing to 

the brokenhearted, they need to first realize the beauty, mystery, and 

power of their specific feminine nature and vocation, out of which their 

feminine genius flows. Once women recognize the beauty, mystery, and 

power of their mission as women, they will be able to protect and pro-

mote the dignity of life in and out of their homes.  

I will break this article down into three sections. First, I will ana-

lyze the Holy Father’s answer to the question: what is the ultimate an-

thropological basis for the dignity of women? Secondly, I will describe 

the grounds of his claim that the family and society need to uphold the 

dignity of women and to take action against the abuses and obstacles 

that have prevented women from fully expressing their feminine genius. 

Thirdly, I will show that, in order to fulfill their role as the heart of the 

home and the heart of society, women need to recognize the power of 

their feminine genius. 

The Dignity of Women and their Mission in the World 

What is the ultimate anthropological basis for the dignity of 

women? The Holy Father tenderly invites women to explore this ques-

tion with him, “Dear sisters, together let us reflect anew on the magnif-

                                                   
6 “Motherhood involves a special communion with the mystery of life, as it develops in 
the woman’s womb . . . This unique contact with the new human being developing 

within her gives rise to an attitude towards human beings—not only towards her own 

child, but every human being—which profoundly marks the woman’s personality.” 

John Paul II, Apostolic Letter on the Dignity and Vocation of Women on the Occasion 
of the Marian Year Mulieris Dignitatem (Aug 15, 1988), § 18. 
7 Freda Mary Oben, Edith Stein: Scholar, Feminist, Saint (New York: Alba House, 

1988), 73. 
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icent passage in Scripture which describes the creation of the human 

race and which has so much to say about your dignity and mission in 

the world.”8 The Pope points to the beginning, to Genesis, for the an-

swer to this question of paramount significance. From the creation story 

we learn that “God created man in his own image . . . male and female 

he created them” (Gen 1:27). Thus, womanhood expresses man, i.e., the 

human being, as much as manhood does, but in a different and com-

plementary way.9  

Their most natural relationship, a relational ‘uni-duality’, which 
enables each to experience their interpersonal and reciprocal rela-
tionship as a gift which enriches and which confers responsibility 
. . . To this ‘unity of two’ God has entrusted not only the work of 

procreation and family life, but the creation of history itself.10 

The Holy Father makes it clear: the human being can only find 

full realization through this duality of the masculine and the feminine.11  

Reflecting on the Genesis creation account, the creation of Ad-

am, the first man, is marked by a longing for a helpmate, while the 

creation of Eve, the first woman, is marked by the principle of help. 

What does it mean for woman to be a helpmate? Before the creation of 

Eve, Adam’s heart panged with solitude. God intervened: “It is not 

good for man to be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him” (Gen 

2:18). Eve, in a sense, comes to the rescue of all humanity, for she 

comes to the aid of Adam, who at that point in time was the only hu-

man being in existence. Eve, as the first woman and mother of the liv-

ing, stands for all women and reveals the feminine vocation. God’s 

creation of Eve is the answer to Adam’s original solitude; she is, out of 

                                                   
8 John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 7. 
9 See ibid., § 7–8. 
10 Ibid., § 8. 
11 For John Paul, neither man nor women alone can represent the perfection of humani-

ty. Moreover, the masculine and the feminine cannot be understood in terms of inferior-
ity and superiority. Rather, “womanhood and manhood are complementary not only 

from the physical and psychological points of view, but also from the ontological . . .” 

Ibid., § 7. 
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all creation, his only fitting helpmate. Moreover, Eve, as the mother of 

all the living, is an icon of Mary, the new Eve. While Eve is the witness 

of the beginning of creation of man, made in the image and likeness of 

God, Mary is the witness of the new beginning of the dignity and voca-

tion of persons, and, particularly, of women, by returning to that begin-

ning in which one finds the woman as she was intended to be in crea-

tion. “In Mary, Eve discovers the nature of the true dignity of woman, 

of feminine humanity. This discovery must continually reach the heart 

of every woman and shape her vocation and her life.”12 Like Eve, 

women are called to answer humanity’s cry for a companion and help-

mate. 

How do women help humanity? Women, beginning with their 

daily relationships with people, offer to humanity the richness of their 

sensitivity, intuitiveness, generosity, and fidelity. The Pope says, “Per-

haps more than men, women acknowledge the person, because they see 

persons with their hearts. They see them independently of various ideo-

logical or political systems. They see others in their greatness and limi-

tations; they try to go out to them and help them.”13 The Pope calls this 

contribution of feminine gifts to the human community the “genius of 

women.”14 By acting on their feminine genius, women “exhibit a kind 

of affective, cultural and spiritual motherhood which has inestimable 

value for the development of individuals and the future of society.”15 It 

is absolutely essential to carefully reflect on and understand the “genius 

of women” in order that this genius be more fully expressed in the life 

of the family, the Church, and of society as a whole.16 

Touching on the fittingness of women to accompany, serve, and 

aid humanity, the Pope asserts, “[The] contribution [of women] is pri-

                                                   
12 See John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, § 11; and John Paul II, General Audience on 

the Meaning of Man’s Original Solitude, (Oct 10, 1979), § 5. 
13 John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 12. 
14 Ibid., § 9. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid., § 10. 
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marily spiritual and cultural in nature, but socio-political and economic 

as well. The various sectors of society, nations and states, and the pro-

gress of all humanity, are certainly indebted to the contribution of 

women!”17 Although women have contributed to the advancement of 

science and technology, the progress of humanity cannot only be meas-

ured by scientific and technological criteria. More important than these 

criteria are the social and ethical dimensions, through which spiritual 

values and human relations come into play.18 

The feminine genius is not tied solely to the spousal dimension. 

As remarked earlier, we learn from Eve not only what it means to be 

the helpmate of a specific man, but, more importantly, of all of humani-

ty. Mothers, sisters, daughters, grandmothers, aunts, cousins, nieces, 

friends—all are called to be helpmates. It is precisely through service, 

when it is carried out with freedom, reciprocity and love, that the noble 

calling and ‘royal’ nature of women is expressed.19 We learn what it 

means to be a helpmate from the Queen of Heaven and Earth, who 

called herself the “handmaid of the Lord” (Lk 1:38). Mary is the high-

est expression of the feminine genius, for she gave herself and contin-

ues to give herself in a service of love to God and to all of humanity.20 

For her, “to reign” as Queen is to serve.21  

In imitation of Mary, women throughout history have made an 

impressive and beneficial mark on history. The feminine genius is not 

just expressed by the famous heroines of the past and the present, but 

also by ordinary women who place themselves at the service of others 

in their everyday lives. In doing so, these women reveal the gift of their 

womanhood and fulfill their deepest feminine vocation every day. 

These women, by making a complete gift of themselves to their family 

and to society, express their wifehood and motherhood not only in but 

                                                   
17 Ibid., § 9. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid., § 11. 
20 Ibid., § 10. 
21 Ibid. 
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also outside of their home. The Pope foretells, “The life of the Church 

in the Third Millennium will certainly not be lacking in new and sur-

prising manifestations of ‘the feminine genius’.”22 

Removing Obstacles to the Feminine Genius 

In light of his anthropological understanding of the dignity of 

women, defending and upholding their dignity was close to the Holy 

Father’s heart. On June 29, 1995, with the approaching Fourth World 

Conference on Women23 that would take place that September, Pope 

John Paul II wrote his Pastoral Letter Letter to Women as a sign of his 

solidarity and gratitude for the promotion of women’s rights. He ex-

plains his purpose for writing Letter to Women, 

The Church desires for her part to contribute to upholding the 
dignity, role and rights of women . . . by speaking directly to the 
heart and mind of every woman . . . to reflect with her on the 
problems and the prospects of what it means to be a women in 
our time [and] in particular to consider the essential issue of the 

                                                   
22 Ibid., § 11. 
23 The United Nations organized four World Conferences on Women; these took place 

in Mexico City in 1975, Copenhagen in 1980, Nairobi in 1985, and Beijing in 1995. 

The 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing marked a significant turning 
point for the global gender equality agenda. 189 countries unanimously adopted the 

Beijing Declaration and the Platform for Action, an agenda for women’s empowerment 

that has been considered the key global policy document on gender equality. Focusing 

on 12 critical areas of concern, it set strategic objectives for the advancement of 
women: women and poverty; women and education; women and health; women and 

violence; women and armed conflict; women and the economy; women in politics; 

women and institutional mechanism for her advancement; women and human rights; 

women and the media; women and the environment; women as girl-children. The 
Fourth World Conference of Women is still relevant today. In 2015, marking the 20th 

anniversary of the conference, the United Nations Economic and Social Council 

requested the Commission on the Status of Women to review and appraise 

implementation of the Platform for Action in a session known as Beijing+20 with its 
motto “Empowering Women. Empowering Humanity.” Prior to 2015, the General 

Assembly for the World Conferences on Women, also had follow up review sessions in  

2000, 2005, and 2010. 
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dignity of and rights of women, as seen in the light of the word 
of God.24 

Revealing his paternal heart, the Holy Father expresses his grief 

over the unfortunate historical conditioning which has been an obstacle 

to the progress of women, whose dignity has often gone unacknowl-

edged and whose rights have been forsaken to the point of societal 

marginalization. He argues that it is precisely this marginalization that 

has prevented women from truly being themselves, leading to the spir-

itual impoverishment of humanity.25 He is not quick to point fingers;26 

such a task is not easy since there are multiflorous kinds of condition-

ing which have tailored our ways of thinking and acting toward women. 

Nevertheless, it is the task of the whole Church to transform this regret 

into a renewed commitment of fidelity to the Gospel vision, i.e., the 

adoption of Jesus Christ’s attitude toward women, in order to set wom-

en free from every kind of exploitation and domination.  

In this sense, the triumph of humanity depends on a renewed 

commitment to the Gospel vision. The role and vocation of women in 

the Church and in society finds its fundamental inspiration in the 

Gospel and in the history of the Church. Our Lord’s attitude toward 

women, one of openness, respect, acceptance, and tenderness, 

transcended the established norms of his culture.27 The word and 

example of Christ is the necessary and decisive point of reference when 

considering the role and vocation of women in the family, in the 

Church, and in society. 

The Holy Father says that “from the evidence of the Gospel, the 

Church at its origin detached herself from the culture of the time and 

                                                   
24 John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 1. 
25 Ibid., § 3. 
26 The Holy Father asks women for forgiveness on behalf of the Church: “And if objec-

tive blame, especially in particular historical contexts, has belonged to not just a few 
members of the Church, for this I am truly sorry.” Ibid.  
27 See John Paul II, Mulieris Dignitatem, § 15–16, for a beautiful rendition of all the 

women that Jesus meets in the Gospels. 
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called women to tasks connected with spreading the gospel.”28 In the 

Biblical account of the early Christians, we see women accompanying 

Jesus in his public ministry (Lk 8:2–3), present at the foot of the Cross 

(Lk 23:49), assisting at the burial of Christ (Lk 23:55), receiving and 

transmitting the message of the Resurrection (Lk 24:1–10), praying 

with the Apostles in the Cenacle awaiting the coming of the Holy Spirit 

(Acts 1:14), and taking on various roles in the primitive Christian 

community (Rom 16:1–15; Phil 4:2–3; Col 4:15; 1 Cor 11:5; and 1 Tim 

5:16).  

Both in her earliest days and in her successive development the 

Church, albeit in different ways and with diverse emphases, has 
always known women who have exercised an oftentimes decisive 
role in the Church herself and accomplished tasks of 
considerable value on her behalf. History is marked by grand 
works, quite often lowly and hidden, but not for this reason any 
less decisive to the growth and the holiness of the Church. It is 
necessary that this history continue, indeed that it be expanded 
and intensified in the face of the growing and widespread 

awareness of the personal dignity of woman and her vocation, 
particularly in light of the urgency of a “re-evangelization” and a 
major effort towards “humanizing” social relations.29 

There still remain too many obstacles that in so many parts of the 

world keep women from being fully integrated into social, political, and 

economic life, areas which need the sensitive and person-oriented hu-

man vision of women.30 

Women help to humanize society by transforming it into a civili-

zation of love. The Pope makes a heartfelt appeal, on behalf of such a 

priceless gift, to the world at large, and specifically to national govern-

ments and international institutions to make every effort to ensure that 

                                                   
28 John Paul II, Post-Synodal Apostolic Exhortation on the Vocation and the Mission of 

the Lay Faithful in the Church and in the World Christifideles laici (Dec 30, 1988), § 
49. 
29 Ibid. 
30 John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 4. 
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women regain full respect for their dignity and role.31 The secret to pre-

cipitating progress in the area of women’s rights involves more than 

simply condemning discrimination and injustice:  

Respect must first and foremost be won through an effective and 
intelligent campaign for the promotion of women, concentrating 
on all areas of women’s life and beginning with a universal 
recognition of the dignity of women. Our ability to recognize this 

dignity, in spite of historical conditioning, comes from the use of 
reason itself, which is able to understand the law of God written 
in the heart of every human being. More than anything else, the 
word of God enables us to grasp clearly the ultimate anthropo-
logical basis for the dignity of women, making it evident as a 
part of God’s plan for humanity.32 

The injurious obstacles which have prevented women from fully 

living out their calling as women—to serve humanity with their femi-

nine gifts—need to be removed. John Paul II exhorts with warning, 

“This is a matter of justice but also of necessity.”33 Even though the 

majority of women’s achievements have not been recorded, they have 

not been lost to history. Rather, “their beneficent influence can be felt 

as a force which has shaped the lives of successive generations, right up 

to our own.”34 Humanity is indebted to this feminine tradition. 

The Holy Father asks a provocative question that is very much 

relevant today: “As we look to Christ at the end of this Second Millen-

nium, it is natural to ask ourselves: how much of his message has been 

heard or acted upon?”35 The Pope points to a tremendous irony, “We 

need only to think of how the gift of motherhood is often penalized 

rather than rewarded, even though humanity owes its very survival to 

                                                   
31 Ibid., § 6. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., § 4. 
34 Ibid., § 3. 
35 Ibid. 
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this gift.”36 There is an urgent need to prevent the discrimination 

against women who have chosen to be wives and mothers and to realize 

equality for women in every area of life.37  

Yet, despite facing all of kinds of obstacles, women all through-

out history have swam against the current and have contributed to the 

history of humanity, “they were frequently at a disadvantage from the 

start, excluded from equal educational opportunities, underestimated, 

ignored and not given credit for their intellectual contributions.”38 He 

expresses deep admiration for those women who have devoted their 

lives to defending the dignity of womanhood. By fighting for their 

basic social, economic, and political rights, these women demonstrated 

courageous initiative at a time when this kind of striving was consid-

ered “extremely inappropriate, the sign of a lack of femininity, a mani-

festation of exhibitionism, and even a sin!”39  

Women: The Heart of the Home, the Heart of Society 

In the post-synodal Apostolic Exhortation Christifideles laici 

(1988), which addressed the vocation and mission of the laity in the 

Church and in the world, the Pope highlights two great tasks entrusted 

to women. First, she is called to uphold the full dignity of marriage and 

parenthood by helping the husband-father overcome forms of absentee-

ism. Man can be involved in the family life in a significant interperson-

al communion “precisely as a result of the intelligent, loving and deci-

sive intervention of woman.”40 Secondly, she is called to assure the 

                                                   
36 Ibid., § 4. 
37 The Pope lists some specific personal rights that need to be promoted: “equal pay for 

work, protection for working mothers, fairness in career advancements, equality of 

spouses with regard to family rights and the recognition of everything that is part of the 

rights and duties in a democratic State.” Ibid. 
38 Ibid., § 3. 
39 Ibid., § 6. 
40 John Paul II, Christifideles laici, § 51. 
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moral dimension of culture,41 namely “a culture worthy of the per-

son.”42 Why is this the special role of women? Because, although it is 

true that every human being is entrusted to each and every other human 

being, 

in a special way the human being is entrusted to woman, precise-

ly because the woman in virtue of her special experience of 
motherhood is seen to have a specific sensitivity towards the hu-
man person and all that constitutes the individual’s true welfare, 
beginning with the fundamental value of life.43  

The moral dimension of culture, at the inevitable risk of de-

humanizing human life in the area of science and technology, needs the 

feminine genius: “How great are the possibilities and responsibilities of 

woman in this area . . . above all when it would demand a more intense 

love and a more generous acceptance.”44 The Pope sees the indispensa-

bility of women in striving to solve the serious problems of the future, 

such as social services, migration, health care, bio-ethics, ecology, 

quality of life, and, even, leisure time. He confidently asserts:  

In all these areas a greater presence of women in society will 
prove most valuable, for it will help to manifest the contradic-
tions present when society is organized solely according to the 
criteria of efficiency and productivity, and it will force systems 

to be redesigned in a way which favors the processes of humani-
zation which mark the “civilization of love.”45 

                                                   
41 “This moral dimension of culture is directly connected with the participation of the 

lay faithful in the kingly mission of Christ: ‘Let the lay faithful by their combined  ef-

forts remedy the institutions and conditions of the world when the latter are an induce-
ment to sin, that all such things may be conformed to the norms of justice, and may 

favor the practice of virtue rather than hindering it. By so doing, they will infuse culture 

and human works with a moral value’.” Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
45 John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 4. 
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The Holy Father’s love and gratitude for women bursts through 

his letter as he takes the time to give thanks to women for expressing 

their feminine genius in their respective vocation. He begins, “thanks to 

women, to every woman, for all that they represent in the life of hu-

manity.”46 He thanks mothers, wives, daughters, sisters, workers, the 

consecrated, in short, all women! He exclaims, “Thank you, every 

woman, for the simple fact of being a woman! Through the insight 

which is so much a part of your womanhood you enrich the world’s 

understanding and help to make human relations more honest and au-

thentic.”47  

Women bring the richness of their sensitivity, intuitiveness, gen-

erosity, and fidelity into the heart of the family and the human commu-

nity at large.  

This intuition is linked to women’s physical capacity to give life. 
Whether lived out or remaining potential, this capacity is a reali-
ty that structures the female personality in a profound way. It al-
lows her to acquire maturity very quickly, and gives a sense of 

the seriousness of life and of its responsibilities. And sense and a 
respect for what is concrete develop in her, opposed to abstrac-
tion which are so often fatal for the existence of individuals and 
society. It is women, in the end, who even in very desperate situ-
ations, as attested by history past and present, possess a singular 
capacity to persevere in adversity, to keep life going even in ex-
treme situations, to hold tenaciously to the future, and finally to 

remember with tears the value of every human life.48 

These feminine gifts make an indispensable contribution to the 

growth of a culture that promotes a culture worthy of persons by help-

ing make human relations more honest and authentic through the mar-

riage of reason and feeling. In this sense, women, with their gift of nur-

                                                   
46 Ibid., § 2. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Joseph Ratzinger, Letter to the Bishops of the Catholic Church on the Collaboration 

of Men and Women in the Church and in the World (May 31, 2004), § 13. 
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turing interpersonal relationships, can heal humanity and humanize 

society through their expression of the feminine genius. Women, essen-

tial cooperators in the mission of the Church, in the family, in profes-

sional life, and in the civil community, are called to serve the Church 

and society by putting to work their feminine gifts in order to cultivate 

a culture worthy of persons.49  

Conclusion 

John Paul II’s teachings on the feminine genius, i.e., women’s 

contribution of their feminine gifts to the human community, attest to 

the indispensability of women to cultivate a civilization of love and a 

culture of life. Women, beginning with their daily relationships with 

people, offer to humanity the richness of their sensitivity, intuitiveness, 

generosity, and fidelity. The family and society, the Holy Father says, 

direly need the maternal and healing embrace of women. As Edith Stein 

puts it, “How could it be otherwise than that our great holy mother the 

Church should open her arms wide to take [the] beloved of the Lord to 

her heart? [For] this she needs human arms and human hearts, maternal 

arms and maternal hearts.”50 Men and women need to recognize the 

power of the feminine genius and the inestimable value of spiritual 

motherhood for the development of individuals and the future of socie-

ty.51 The spiritual impoverishment of humanity is directly tied to the 

marginalization of women that has prevented them from fully express-

ing their feminine genius in both the home and in society. What is need 

to remove obstacles to the feminine genius is the adoption of the Gospel 

vision for women and the espousal of Jesus Christ’s attitude toward 

women. By showing openness, respect, acceptance, and tenderness to-

                                                   
49 “The gift that is her very dignity as a person exercised in word and testimony of life, 

gifts therefore, connected with her vocation as a woman.” John Paul II, Christifideles 
laici, § 51. 
50 Oben, Edith Stein: Scholar, Feminist, Saint, 73. 
51 John Paul II, Letter to Women, § 9. 
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wards women, the feminine gifts will make an indispensable contribu-

tion to the growth of a culture that promotes a culture worthy of per-

sons, a world in which human relationships are more honest and au-

thentic. 
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DIVINE POWER AND  

THE SPIRITUAL LIFE IN AQUINAS 
 

 

Portrayals of the spiritual life often suffer from the effects of the 

rift between ascetic and moral theology, on the one hand, and mystical 

theology, on the other. Within and at the margins of belief, the pendu-

lum swings between sentimental devotionalism, ecumenical experien-

tialism, and diluted psychological versions of “soul-care,” ignoring the 

metaphysical principles which explain the nature of spiritual progress. 

Neither the problem nor its’ solution are new. Writing in the Dominican 

review, La Vie Spirituelle in 1921, Pope Benedict XV lamented that, 

In our day, many neglect the supernatural life, and cultivate in its 

place a vague and inconsistent sentimentalism . . . The attention 
of souls must be drawn to the conditions required for the pro-

gress of the grace of the virtues and Gifts of the Holy Ghost, of 

which the full development is found in the Mystical Life. 

Today, the spiritual dimensions of the notion of divine power are 

often discarded in pastoral theology and are avoided in all but charis-

matic circles, which distort power for experientialist ends. In contrast to 

modern kenotic (or divine “self-emptying”) soteriology, a proper ac-

count of divine power is needed to ground ideas such as the progress of 

charity, the progressive influence of the Gifts of the Spirit on the vir-

tues, the soul’s conformity to its cause in holiness, the nature of the 
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mystical body of Christ, and the paradoxical path to glory through 

weakness chosen by Christ. 

How St. Thomas develops the relation between divine power and 

the spiritual life is the topic of this paper, which contains three sections. 

First, the kenotic theory of divine action proposed by John Polking-

horne will be noted and compared with Aquinas’s view of divine good-

ness and power. I argue that Polkinghorne’s view of divine love results 

in a misconstrual and rejection of divine power, and that this problem is 

avoided by the metaphysics of divine goodness found in Aquinas. Sec-

ond, I argue that the themes of divine agency, charity, and creaturely 

dependence highlight points about divine power that enervate Aquinas’ 

spiritual doctrine, and provide key entry points to it by way of a Platon-

ic emphasis on transcendence. Third, I explore the relation of divine 

power to the topics of the spiritual counsels, and the Pauline doctrines 

of the Church as the body of Christ, and of power through weakness. In 

these themes, Aquinas uses Aristotelian maxims and motifs of unity 

and growth in his theory of spiritual progress. 

Kenotic Divine Action vs. Causality of Divine Goodness  

in Aquinas 

Kenotic theology stands between classical and process theology. 

Like classical theologies, it accepts the distinction between primary and 

instrumental levels of causality, but like process thought, it sees a rup-

ture between divine omnipotence and divine love. Kenotic theology 

begins with St. Paul’s famous hymn to Christ in Philippians, which 

speaks of Christ’s self-emptying into servant-hood and the Passion: 

He was in the form of God; yet he laid no claim to equality with 

God, but made himself nothing, assuming the form of a slave. 

Bearing the human likeness, sharing the human lot, he humbled 
himself, and was obedient, even to the point of death, death on a 

cross! Therefore God raised him to the heights and bestowed on 

him the name above all names. (Phil. 2.6–9) 
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The divine kenosis envisioned by Polkinghorne and others such 

as the Christian/Buddhist hybrid Masao Abe, interprets Christ’s self-

emptying according to the Arian error, whereby the Son “becomes” the 

Logos by submitting in humility to the conditions of the Father’s will, 

in becoming flesh. This divine kenosis is proposed as an alternative to 

the classical image of divine power as transcendent and self-sufficient, 

seen as inadequate to solve two problems.  

First, there is the problem of divine love. Reminiscent of White-

head’s process God, “a fellow-sufferer who understands,” kenotic the-

ology is said to balance the immanence of divine love and divine pow-

er. Polkinghorne states that, 

Love without power would correspond to a God who is compas-

sionate but impotent spectator of the history of the world. Power 
without love would correspond to a God who was the Cosmic 

Tyrant, holding the whole of history in an unrelenting grasp.1 

Classical theology’s picture of God, he maintains,  

is a scheme articulated by Aquinas . . . [and] its picture of the di-

vine nature . . . is remote and insulated from creation . . . [and] 

puts into question the fundamental Christian conviction that 

“God is love” (1 John 4.8).2 

Second, there is the perceived problem of the relation of science 

and theology, and of a mysterious “causal joint” between primary and 

secondary causality. Kenotic theology is said to accommodate an evo-

lutionary cosmos which undergoes “continuous creation,”3 achieving 

this through a univocal view of causality which denies the “two lan-

guages” of primary and secondary causality. The vertical primary cau-

sality operating in metaphysics which attributes the hidden power of 

                                                
1 John Polkinghorne, “Kenotic Creation and Divine Action,” in The Work of Love: 
Creation as Kenosis, ed. J. Polkinghorne (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 91. 
2 Ibid., 92. 
3 See quote in Craig A. Boyd, Aaron D. Cobb, “The Causality Distinction, Kenosis, and 
a Middle Way: Aquinas and Polkinghorne on Divine Action,” Theology and Science 7 

(2009): 394. 
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creation and conservation to God is seen to compete with the horizontal 

secondary causality of physical objects, observable by science.4 The 

dual scheme is revised to preserve two non-negotiables. First, God’s 

immanent activity and the Creator’s kenotic love, which “includes al-

lowing divine special providence to act as a cause among causes.”5 He 

introduces the idea of creatio continua, or an immanent God affected 

by and added to by the fruitful becoming or play of creatures in a four-

fold kenosis of divine omnipotence, eternity, omniscience, and causal 

status.6 Second, kenosis is said to absolve God of the concurrent causal-

ity of evil by deferring responsibility to man’s freedom for moral evil, 

and to the accidents of evolution for natural evils. 

There are contradictions and misinterpretations of classical the-

ology here. First, kenotic theology rests on a misconception of the habit 

or mode of possession of divinity by Christ. Christ is found in human 

form, says Aquinas, in that he “put on humanity as a habit.”7 This is not 

the sort of habit by which both the subject and habit are changed, as in 

taking in food; rather, it resembles wearing a cloak, whereby the pos-

sessor (his divinity) remains changed. Aquinas says: 

by this likeness the human nature in Christ is called a habit or 

“something had;” because it comes to the divine person without 

changing it, but the [human] nature itself was changed for the 

better, because it was filled with grace and truth.8 

For Aquinas, Christ’s self-emptying is His assuming a human na-

ture, not a departure from the divinity of the Logos. Christ’s abandon-

ment in the Passion, for Aquinas, refers to the fact that God abandoned 

                                                
4 I use the terms “vertical” and “horizontal” causality. Cf. Polkinghorne, “Kenotic Crea-
tion and Divine Action,” 97. 
5 Ibid., 104. 
6 The fourfold kenosis is detailed in Boyd, Cobb, “The Causality Distinction, Kenosis, 
and a Middle Way,” 396ff. See Polkinghorne, “Kenotic Creation and Divine Action,” 
94ff. 
7 In 2 Phil. l.2 #61. 
8 Ibid. 
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him “inasmuch as he . . . withdrew His protection, but maintained the 

union.”9 

Second, in failing to give a proper account of divine agency, ke-

notic theology cannot explain the power of the glorified humanity of 

Christ, which acts as an instrumental cause in concert with His divinity, 

Passion and death, to effect our salvation. Polkinghorne secures God’s 

‘passivity’ and ‘immanence’ at the expense of His divine power. The 

divine self-limitation, that is the Incarnation and Passion, is not pure 

passivity but a veiled benevolent omnipotence, in that God chooses not 

to overwhelm temporal creatures with His abundance, and instead to 

enter time and its conditions. 

At root, kenotic theology (whether that of Polkinghorne or 

Masao Abe’s Buddhist-Christian hybrid variety) exchanges a classical 

view of divine power for a process view of divine goodness that misses 

the interdependence of final and efficient causes, and the Aristotelian 

and Dionysian aspects of divine goodness combined by Aquinas. In the 

Platonic tradition, Dionysius defines goodness in terms of generosity, 

while Aristotle defined it as the term of desire. Aquinas harmonized the 

efficient and final cause through deepening the Aristotelian notion of 

act so as to ground all actuality in the primary perfection of being.10 

God’s creative causality combines love, the diffusive character of 

goodness for His own end, and power, the plenary actuality of being.11 

                                                
9 ST IIIa 50.2 ad 1. God exposed him to his persecutors. On the unprotected nature of 
Christ’s modern followers who participate in his Passion, see Romano Guardini, The 
End of the Modern World, trans. Joseph Theman and Herbert Burke (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery Company, 1956). There, he argues that the rapid de-Christianization of the 

West will accelerate the new paganism, and “the world to come will be filled with 
animosity and danger” (128), removing love from the “face of the public world,” but 
the true faithful will remain God-centered, “even though placeless and unprotected” 
(132). On the “abandonment” of Christ, see “Appendix 1,” in St. Thomas Aquinas, 
Summa Theologiae, vol. 54 (3a 46–52), Latin text and English translation by Blackfri-
ars, ed. Richard T. A. Murphy (McGraw-Hill: New York, 1965), 181–188. 
10 See Fran O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas (Leiden: 
Brill, 1992), 87. 
11 ST I 9.1. Cf. O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, 87. 
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We can argue further, that the kenotic God is not lovable since 

only pure actuality is worthy of perfect desire—the merely potential 

can’t be the term of desire or be perfective of another. And, making 

causality univocal and a matter of degree defers the problem of the 

“two languages” of physics and metaphysics and unmasks an anthro-

pomorphic inspiration. Detached from the finality of divine goodness, 

power becomes an arbitrary efficiency set against divine wisdom, and 

then magnified to the degree of a “distant” God. The classical concept 

of divine love, namely, the imparting of all perfections to things (CG I 

29.270) is lost in favor of a common form by which God is likened to 

us. But for Aquinas, creatures are likened to God as to the first and uni-

versal principle of all being and this occurs in an analogous way (ST 

I.4.3). The caused is similar to the cause, not vice-versa—since similar-

ity denotes the image’s dependence on the exemplar.12  

One reason the kenotic notion of divine power suppresses finality 

is its collapsing of metaphysical into moral goodness, symptomatic of 

the rejection of a distinct line of metaphysical causes. Instead of linking 

power, as Aquinas does, to perfection and actuality, it is hitched to the 

presumed moral goodness of a compassionate, suffering God. But God 

is not morally good for Aquinas in the sense that Swinburne and others 

have thought, by being decent and virtuous through fulfilling obliga-

tions to creatures. He contains creaturely perfections super-eminently, 

and as perfectly actual, is His own end.13 He is good as the source of all 

being in a secondary way, and can be said to be just or truthful analo-

gously, in relation to His wisdom. 

Unlike Polkinghorne, who makes the moral goodness of God 

prior to His metaphysical goodness, Aquinas sees divine goodness as 

the perfection of being, and creation a gratuitous act of love ordered 

towards divine goodness itself. In effect, kenotic theology invents a 

                                                
12 De Ver. 4.4 ad 2; CG I 29; De Pot. 7.7; ST I 4.3 ad 4. 
13 ST I 6–7. Brian Davies (The Thought of Thomas Aquinas [Oxford: Clarendon, 1992], 

84) makes this clear. 
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passive God because it neglects the power of the final cause. In the or-

der of being, finality is last, but in the order of causes, it is first in pow-

er. For Aquinas divine goodness and power are interdependent, in that 

God’s metaphysical goodness acts as a final cause to which creation, 

conservation, and creatures’ acts, are directed. But this is not so if God 

is morally accountable to creatures, or is a mere cause among causes.  

The entire train of causality flows from the final cause, which 

sets the form in motion to reach its end through efficient causality. 14 

The final cause is also intentionality at work—an ordering power bent 

on bringing forms to their fullness and perfection. We can’t recognize 

divine power without reference to the end of divine goodness: “Good 

things pour forth their being in the same way as ends are said to move 

one.”15 Love, the appetite towards the end, is also the diffusion of 

God’s goodness, a sharing of His active and penetrating power. So, the 

conflict of divine power and love found in kenotic theology destroys 

the relation of power and love by missing the interdependence of final 

and efficient causality in divine goodness. 

Divine Agency, Charity and Dependence 

Virtus is linked to perfection and act, for Aquinas—a thing is 

perfect when it attains its proper power and fullness of existence.16 Di-

vine agency, charity and creaturely dependence all point to a Platonic 

notion of divine transcendence at work in his spirituality. Among Aris-

totle’s divisions of natural priority,  

some things are called prior and posterior . . . in respect of nature 

and substance, i.e., those which can be without other things, 

                                                
14 In the order of being, the form grounds the efficient cause’s action, which acts to-
wards an end, its perfection or goodness. But from the viewpoint of causality, the order 
is reversed. See ST I 5.4. 
15 ST I 5.4 ad 1. 
16 Cf. O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, 163. 
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while others cannot be without them—a distinction which Plato 

used.17 

The Platonic separability criterion is invoked here, to establish 

the primacy of the transcendent and actual. The capacity of something 

to exist independently is its actuality, and so primary substance is sub-

stituted for Plato’s universals.  

Aquinas’s transcendent actuality grounds various divine attrib-

utes, as a source of intensive and extensive causal power. Although 

power is not listed as one of God’s attributes in the Prima Pars, God’s 

goodness is described as a source of power creating and coordinating 

all desired perfections (6.2). The objections to divine infinity treat the 

notion in terms of causal or productive power, as does Aquinas in his 

description of God as the infinite source of being (7.1). Finally, God’s 

omnipresence is described as the motion of an agent upon its patient, 

through a non-mediated exercise of its power (8.1), giving things their 

being, power, and operation (8.1). The “essence, presence, power” for-

mula refers to divine power as creating, knowing, and influencing or 

directing things towards their ends (8.3). In treating divine active power 

in the context of the refusal of grace or denial of creaturely dependence, 

we see the metaphysics of priority undergirding Aquinas’ spirituality. 

First, there is the issue of divine agency. Since God has no pas-

sive potency, His will rests in His own goodness and is not drawn by 

desire to extrinsic ends.18 Even though His will is open to opposites in 

that He does not will things necessarily, this is not by passivity or de-

fect, but is on the side of the object willed. Like an artisan using a di-

versity of instruments equally suited to his craft, God’s openness to 

create or not, and to create any number and type of beings, points to His 

causal eminence.19 The fullness of His power extends to anything not 

                                                
17 Aristotle, Metaphysics, V.11 (1019a1–5). 
18 CG I 16 (there is no passive potency in God); CG I 72 (God’s will rests in His own 
goodness, as His own perfection). 
19 CG I 82. 
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incompatible with the notion of being,20 which excludes contradictions, 

and the direct causing of evil, which is either a lack of being, or the 

frustration of one telos at the expense of another’s flourishing.21 Here 

we see the Dionysian themes of causal plenitude and the diffusiveness 

of goodness. 

Divine power is both intensively and extensively infinite. In dis-

cussing Christ’s role in creation, Aquinas argues against the Platonists 

for a unified and immediate nature of divine causation of creatures in 

both their form and matter. Perfections in things stem from a single 

preeminent first cause, and are not due to three hypostases, to a Mani-

chean anti-material force, or to a host of ideas and angelic intermediar-

ies.22 Because God is naturally prior to creatures, His power is a direct 

and essential way of conserving things in being, such that without God 

they would cease to exist.23  

Second, power and divine transcendence are linked in Aquinas’ 

treatment of charity as the most powerful of the virtues. In De caritate, 

charity is the root and director of the virtues because of its power—“the 

most powerful directs us to the highest good” and charity steers us di-

rectly to God and beatitude.24 A thing is perfect, he says, insofar as it 

attains its proper end, so the perfection of Christian life consists radical-

ly (specialiter) in charity.25  

De caritate chapter three stresses the priority of the final cause, 

where charity is the form, mother and root of all the virtues by giving 

them their acts and directing them to its own end, God. Charity suc-

ceeds by excluding both what is incompatible with it (mortal sin), and 

                                                
20 CG I 26. 
21 CG II 25. On the causation of evil by God, see the excellent discussion by Brian 
Davies, who draws on Herbert McCabe, in Davies, The Thought of St. Thomas Aquinas, 
89–97. 
22 On these various errors concerning creation and divine causality, see In 1 Colossians, 
l. 1 #37–40. 
23 ST I 104.1. 
24 De caritate, 2. 
25 ST II–II 184.1. 
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all which prevents the soul from tending completely (totaliter dirigatur) 

to God.26 By its supernatural power we overcome our natural inclina-

tions, such as the hatred of enemies and the soul’s desire to be united to 

the body (De car. 8; 11). The core of the infused virtues, it works in 

concert with the Gifts to transform us according to degrees of virtual 

quantity or intensity.27 Finally, as perfected by the Gift of wisdom, it 

issues into contemplation, whose power overflows into the active life.28 

Third, divine power is highlighted in the topic of creaturely de-

pendence. In particular, the sin of Lucifer points to rational souls’ de-

pendence on the power of grace for attaining their end. The devil’s sin 

was not a conflict of desires, which Aquinas thinks is impossible given 

his lack of materiality.29 It was not a failure to acknowledge the source 

of bliss which is God, due to his elevated mind, by which he knew the 

desire to gain equality with God is impossible.30 Lucifer could not have 

erred on this point, for no passions clouded his intellect, and self-

preservation precludes being changed into another nature.31 Rather, he 

sinned by aspiring to a likeness to God gained by his own power, “as 

something to which he had a claim in justice”—to be godlike beyond 

the limits of his nature and to “have ultimate bliss simply and solely of 

himself.” 

Pride then issues into disobedience and envy, as a failure to ob-

serve the measure imposed by a higher will, and in detesting the well-

being of man and the majesty of God.32 Lucifer’s rejection then is of the 

                                                
26 ST II–II 184.2.  
27 ST II–II 24.4 ad 1. See O’Rourke, Pseudo-Dionysius and the Metaphysics of Aquinas, 
165. Knowledge varies also in accord with virtual quantity or intensity: De Ver. 8.2. 
28 ST II–II 182.4 ad 2. “Progress from the active to the contemplative life is according 
to the order of generation; whereas the return from the contemplative life to the active 
is according to the order of direction, insofar as the active life is directed by the 
contemplative.”  
29 ST I 63.2. 
30 ST I 63.3 on the two types of attempts to be “as God”—by equality (which is impos-
sible), or by likeness (which was deemed possible by Lucifer). 
31 That is, desiring absolute equality with God is tantamount to desiring non-existence. 
32 ST I 63.2. 
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condition of the gift—an attempt at reaching his end by independent 

means in a bid for domination. Angelic sin involves a transgression of 

grace, not nature: 

It belongs to an angel’s nature to turn to God in love as to the 

source of his nature’s existence, but to turn to him as the source 

of a supernatural happiness, this comes of a love received as a 
grace (ex amore gratuito), and such love could be rejected, sin-

fully.33 

On a natural level, Lucifer loves God more than himself because 

his nature, like all creatures, is contained within the universal good, and 

so belongs to God.34 The comparison here is with the natural love of an 

arrow for its target, or the part for the whole. But his rejection of 

friendship with God involves his self-rejection as a “caused image” of 

God35 in an act of preferring his own nature to his origin—possible in 

the meager mirror-like knowledge of God. This false power as an ina-

bility to receive does not release the spirit from dependence, however, 

as we see in Nietzsche’s spiritual agony, pushing up from the depths of 

the will to power. Echoing Lucifer’s false autonomy, he laments in his 

“Night Song:” 

This is my loneliness, that I am begirt with light . . . I do not 

know the happiness of those who receive . . . this is my poverty.36 

Here, power is conflict and domination, in that life in its essence 

is seen as an appetite for assimilation and appropriation. Instead of the 

appetite of love which adapts the self to the beloved, or the diffusion of 

goodness from divine abundance, Nietzsche’s will-to-power dominates 

                                                
33 ST I 63.1 ad 3.  
34 ST I 60.5. 
35 On the angels’ knowledge of God’s essence, see ST I 56.3. (cf. De Ver. 8.3 ad 8). On 
Lucifer’s sin, see “Appendix 2: Satan,” in St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 
vol. 9 (Ia 50–64), Latin text and English translation by Blackfriars, ed. Kenelm Foster 
(McGraw-Hill: New York, 1968), 315.  
36 Frederich Nietzsche, “Night Song,” in Thus Spake Zarathustra, trans. M. Cowan 

(Chicago 1957), 107. 
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and crushes the foreign and weak in an amoral release of strength.37 For 

Aquinas, power is the opposite of this perverse desire for domination, 

in that it lovingly directs secondary causes’ participation in divine wis-

dom, ordering them to perfection.  

For Aquinas, dependence does not imply God’s tyranny, since 

divine power does not usurp but rather conditions creatures’ freedom—

precisely because it is not univocal. God is not a cause among causes, 

but the power which conditions all causality. All creation is essentially 

ordered to God as to its source and goal, and even though He moves the 

will to choose x or y, and moves us powerfully and gently to choose 

good over evil,38 God’s power facilitates and does not preclude, free-

dom. 

Two axioms (ST I 83.1) underscore this fact. First, an efficient 

cause reproduces its like; and second, God operates in each thing ac-

cording to its nature. So, God produces free beings and things happen 

in the way God foresees—some freely, others necessarily. His perfect 

power moves our free will fortiter et suaviter—with a power and 

sweetness of grace. We can refuse the condition of the gift like Lucifer, 

in a Pelagian-inspired atheism. Or, our inertia results in sliding below a 

natural state in the refusal of grace.39 

                                                
37 Frederich Nietzsche, “Beyond Good and Evil,” trans. Walter Kaufmann, in Basic 
Writings of Nietzsche (New York: Modern Library, 2000), 211: “A living being seeks 
above all to discharge its strength—life itself is will to power” (#13). Cf. ibid., 393: 
“[L]ife itself essentially appropriation, injury, overpowering of what is alien and weak-

er; suppression, hardness, imposition of one’s own forms, incorporation of the least, at 
its mildest, exploitation” (#259). 
38 ST I–II 112.3; CG III 89. Cf. Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, Christian Perfection and 
Contemplation According to St. Thomas Aquinas and St. John of the Cross, trans. Sr. 
M. Timothea Doyle (Herder: London, 1937), 85–86. 
39 On this topic, see Garrigou-Lagrange, Christian Perfection and Contemplation Ac-
cording to St. Thomas Aquinas and St. John of the Cross, 91–94. Aquinas argues that 
God’s power also extends to bringing greater good out of evil, in a manifestation of 

God’s mercy and justice (ST I 23.5 ad 3; In 9 Rom. l.4). 
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Divine Power, the Church, and Spiritual Perfection 

Aquinas links divine power and charity closely in his develop-

ment of the themes of religious life, the union of Christ with His 

Church, the power through weakness in Christ. He imbues these themes 

with Aristotelian motifs of hylemorphic unity and growth. 

Religious Life 

Aquinas defends the counsels as a privileged road to spiritual 

perfection in his late work On the Perfection of the Spiritual Life. The 

power of divine love transforms some to overcome even the tendencies 

of nature towards various forms of self-fulfillment. Corresponding to 

the three counsels are the degrees of detachment from progressively 

more personal goods—from exterior things (poverty), from persons 

united to us by a “communion and affinity” (chastity), and from our 

own will or “self-belonging” (ch. 10). Divine power gives strength for 

detachment, itself a means to greater union with God. In particular, the 

vow of obedience is seen as a paradoxical power of freedom over the 

slavery of one’s own will (chs. 12, 15). Quoting Augustine, he exclaims 

“happy is the necessity that compels us to better things” (ch. 12; quot-

ing Epistle 127). “Nothing is freer to any man than the freedom of his 

will,” so that he who renounces it makes no greater sacrifice, except of 

his own life (ch. 10).  

Here, divine power and love draw believers into paradoxical acts 

of charitable self-hatred, proportionate, he says (ch. 10), to the degree 

of divine love existing in a soul—an infused Dionysian ex-stasis in 

which the entire self-possessions, body, and afflicted spirit are made a 

perfect holocaust in which the entire victim is totally consumed (ch.11). 

In the Commentary on the Philippians “kenosis” text (In 2 Phil. l. 3), 

he cites obedience as the greatest of the virtues, for it involves giving 

over one’s soul and will as better than sacrifice. 

In obedience, the power of the counsels of poverty and chastity 

are thus contained and maximized—every virtue is included under obe-
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dience, he states elsewhere.40 The power of divine obedience also ef-

fects our own conformity to Christ, and figures in the self-emptying of 

Christ of Philippians 2—through His obedience, in which He ex-

changed the natural goods of life and honor for an ignominious death, 

Christ gives merit to our own sufferings.41  

Church as the Body of Christ 

The concept of divine power is also at work in Aquinas’s treat-

ments of the Pauline doctrine of the body of Christ—the mystery in 

which the members subsist and flourish in their union with the head.42 

Aquinas treats Christ’s headship of the body of His Church in various 

contexts. In his Commentary on Ephesians,43 the bridal mystery pro-

vides occasion to stress the indissoluble unity of Christ and His Church. 

In other contexts, the hylemorphic union of body and soul parallels the 

Holy Spirit, the soul of the Church, working through the headship of 

Christ animating, uniting, and directing the members of His body, as 

well as in the relation of natural to supernatural virtue. Just as the moral 

virtues perfect our appetitive powers under the rule of reason, so the 

supernatural Gifts move all our powers, and the infused virtues, under 

the Spirit’s motion.44 Spiritual progress in the degrees of charity in-

volves our docility, detachment and abandonment to the promptings of 

divine power. 

Aquinas draws on Aristotle’s causal axioms to explain both the 

divine influx of grace and the conformity of the creature to Christ in the 

spiritual life. For example, Christ’s Resurrection is the efficient cause 

                                                
40 In 2 Philipp. l.3 #75. 
41 In 2 Philipp. l. 2 #65–66. 
42 St. Paul likens the body of Christ (the Head and members) to the subjection of wife to 
husband, in Ephesians 5.22–24. Aquinas says that this is “not for his [Christ’s] own 
utility, but for that of the Church since he is the savior of his body” (In 5 Eph. l.8 #318). 
43 In 5 Eph. l.8. 
44 ST I–II 68.4. On the Aristotelian “hylemorphism” theme in the spiritual life, see 
Denis Fahey, Mental Prayer according to the Teaching of St. Thomas Aquinas (Dublin: 

Gill, 1927), 18–23. 
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of our own resurrection, since “the first in a genus is the cause of all 

else in the genus”—the maximum tale axiom.45 The pervasive theme of 

conformity to Christ, the effect of the sacraments, is explained as the 

assimilation of the effect to its cause—conformity, especially through 

the sacraments, is incorporation into the mystery of Christ’s life and 

Passion. Baptism applies the power of the Passion to man; while the 

Eucharist perfects union with the suffering Christ.46  

The grace of headship belongs to Christ in virtue of His human 

nature. In De Veritate 19.4, headship is seen as either one of dignity, 

government, or causality. In all these ways Christ in His human nature 

is the head of the Church—as possessing grace more abundantly than 

the members, He possesses dignity; as the ruler to which the actions of 

the members are directed, He possesses governance, and is a cause as 

filling and uniting the whole Church with His grace. Inspired by Dama-

scene, Aquinas states that divine power belongs to Christ’s humanity as 

an instrument that is joined to the principal cause—the language is of 

influence, of in-pouring, while article 5 (De Ver.19.5) uses the maxi-

mum tale motif to underscore that Christ’s humanity communicates 

grace just as God is the source of all being. The Tertia Pars further 

develops the relationship between instrumental causality and the mys-

teries of Christ. Christ’s humanity transmits divine power by virtual 

contact, or spiritual causality, in which all the actions and sufferings of 

Christ, even the effects of His death and burial, touch the believer in 

time, and draw him towards glory according to a plan executed accord-

ing to divine wisdom. 

Divine power transmits grace to believers throughout history. 

Just as the head in a physical body works not only for itself but for all 

the members, he says (De Ver. 29.7 sc), so Christ’s activities were mer-

                                                
45 ST IIIa 56.1. See Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 2: Spiritual Master, 
trans. Robert Royal (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 
133. 
46 ST IIIa 73.3 ad 3, quoted in Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 2, 142–143. 
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itorious for His Church. Christ’s Passion is the source of divine power 

on many levels. In a beautiful text on the reversed condition of mankind 

through the Passion, Aquinas unfolds the effects of divine power. 

Through the power of the Passion, the debt of human nature is paid, so 

we can “fly unrestrained to our heavenly home.” Through faith in the 

power of the Passion, eternal punishment for sin is remitted. And 

through the “power of the keys,” the Passion reduces temporal punish-

ment for sin.47 

The transmission of divine power from the Father to the Son, in 

his glorified humanity, to the members through faith and the sacra-

ments, is explained by reference to primary and instrumental causality, 

in which Christ’s humanity transmits grace through being joined to the 

power of the Word. At De Veritate 29.4–5, he argues for the fitness of 

Christ’s humanity as the instrumental cause of grace in the members. 

The mysteries of Christ’s life—His deeds and His sufferings—are salu-

tary in that the Word communicates the effects of grace to rational crea-

tures through Christ’s humanity. Our human nature is wounded, and no 

longer suited to direct, invisible government of the Word (DV 29.5). 

Christ’s humanity was thus applied as medicine to the wound, so that 

man might be recalled to invisible things (DV 29.4 ad 3). Conformity 

occurs through participation in the Passion as well, through penitence, 

which admits degrees.48 The whole power of the sacraments occurs 

through Christ’s humanity, serving as the elevated instrument, by which 

grace is poured into the members of His body (DV 29.4c), which forms 

a mystical person with its Head. 

In his Commentary on Colossians, the Aristotelian hylemor-

phism and growth themes are expanded. The argument for Christ’s and 

the Church’s supremacy over pagan syncretism is made through con-

trasting soma and sarx—the worldly vanity of the flesh and the spiritual 

body of Christ. Those puffed up with worldly wisdom, Paul says,  

                                                
47 For these powers of the Passion, see De Ver. 29.7 ad 10. 
48 In 3 Sent. 19.1.3 sol. 2 (in Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Vol. 2, 143). 
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lose their hold upon the head: yet it is from the head that the 

whole body, with all its joints and ligaments, has its needs sup-

plied, and thus knit together grows according to God’s design. 

(Col. 2.19) 

Christ is the head of the Church for the same reasons that a natu-

ral body depends on its head, for its union and growth: “[T]he Church 

obtains these from Christ, for the entire body depends on him.”49 

The union is one of “joints and ligaments”—the contact of faith 

and understanding among members (“one Lord, one faith, one baptism” 

[Eph. 4.5]); and the nourishing bonds of charity and the sacraments. 

Christ’s spiritual power is one of growth as well, by which we gain in 

inner strength through increase in grace, and by which the Church is 

enlarged. 

Divine Power through Weakness 

Divine power is also transmitted to the Church through the Pas-

sion and Cross of Christ. Aquinas reflects on Paul’s “power through 

weakness” theme especially in his Commentaries on Corinthians. As in 

the Commentary on Colossians, the contrast of worldly wisdom and 

divine folly moves the listener towards a true sense of divine power. In 

1 Corinthians 1.17–25, worldly speech is said to “void” the power of 

the Cross, leading to erecting idols of power in its stead, whether the 

Jews’ “signs and wonder” or the Greeks’ human wisdom.  

“Christ crucified,” called the “word of the Cross” (verbum cru-

cis)—is a stumbling block and folly to those without faith, but is the 

salutary “power of God” to those with faith. The “word of the Cross,” 

he says, is the power of the Incarnation and Passion to adjust weak hu-

man sight to invisible realities, through the healing light of Christ. Di-

vine wisdom embraces the impossible—that the infinite should become 

man, should die, and suffer at the hands of violent men.50 Divine power, 

                                                
49 In 2 Col. l.4 #129. 
50 In 1 Cor. l.3 #47. 
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here seen as the redemptive medicine of Christ, is applied with mercy. 

Knowing that man has vainly wandered off the right path, God acts as a 

teacher. Recognizing that His meaning was not understood by the 

words first spoken (natural signs), so gave his own example, His Son, 

as living proof.51 

God’s power is also made perfect in weakness.52 This “remarka-

ble expression,” says Aquinas, “can be understood materially or by way 

of occasion.” First, human infirmity is the stuff on which patience, hu-

mility, and temperance are grafted. Second, it is the occasion by which 

spiritual growth occurs, through knowledge of our dependence on 

God.53 Divine power transforms weakness by making it an occasion to 

glory in our closeness to Christ54 whose power dwells within us, and to 

joy in those very weaknesses—our infirmities, reproaches, lack of ne-

cessities, persecutions and anxieties.55 Spiritual growth, as he indicates 

in the Prologue to the Commentary on the Philippians, is through the 

narrow gate of enduring tribulations and referring them to our end, 

Christ. 

Conclusion 

Kenotic theologians such as Polkinghorne sacrifice divine power 

to divine love in the impression that classical theology alone cannot 

solve an unavoidable dilemma—God is either determined by human 

suffering, or is a cosmic tyrant. Their solution was seen to rest on a 

misconception of the hypostatic union, a univocal interpretation of cau-

sality, a suppression of the final cause, and a blurring of moral and met-

aphysical goodness. 

                                                
51 In 1 Cor. l.3 #55. 
52 Paul is referring to the “thorn in his flesh” which made him realize that God’s grace 
is sufficient (2 Corinthians 12.9–10). 
53 In 2 Cor. l.3 #479. 
54 In 2 Cor. l.3 #480. 
55 In 2 Cor. l.3 #481. 
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In contrast, we traced Aquinas’s robust use of the concept of di-

vine power in several contexts to illumine its pivotal use as a founda-

tion in his spiritual doctrine. The Platonic motif of transcendent causal 

plenitude is at work in his treatments of divine agency, the role of 

charity, and Satan’s refusal of grace. God’s natural priority, understood 

in terms of the Platonic separability criterion forms the background of 

these insights. Recognizing the gifted quality of existence is an accla-

mation of divine power in the spiritual life. 

In his teaching on the religious life and in his Pauline commen-

taries, Platonic detachment is balanced by Aristotelian themes of 

hylemorphic unity and growth. As in De caritate, his treatise on the 

spiritual life advises detachment from worldly concerns, culminating in 

the holocaust of self through the counsel of obedience. Aristotle’s caus-

al axioms and motif of organic unity cement Aquinas’s interpretation of 

the mystical body of Christ, providing a metaphysical explanation of 

the transmission of divine power through the vehicles of grace. Finally, 

St. Paul’s doctrine of “power through weakness” provided Aquinas 

with an occasion to detail spiritual progress through conformity to 

Christ. 

Garrigou-Lagrange once noted that the spirit of prayer is ren-

dered more perfect by the contrast of divine power and human weak-

ness. The infused virtues and Gifts are exercised in the “childhood” of 

spirituality, where the spirit of adoptive sonship is most apparent. In 

reviving a Thomistic vision of the spiritual life, the task of illumining 

an authentic concept of divine power preserves both the vitality and 

trust that should characterize our upward turn to God, or, as Garrigou 

might say, unfurls the sails so they spread into the wind.56 

                                                
56 Garrigou-Lagrange often uses the image of the sails being pushed by the wind (vs. 
the boat moving by the labor of the rowers) to explain the docility of the human soul to 
the promptings of the Spirit, through the activity of the Gifts. He also uses the concept 
of “spiritual childhood” to denote trust in the power of God. See, for example, Reginald 
Garrigou-Lagrange, Grace: Commentary on the Summa theological of St. Thomas, Ia 

IIae, q. 109-114, trans. the Dominican Nuns (London: Herder, 1952), 499–503. 
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DIVINE POWER AND THE SPIRITUAL LIFE IN AQUINAS 

SUMMARY 

The role of divine power in Aquinas’s spiritual doctrine has often been neglected in 
favor of a focus on the primacy of charity, the controlling virtue of spiritual progress. 
The tendency among some thinkers (e.g. Polkinghorne) to juxtapose divine love and 
power stems from the stress on divine immanence at the cost of divine transcendence, 
and from an evolutionary (vs. classical) view of God with its ‘kenotic’ theodicy. A 
study of the ways in which divine power grounds and directs the spiritual life highlights 

the robust role that metaphysics plays in spiritual ascent for Aquinas, and offers a phil-
osophical entry point to his doctrine. Themes in his doctrine of the spiritual life incor-
porate Platonic transcendent causal plenitude and Aristotelian causal axioms and motifs 
of growth and unity. From the side of theology, divine power is analyzed through sev-
eral lenses, including power through weakness in Christ, the sin of Lucifer against the 
gift of being in contrast to the counsel of obedience, and the role of Christ’s human 
nature in the Church. Taken together, these themes combine to characterize divine 
power as redemptive medicine, as opposed to a distant, arbitrary force, and to reveal the 

ways in which Aquinas applies metaphysical insights to the supernatural order. 
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THE PREEMINENT NECESSITY OF  

PRUDENCE 
 

 

“It seems that prudence is not a virtue necessary to living a good 

life,”1 says an objection in the prima secundae of St. Thomas’ Summa 

Theologiae. After a cursory look at what is required for moral virtue—

which is that whereby humans live good lives—it seems that prudence 

is indeed superfluous. If the lower powers do not distort apprehension 

of the particular good, if one has understanding of the first principles of 

the moral life from a natural habit of understanding (synderesis),2 if the 

acts of counsel and judgment pertain to the speculative intellect,3 and if 

                                                 
1 ST Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 5, arg. 1. 
2 ST Ia, q. 79, a. 12. 
3 ST Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 6, c.: “Circa agibilium autem humana tres actus rationis in-

veniuntur, quorum primus est consiliari, secundus iudicare, tertius est praecipere. Primi 

autem duo respondent actibus intellectus speculativi qui sunt inquirere et iudicare, nam 

consilium inquisitio quaedam est.” IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 8, c.: “Unde oportet quod ille sit 

praecipuus actus prudentiae qui est praecipuus actus rationis agibilium. Cuius quidem 

sunt tres actus. Quorum primus est consiliari, quod pertinet ad inventionem, nam 

consiliari est quaerere, ut supra habitum est. Secundus actus est iudicare de inventis, et 

hic sistit speculativa ratio.” Daniel Westberg, Right Practical Reason: Aristotle, Action, 

and Prudence in Aquinas (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 195, n. 18, has pointed to 

this latter text (as well as to De virtutibus, q. 5, a. 1), which the Leonine correctly ren-

ders as “hic sistit” as opposed to “hoc facit” as demonstrating that Thomas is merely 

making a comparison between the consilium and iudicium of the practical to the similar 

operations of the ratio speculativa. As we will show below (n. 9), this seems to be a 

weak argument to us. 
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it belongs to the will to move—then what point is there in positing a 

practical intellect and a habit whereby it is perfected? We would have 

to answer that there is no point whatsoever, were we inclined to take a 

fragmentary view of human action; a view which we believe to be 

gravely mistaken, for it is essential to the good life that any rational 

agent of moral activity not only know the universal good through some 

intellectual excellence and be rightly disposed in appetitive habits to 

recognize it in the particular, but that these two activities be integrated 

through acts of practical reasoning. Without prudence, without a virtue 

whereby a practical intellect is made perfect, there would be no means 

whereby one’s higher and lower or apprehensive and appetitive powers 

would attain the integration which befits human nature. Human under-

standing and desire would be as two wholly distinct and merely juxta-

posed parts, one knowing the truth and the other seeking the good, but 

without any means whereby that which is truly good could be dis-

cerned, or that which is recognized as good could be pursued—it would 

be incongruous to the substantial unity of a human being were his per-

fection realized through a conjunction of parts, as though the moral 

good of humankind were merely so many gears which simply needed to 

be put in the right order. As such, we believe that Thomas not only 

concurs that prudence, the virtue of right practical reasoning, is neces-

sary for living well, but emphatically asserts that it “is the virtue most 

necessary to human life”4 (emphasis added). The force of Thomas’ as-

sertion should not be understood as simply contradicting the objections 

with vigor, but rather, as we intend to show, that although all the moral 

virtues are necessary for the good life, there is a superior importance to 

                                                 
4 ST Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 5, c.: “[P]rudentia est virtus maxime necessaria ad vitam hu-

manam.” The Fathers of the English Dominican Province, Anton C. Pegis, and John 

Oesterle all translate this line as “prudence is a virtue” (my emphasis). While the super-

lative maxime does not of itself indicate a singular supremacy, I have chosen to trans-

late using the definite article in light of Thomas’ claim that the end which is specifically 

regarded or intended by prudence is the good of a whole or complete human life, as 

stated in IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 2, ad. 1: “In genere autem humanorum actuum causa altissi-

ma est finis communis toti vitae humanae. Et hunc finem intendit prudentia.” 
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the need for prudence, as that whereby the parts of virtuous living are 

not merely stacked up like building blocks of moral righteousness, but 

coalesced into a complete whole. To make clear the reasons for this 

preeminent necessity, we shall first consider the parts and constitution 

of prudence itself, its relationship to the other virtues, and conclude 

with its principal act, praeceptum. 

The Constitution of Prudence Itself 

Prudence, the Angelic Doctor tells us in the first of ten questions 

dedicated to the virtue, is a perfection of the practical and not the 

speculative reason.5 One could interpret this assertion to mean that pru-

dence has nothing to do with speculative reason, and that the virtue 

pertains to a wholly different order of reasoning, a practical order of 

reasoning. Such an interpretation, we believe, would not only be op-

posed to Thomas, but more importantly to the truth regarding man’s 

intellect. If the orders of speculative and practical reasoning are entirely 

distinct, if they begin and end without any intrinsic relation of one to 

the other, beginning and concluding in entirely different ends, then it 

would seem strange to assert that they are differentiated only as two 

acts of the same power, and not as two entirely distinct powers. And so, 

for the sake of understanding what prudence is, we should begin by 

asking: what is it that distinguishes speculative from practical reason-

ing, and how does this distinction come about?  

Three operations are ascribed regularly to prudence: consiliari, 

iudicare, and praecipere.6 The first, consiliari, is a kind of inquisitio, a 

discovery or discursive reasoning whereby things are apprehended.7 As 

Thomas says, whether or not a thing apprehended by the reason is or-

                                                 
5 ST IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 1–3. 
6 ST IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 8. 
7 ST Ia–IIae, q. 14, a. 1. 
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dered to work is accidental to the thing itself,8 and something accidental 

to the nature of the object of a power does not diversify that one power 

into many.9 Thus, speculative and practical reasoning, which are distin-

guished by whether or not the thing apprehended is ordered to work, 

cannot be two different powers. Moreover, while some things appre-

hended cannot be ordered to work (for instance, man’s knowledge 

about the Divine or the essence of some natural thing is not knowledge 

by which that which is understood can be ordered to work), anything 

operable, anything which may be put to work, is something about 

which there can be speculation. In my apprehension of a shovel, I may 

consider its fittingness to dig a hole, and the result of that consideration 

can be either simply that it is a good shovel for digging a hole, or that in 

addition to understanding its fittingness, I actually use this shovel in 

order to dig a hole. Moreover, if I am acting on some sort of already 

ascertained knowledge of a thing’s fittingness for some task, I need not 

consider it again, or at all if it is immediately obvious; I know that there 

is a good hole-digging shovel in my shed, and so I do not ponder again 

whether or not it will be a suitable means to that end. I may also, by 

some intuitive grasp, know the usefulness of a shovel for defending 

myself from an attacker without ever attaining a speculative under-

standing of the shovel’s usefulness for that rather different task.10 

Consequently, it ought to be said that what distinguishes practical 

reasoning from speculative, at least insofar as their acts of inquiring go, 

is not whether the thing considered is something inherently operable, 

                                                 
8 Ibid.: “Accidit autem alicui apprehenso per intellectum, quod ordinetur ad opus, vel 

non ordinetur.” 
9 ST Ia, q. 79, a. 11, c.: “[I]d quod accidentaliter se habet ad obiecti rationem quam 

respicit aliqua potentia, non diversificat potentiam, accidit enim colorato quod sit homo, 

aut magnum aut parvum.” 
10 ST Ia, q. 14, a. 16. I believe that this lattermost is what Thomas means by saying that 

there is a sort of knowledge which is “only practical.” What does or does not belong to 

the thing itself is not understood intellectually, but some aspect of it is immediately 

recognized as useful, and is immediately put to use; it is knowledge simply applied to 

some action, and the thing itself is not considered insofar as it is known. 
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but whether or not that knowledge of the thing is actually being ordered 

or applied (i.e., given an actuality of involvement) to some work.11 In 

other words, the actually intelligible character of a thing is a knowledge 

shared by both practical and speculative intellects,12 but whereas the 

conclusion of speculative reasoning is knowing some further truth as a 

true correlation to the known, the conclusion of practical reasoning 

consists in the application of the intelligible character to some work or 

action, something chosen to be made or to be done. There must be some 

intention for that chosen action to occur in order for it to become 

knowledge under the auspices of practical reasoning, rather than to per-

sist as the sort of knowledge which may be either practical or specula-

tive.13  

                                                 
11 ST IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 8, c.: “Sed practica ratio, quae ordinatur ad opus, procedit ulteri-

us et est tertius actus eius praecipere, qui quidem actus consistit in applicatione consil-

iatorum et iudicatorum ad operandum.” A human is always engaged with practical 

reasoning—one is always seeking the means to some end, whether fully conscious of it 

or not. Moreover, as a part of seeking that end, one is frequently seeking out the truth of 

things, their natures, what they are in themselves, and turning that knowledge into 

action, ordering it to some work, some activity. We constantly cycle between 

speculative and practical reasoning, and while they should not be collapsed into one 

activity, neither should they be pulled apart completely. As we mentioned in n. 3, 

above, the hic sistit of IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 8, should not be interpreted as meaning that 

because the speculative reason consists only in operations of inquiry and judgment, that 

because judgment stops or terminates the process of speculative reasoning, the exist-

ence of similar operations in the practical reason should be considered as belonging 

exclusively to the latter, as though wholly different operations. Neither should the use 

of “sicut etiam” in De virt., q. 5, a. 1 (see Westberg, Right Practical Reason, 196), lead 

us to think that there are radical and intrinsic differences between the inquiries and 

judgments of speculative and practical reasoning; and as will be shown below, judg-

ment is itself two different acts.  
12 De ver. q. 3, a. 3, c.: “Si ergo loquamur de idea secundum propriam nominis ra-

tionem, sic non se extendit nisi ad illam scientiam secundum quam aliquid formari 

potest; et haec est cognitio actu practica, vel virtute tantum, quae etiam quodammodo 

speculativa est. Sed tamen si ideam communiter appellemus similitudinem vel 

rationem, sic idea etiam ad speculativam cognitionem pure pertinere potest. Vel magis 

proprie dicamus, quod idea respicit cognitionem practicam actu vel virtute; similitudo 

autem et ratio tam practicam quam speculativam.” 
13 Ibid.: “Dicendum, quod, sicut dicitur in III de anima, intellectus practicus differt a 

speculativo fine; finis enim speculativi est veritas absolute, sed practici est operatio ut 
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It would appear then that there is a difference between practical 

knowledge (scientia) and practical reasoning; for we may discern that 

practical and speculative knowledge (scientia), insofar as both desig-

nate the intelligible content of the understood, are fundamentally the 

same, and differ only according to the relationships each has to other 

acts within their respective acts of reasoning. Thus, practical and spec-

ulative reasoning, according as each is a process whereby conclusions 

are reached, differ according to the natures of their conclusions, in that 

the former intends and consequently acts for its conclusion,14 whereas 

the latter in its conclusion simply asserts the truth. One might develop a 

great aptitude for moral knowledge of a speculative sort—to deliberate 

well and to judge aright as to what actions ought to be taken, but never 

achieve the full perfection of the practical intellect as one never com-

mands those actions of which one has discerned the fittingness and 

moral rectitude. The perfection of practical reasoning, as opposed to 

practical knowledge, consists not merely in any one of these three ac-

tions—deliberating well, judging rightly, or commanding—but in all 

three proceeding harmoniously from the first to the last. 

Thus prudence is not related to the good of the particular secun-

dum quid; rather, by and through prudence these particulars are regard-

ed and acted upon in relation to the whole of human life.15 The first step 

                                                 
dicitur in II Metaphys. Aliqua ergo cognitio, practica dicitur ex ordine ad opus: quod 

contingit dupliciter. Quandoque enim ad opus actu ordinatur, sicut artifex praeconcepta 

forma proponit illam in materiam inducere; et tunc est actu practica cognitio, et 

cognitionis forma. Quandoque vero est quidem ordinabilis cognitio ad actum, non 

tamen actu ordinatur; sicut cum artifex excogitat formam artificii, et scit modum 

operandi, non tamen operari intendit; et tunc est practica habitu vel virtute, non actu.” 

This practical knowledge “in habit or virtue,” as cited in n. 9 above, is no different in its 

intelligible content from speculative knowledge, but only when extended to making or, 

as we infer, doing. Cf. John E. Naus, The Nature of the Practical Intellect According to 

Saint Thomas Aquinas (Rome: Analecta Gregoriana, 1959), 50–53. 
14 ST Ia–IIae, q. 13, a. 1, ad. 2; a. 3, c. 
15 Following Aristotle, Thomas proclaims the relation of prudence to the good of a 

whole or complete human life in a number of places. See, for instance, IIa–IIae, q. 47, 

a. 2, ad. 1; ibid., a. 13, c.; In Ethica, lib. 6, lec. 4, n. 2; lec. 8, n. 17; Super Rom., cap. 8, 
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of this perfection of practical reason is not only to deliberate well, as 

consiliari has often been translated, but in so doing to discern the true 

good of the means to some end; to take counsel in practical reasoning is 

not merely to deliberate about options already discovered and known, 

nor a mere inquiry as to what things are in themselves, but an unearth-

ing or discovery of the possible means to some end, a discernment of 

things in themselves as related to something else.16 The object of the 

practical intellect, what is discovered by this taking of counsel, is as 

aforementioned identical in intelligible content to what is discovered by 

the inquiry of the speculative intellect; but is immediately differentiated 

from the speculative because the intention proceeding and prompting it 

is not for the simple truth of the things inquired about, but rather for an 

end to which such truth serves as a means. What follows from this initi-

ation by an act of intention is that the practical intellect first discerns 

(consiliari) and secondly judges (iudicare) under the aspect or ratio of 

truth those things’ goodness for that work, as ordered to that work.17 

That is to say, it is not merely because they are understood as operable 

that they are incorporated within a chain of practical reasoning, but that 

by the intention they are in some respect actually involved in the order-

ing to the work. But is this also to say that these acts of consiliari and 

iudicare are specifically practical? Must we divide the particular acts of 

                                                 
l.2. It should not be thought, however, that Thomas considers prudence perfective of 

man absolutely, but rather only with regard to that perfection of his moral life which he 

may attain by his natural powers. 
16 ST Ia–IIae, q. 14, a. 1. 
17 De ver., q. 22, a. 10, ad. 4: “Obiectum intellectus practici non est bonum sed verum 

relatum ad opus;” ST Ia, q. 79, a. 11, ad. 2: “Ad secundum dicendum quod verum et 

bonum se invicem includunt, nam verum est quoddam bonum, alioquin non esset ap-

petibile; et bonum est quoddam verum, alioquin non esset intelligibile. Sicut igitur 

obiectum appetitus potest esse verum, inquantum habet rationem boni, sicut cum aliquis 

appetit veritatem cognoscere; ita obiectum intellectus practici est bonum ordinabile ad 

opus, sub ratione veri. Intellectus enim practicus veritatem cognoscit, sicut et 

speculativus; sed veritatem cognitam ordinat ad opus.” Cf. Charles O’Neil, “Prudence, 

the Incommunicable Wisdom,” in Essays in Thomism, ed. Brennan (New York: Sheed 

& Ward, Inc, 1942), 191. 
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the speculative and practical as though species of a genus? We do not 

believe so. Rather, it appears that the results of these acts are the same 

in both speculative and practical reasoning, with one difference; name-

ly, that in speculative matters, judgment consists of one action, but in 

practical it consists of two: the iudicium conscientiae and the iudicium 

electionis.18 By the former is an action judged truly good; by the latter, 

judged as that means which is to be intended for the sake of the end. It 

is by this latter, which does not appear to have a place in the iudicium 

of the speculative reason, coupled with its appetitive act of electio, that 

the acts of consilium and iudicium are fully incorporated into practical 

reasoning—that virtual practical knowledge is turned into actual practi-

cal knowledge, and that what is possessed as an inert knowledge capa-

ble of being directed to work is actually directed to work. 

In order that this turn from virtual into actual practical 

knowledge occurs, many parts of human action must come together. 

Accordingly, not only are memory, reasoning (specifically its applica-

tion of universals to particulars),19 understanding (which is not the in-

tellectual power, but a certain excellence seemingly of the vis cogita-

                                                 
18 De ver., q. 17, a. 1, ad. 4: “Ad quartum dicendum, quod iudicium conscientiae et 

liberi arbitrii quantum ad aliquid differunt, et quantum ad aliquid conveniunt. 

Conveniunt quidem quantum ad hoc quod utrumque est de hoc particulari actu; 

competit autem iudicium conscientiae in via qua est examinans; et in hoc differt 

iudicium utriusque a iudicio synderesis. Differt autem iudicium conscientiae et liberi 

arbitrii, quia iudicium conscientiae consistit in pura cognitione, iudicium autem liberi 

arbitrii in applicatione cognitionis ad affectionem: quod quidem iudicium est iudicium 

electionis. Et ideo contingit quandoque quod iudicium liberi arbitrii pervertitur, non 

autem iudicium conscientiae; sicut cum aliquis examinat aliquid quod imminet 

faciendum, et iudicat, quasi adhuc speculando per principia, hoc esse malum, utpote 

fornicari cum hac muliere; sed quando incipit applicare ad agendum, occurrunt undique 

multae circumstantiae circa ipsum actum, ut puta fornicationis delectatio, ex cuius 

concupiscentia ligatur ratio, ne eius dictamen in electionem prorumpat. Et sic aliquis 

errat in eligendo, et non in conscientia; sed contra conscientiam facit: et dicitur hoc 

mala conscientia facere, in quantum factum iudicio scientiae non concordat. Et sic patet 

quod non oportet conscientiam esse idem quod liberum arbitrium.” 
19 ST IIa–IIae, q. 49, a. 5, ad. 2. 
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tiva),20 docility, and shrewdness, but also foresight, circumspection, and 

caution numbered among the parts of prudence,21 but it is furthermore 

requisite in order that one be prudent that one possesses excellence in 

consilium and iudicium through virtues annexed to prudence.22 Thomas 

differentiates these two groups, calling the former “quasi-integral parts” 

and the latter virtues “potential parts.” The quasi-integral parts enable a 

person to integrate previously attained knowledge with consideration of 

one’s past, present, future, circumstances, and obstacles which pertain 

to one’s action, as well as to command appropriately in light of these.23 

The first five he designates as belonging to prudence as parts of its cog-

nitive operations, and the latter three as parts of its preceptive opera-

tion.24 Thomas explains their integration with prudence through a meta-

phor, saying that they are like the integral parts of a house, such as a 

floor, walls, and a roof; indeed, without these parts concurring, neither 

the perfect act of virtue (the whole or complete act of prudence) nor a 

house, could be what we signify by their respective names.25 Take a 

wall away from a house and it is still a shelter, but no longer a house; 

take away memory or circumspection and the act may still be relatively 

                                                 
20 ST IIa–IIae, q. 49, a. 2, c.: “[I]ntellectus non sumitur hic pro potentia intellectiva, sed 

prout importat quandam rectam aestimationem alicuius extremi principii quod accipitur 

ut per se notum, sicut et prima demonstrationum principia intelligere dicimur.” Cf. 

ibid., ad. 3: “Non autem hoc est intelligendum de sensu particulari quo cognoscimus 

propria sensibilia, sed de sensu interiori quo de particulari iudicamus.” 
21 ST Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 6, ad. 3; IIa–IIae, q. 49 in passim and especially a. 1 and a. 6. 
22 ST Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 6, c.: “Et ideo virtuti quae est bene praeceptiva, scilicet prudenti-

ae, tanquam principaliori, adiunguntur tanquam secundariae, eubulia, quae est bene 

consiliativa, et synesis et gnome, quae sunt partes iudicativae.” 
23 ST IIa–IIae, q. 48, a. 1, c. 
24 Ibid.: “Quorum octo quinque pertinent ad prudentiam secundum id quod est cogno-

scitiva, scilicet memoria, ratio, intellectus, docilitas et solertia, tria vero alia pertinent 

ad eam secundum quod est praeceptiva, applicando cognitionem ad opus, scilicet prov-

identia, circumspectio et cautio.” 
25 ST Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 6, ad. 3: “[M]emoria, intelligentia et providentia, similiter cautio 

et docilitas, et alia huiusmodi, non sunt virtutes diversae a prudentia, sed quoddammo-

do comparantur ad ipsam sicut partes integrales, inquantum omnia ista requiruntur ad 

perfectionem prudentiae.” 
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good, but not perfectly good. Conversely, each of the parts is separable 

and is something capable of standing on its own. They are “parts of 

prudence not according to their union, but insofar as they are related to 

those things which pertain to prudence.”26 Thus, although each is requi-

site for the perfection of prudence, the union of the parts and thus the 

perfection to which they contribute cannot be explained by anything 

intrinsic to the parts themselves.27 Much like the parts of the house, 

they are as matter to the form, without which the walls and roof would 

not constitute a house, nor would reasoning, foresight, and so on, con-

stitute the virtue of prudence. 

The potential parts, in one sense, likewise have a proper exist-

ence apart from the complete act of prudence. The first of these, eubu-

lia, is the ability to inquire well as to those means which are suitable to 

the end, and is thus a consiliari, an act of taking counsel. In many ways, 

the ability to deliberate well could be considered the root of prudence; 

for in those situations where the means are not immediately evident, the 

discovery of the fittingness of each is a sine qua non for both good 

judgment and right command. If one is not capable of discovering the 

truth of means’ rectitude for the sake of some end, how could one ever 

judge them aright, let alone enact them except by accident? We should 

moreover keep in mind that although it belongs to prudence to deliber-

ate about quae sunt ad finem, the means, it does also pertain to pru-

dence to consider particular ends—that is, insofar as they themselves 

are means to a further and ultimately a final end. Indeed, were one not 

to consider the relationship of particular ends inasmuch as they are 

means to the final end, the highest good, one could not be considered 

prudent, for one would not be taking into consideration the good of a 

whole human life. The second two potential parts, synesis and gnome, 

                                                 
26 ST IIa–IIae, q. 48, a. 1, ad. 3: “[O]mnia illa ponuntur partes prudentiae non secundum 

suam communitatem; sed secundum quod se habent ad ea quae pertinent ad pru-

dentiam.” 
27 While every act of prudence requires the concurrence of at least most and if not all 

the quasi-integral parts, the parts themselves can function independently of prudence. 
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respectively denote excellence in judging of these means’ fittingness 

according to common, ordinary situations and to unusual, extraordinary 

situations in which a higher insight is necessary. Just as a man would be 

remiss in the use of his practical intellect were he not to make an in-

quiry into and consider those means pertaining to the good of his whole 

life, so too would he be morally deficient could he not decide rightly 

which of those means to pursue.  

There are, however, two mistakes which we ought to avoid in 

considering the three potential parts: the first is to mistake the im-

portance of one as constituting the whole of the virtue of prudence, 

such as we see Thomas admonishing against with respect to eubulia, or 

that one is a principal virtue in and of itself, as considered and rejected 

for synesis.28 The second is to consider these acts only with regard to 

their proper, specific operation. For certainly, to take counsel or inquire 

well concerning particulars, the operation of eubulia, is essential to 

deciding upon any practical matter, and is an act which considers the 

means. Likewise, without judgment, there would be no act of choice.29 

Yet of themselves, these two operations (taking counsel and judging), 

no matter how excellent in themselves, would not fully be practical 

were they not initiated by an act of intention and followed by an act of 

command; for consiliari and iudicare, if they were independent of the 

chain of practical reasoning, would be acts of the speculative intellect.30 

                                                 
28 ST IIa–IIae, q. 51, a. 2: “[U]trum [eubulia] sit specialis virtus a prudentia distincta,” 

and Ia–IIae, q. 57, a. 6, arg. 2 & ad. 2. 
29 ST Ia–IIae, q. 13, a. 1, ad. 2: “[C]onclusio etiam syllogismi qui fit in operabilibus, ad 

rationem pertinet; et dicitur sententia vel iudicium, quam sequitur electio.” 
30 This is indeed a disputable matter; for certainly the acts of consiliari and iudicium are 

within a framework of practical reasoning; as soon as one intends some act, one begins 

practically reasoning about that end. Indeed, as a whole, the act comprising 

apprehendere and intendere, consiliari and consensus, iudicium and eligere, imperium 

and usus, is one which should be considered practical, for the end is something to be 

done; however, we do not believe that this precludes the individual parts of the act from 

being genuinely speculative and not simply similar to the speculative. It is important to 

remember that the speculative and practical intellects are not two separate powers, but 

operations of the same power differentiated in respect of their end, and not their object; 
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Indeed, even being initiated by an act of intention does not suffice to 

complete the incorporation of such activities into the process of the 

practical intellect. Neither will necessarily terminate in an operation by 

which the intended end is achieved, even when they are concerned with 

things to be done and even if they be initiated by an act of intention. In 

other words, unless one is moved to intend the means decided upon by 

the process of consilium and iudicium, those means would not be in-

volved in the process of practical reasoning initiated by the original 

intention for the end to which the means are ordered.31 One may take 

counsel about the means forever, and not act; a judgment can be made, 

and a choice can follow, and yet no action ever issued towards attempt-

ing to attain the end intended ever occur. Imagine a woman who has 

decided that she ought to improve her physical condition. She considers 

all the ways in which she can do this: she can stop eating junk food, 

start exercising, hire a personal trainer, and so on. She consents to all 

three, but judges that, having a busy schedule and not enough money to 

join a gym or hire a trainer, changing her diet would be the best way; 

she has resolve, determination, commitment, and she goes into her 

kitchen and proceeds to eat three donuts. Unless these cognitive acts be 

                                                 
it is, as such, completely reasonable that in one complex act of practical reasoning, 

parts of that act, parts which consider something other than the end intended, be 

speculative in themselves and practical per extensionem through their conclusions being 

applied to the operation. As earlier mentioned, iudicium is itself twofold. It is by the 

iudicium electionis that the means become themselves something intended. It is, 

moreover, by the final act of practical reasoning, the command of the means’ execution, 

that the conclusion of the practical syllogism, the intending of the means, is enacted and 

actually applied to work. ST IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 8, c.: “Sed practica ratio, quae ordinatur 

ad opus, procedit ulterius et est tertius actus eius praecipere, qui quidem actus consis-

tit in applicatione consiliatorum et iudicatorum ad operandum.” (Emphasis mine). 
31 See above, n. 10 and 11. The intending of the means, by which they are made an end, 

after a fashion, may or may not begin another act of consilium and subsequent iudicium, 

if there needs to be another means discovered by which that end is attained. For 

example, if I intend to take a vacation, and decide upon flying as a means, finding a 

flight becomes an end, and I must subsequently deliberate upon things such as airline, 

time of departure, and cost, having determined that flying is the means I will chose and 

intending it as an intermediate end. 
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linked by a real command and operative acts—throwing out the junk 

food she has, buying healthy food in its stead—there is no realized rela-

tion between the discerned and elected good, the good of the means as 

known and approved, and the good being actually done. It is in respect 

of this potency to involvement in actual operation that we believe these 

parts are denominated “potential” rather than integral or quasi-integral, 

as being in potency to that which is genuinely prudent. We would also 

propose that the Greek names eubulia, synesis, and gnome are retained 

so as to differentiate virtuous moral inquiry and judgment, in a com-

plete act of good practical reasoning, from merely excellent moral in-

quiry and judgment, which may be either incomplete—that is, merely 

speculative or producing a sort of virtual practical knowledge—or not 

wholly good insofar as they are within practical reasoning.32 Everyone 

                                                 
32 The results of these acts of consiliari and iudicare, though considered in themselves 

speculative, when their conclusions are applied to acts that attempt attainment of the 

end intended are, as parts of a practical whole, considered principally as practical and 

secondarily as speculative; In III Sent., d. 23, q. 2, a. 3, qc. 2, co.: “[I]ntellectus specula-

tivus et practicus in hoc differunt quod intellectus speculativus considerat verum abso-

lute, practicus autem considerat verum in ordine ad opus. Contingit autem quandoque 

quod verum ipsum quod in se considerabatur, non potest considerari ut regula operis, 

sicut accidit in mathematicis, et in his quae a motu separata sunt; unde hujusmodi veri 

consideratio est tantum in intellectu speculativo. Quandoque autem verum quod in re 

consideratur, potest ut regula operis considerari: et tunc intellectus speculativus fit 

practicus per extensionem ad opus. Hoc autem contingit dupliciter. Quia aliquando illud 

verum quod utroque modo potest considerari, non habet magnam utilitatem, nisi 

inquantum ordinatur ad opus: quia cum sit contingens, non habet fixam veritatem: sicut 

est consideratio de operibus virtutum; et tunc talis consideratio, quamvis possit esse et 

speculativi et practici intellectus, tamen principaliter est practici intellectus.” It is our 

opinion that until some action which follows the intention occurs, that the 

considerations of consiliari and iudicare are not fully ordered to the work, and thus 

remain merely speculative, inasmuch as they are not yet completely ordered to some 

work by their conclusions being themselves intended. I do not wish to imply that the 

whole act of practical reasoning is or ought to be hypostatically divided into standalone 

stages; rather, I wish to draw attention to the necessity of a practical conclusion being 

reached in order for the syllogism and its contents to be actually practical. This seems 

to me to be the meaning of the Aristotelian-Thomistic adage that the speculative 

intellect is per extensionem made practical. Thus, in my estimation, eubulia, synesis, 

and gnome signify not merely excellence regarding their particular intellectual 

operations, but excellence within the process of practical reasoning, excellence within a 
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who acts is faced with situations wherein they must deliberate and in all 

cases one must make judgments—but not everyone deliberates or judg-

es well, and not all who deliberate or judge well subsequently act well. 

Yet, in order that prudence achieve good deliberation and judg-

ment, it is necessary that the person be well-disposed to good ends; and 

as such, prudence must have a symbiotic relationship with the moral 

virtues. 

The Unity of the Moral Virtues in Prudence 

The preeminence of prudence’s necessity for living the good life 

is confined neither to the comprisal of its parts nor to the extension of 

the virtually practical results of consiliari and iudicare to the actually 

practical. As aforementioned, understanding, considered with respect to 

a particular act, is a quasi-integral part. Additionally, there is a particu-

lar habit of understanding the first principles of the moral life, namely 

synderesis, which is had independently of the prudential act. It is from 

synderesis, and not from prudence, that the moral virtues have their end 

appointed.33 And yet, just as correct reasoning about the means is insuf-

ficient to produce morally virtuous action, even less is the direction 

towards the end provided by synderesis, which is even further removed 

from the particular means, sufficient to attain to that end, to rectify his 

quae sunt ad finem. This is fairly clear; but what about the moral vir-

tues themselves? Thomas devotes articles 4 and 5 of prima secundae q. 

58, to the relationship between moral and intellectual virtue. The latter 

virtues are in q. 57 divided into those concerned with things necessary 

and certain (wisdom, science, and understanding) and those concerned 

                                                 
process that terminates not in knowledge, but in application of knowledge to action. For 

this reason they are termed “secondary virtues” (ST Ia–IIae, q. 57) which are ordered to 

prudence (Ibid., ad. 4), the principal virtue without which they would not really be 

virtues themselves. 
33 ST IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 6, ad. 1: “Ad primum ergo dicendum quod virtutibus moralibus 

praestituit finem ratio naturalis quae dicitur synderesis, ut in primo habitum est, non 

autem prudentia, ratione iam dicta.” 
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with things particular and contingent (prudence and art). The concerns 

of the latter pair are further divided into those concerned with recta 

ratio factibilium, right reason concerning things to be made (art), and 

recta ratio agibilium, right reason concerning things to be done (pru-

dence). In q. 58, a. 4, Thomas asserts that moral virtue can be without 

wisdom, science, or art, but not without prudence or understanding; 

contrariwise, in a. 5, he claims that, while the other intellectual virtues 

can, prudence cannot be without moral virtue. This mutual dependence 

seems absurd—how can it be that one cannot have prudence unless one 

has the moral virtues and yet one cannot have the moral virtues without 

prudence? 

To answer, let us begin by examining the dependence of pru-

dence upon moral virtue. Thomas states in q. 58, a. 5 that prudence, 

since it concerns particular things to be done, “needs not only universal, 

but also particular principles.”34 The universal principle is that which is 

supplied either by synderesis or by some knowledge had through sci-

ence,35 and pertains to a course of action which ought to be taken in all 

cases—such as that murder or fornication is always wrong. The particu-

lar principle, on the other hand, is dependent upon the aspect under 

which the goodness of some object is apprehended, that is, the way in 

which a thing is judged to be done or pursued.36 Thus, although pru-

dence is an intellectual virtue, and the particular principle is provided 

by an act of apprehension, there must be some perfection of the appeti-

tive faculties; for unless one has desire for the proper particular good, it 

will not appear as good for that individual. For instance, if the appetite 

of the concupiscible be disposed so as to overwhelmingly desire some 

good aspect of an object not completely good or irreconcilable with the 

                                                 
34 ST Ia–IIae, q. 58, a. 5, c.: “Oportet autem rationem circa particularia procedere non 

solum ex principiis universalibus, sed etiam ex principiis particularibus.” 
35 Ibid., c.: “[U]niversal principium cognitum per intellectum vel scientiam.” 
36 Ibid.: “[I]ta ad hoc quod recte se habeat circa principia particularia agibilium, quae 

sunt fines, oportet quod perficiatur per aliquos habitus secundum quos fiat quodammo-

do homini connaturale recte iudicare de fine.” 
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whole good of human life, such as the pleasurable taste of an unhealthy 

food, then the proper particular principle for the morally virtuous action 

will not be supplied to the practical reason. As Thomas writes, “appetite 

for the end precedes the reason’s reasoning about the choice of the 

means, which pertain to prudence.”37 If the appetite does not operate in 

accord with right reason, i.e., as enabling it to discern the true good of 

the object, as compatible with the whole good of human life, then 

whatever act is commanded will not be in accord with recta ratio; there 

is no virtue in doing all the right things as regards the means only to 

attain an end that is in itself contrary to virtue. Just as we may consider 

the quasi-integral parts as antecedent to and requisite for the perfection 

of the prudential act, so too is a perfection of the moral virtues required, 

in order that the both the apprehension which accompanies intention, 

and the discovery and intending of the means achieved respectively by 

consilium and iudicium electionis be in accord with right reason and not 

be overthrown by inordinate desires. 

Contrariwise, the moral virtues cannot be without prudence; for 

virtue is that whereby a man’s operation is perfected simply speaking. 

Right reason concerning the end—desiring and intending those things 

which are themselves properly in accord with man’s good—fails to 

result in virtue if there is not right reason concerning those things by 

which that end is attained. Moreover, it belongs to prudence to, as 

aforementioned, discern not only the means to particular ends, but also 

to consider those ends insofar as they are themselves means to some 

ultimate end. Nor is it or could it ever be the case that if someone 

makes a choice without the full use of reason—that is, without the 

goodness of the particular being fully rectified with the universal—that 

                                                 
37 Ibid., ad.1: “[A]ppetitus finis praecedit rationem ratiocinantem ad eligendum ea quae 

sunt ad finem, quod pertinet ad prudentiam.” This should not be taken to mean that the 

appetite influences reason only with respect to the means, but also insofar as the means 

are themselves ends in respect to higher goods. Cf. q. 58, a. 4, c.: “Primo, ut sit debita 

intentio finis, et hoc fit per virtutem moralem, quae vim appetitivam inclinat ad bonum 

conveniens rationi, quod est finis debitus.” 
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such a person acts with perfect virtue. If one does not incorporate into 

moral action, despite being well-disposed insofar as his appetite is con-

cerned, the quasi-integral and potential parts of prudence, one’s action 

will not be virtuous simply speaking, for the action will either omit 

some necessary consideration and thus lack in some goodness or it will 

be fully good only incidentally, and not on account of the excellence of 

the acting individual.38 Nevertheless, one may have virtues “absolutely 

imperfect, which exist without prudence, not attaining right reason,”39 

which are more like inclinations towards virtue than true virtues. The 

moral virtues can be had imperfectly without prudence, but only im-

perfectly.40 Contrariwise, any imperfection in the moral virtues likewise 

denies a perfection of prudence—for even if one rightly takes counsel, 

judges, and even commands, one may not do so happily or with expedi-

ence, both of which are conditions for the perfection of virtue.41 

Thus we can see that the relationship between prudence and the 

moral virtues is like a relationship of parts to the whole or a relationship 

of matter to form. In order that the whole be a whole, each part is re-

quired; without a roof, walls, or a floor, a house is not really a house. 

Yet each of the parts is for the sake of the whole. Likewise, the form is 

the term of generation, to which matter accrues; without the matter, the 

form (of a material being) would not be, but the matter is for the sake of 

                                                 
38 Cf. ibid.: “Huiusmodi autem inclinationes non simul insunt omnibus, sed quidam 

habent inclinationem ad unum, quidam ad aliud. Hae autem inclinationes non habent 

rationem virtutis, quia virtute nullus male utitur, secundum Augustinum; huiusmodi 

autem inclinationibus potest aliquis male uti et nocive, si sine discretione utatur; sicut 

equus, si visu careret, tanto fortius impingeret, quanto fortius curreret.” We understand 

discretione here to refer in a general way to the perfective quality bestowed upon the 

prudent act by the quasi-integral and potential parts. 
39 De virtutibus, q. 5, a. 2, c.: “Sunt enim quaedam virtutes omnino imperfectae, quae 

sine prudentia existunt, non attingentes rationem rectam, sicut sunt inclinationes quas 

aliqui habent ad aliqua virtutum opera etiam ab ipsa nativitate.” 
40 It should be noted that in De virt., q. 5, a. 2, Thomas distinguishes two levels of per-

fect virtue—the first being that in which the cardinal virtues are united by the posses-

sion of prudence, and the second being that in which all the virtues are united through 

infusion of charity. 
41 De virt., q. 1, a. 1, ad. 13; a. 9, ad. 14; a. 12, ad. 12. 
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the form, and strives for it as its perfection. Thus, just as the form of the 

house does not exist in itself until the house is complete and the matter 

is but imperfectly fulfilling its end until the house is complete, so too 

the moral virtues are had imperfectly until fully in accord with the right 

reason, the prudence by which they are held in unity and integrated not 

merely one with another as right dispositions of the appetite, but also 

with the intellect. But as for how this unifying and integrating is ac-

complished, we must turn back to prudence and consider its principal 

act. 

Praeceptum, the Principal Act of Prudence 

In the virtue of prudence the ring of the active life is rounded out 

and closed, is completed and perfected; for man, drawing on his 

experience of reality, acts in and upon reality, thus realizing him-

self in decision and in act. The profundity of this concept is ex-

pressed in the strange statement of Thomas Aquinas that in pru-

dence, the commanding virtue of the “conduct of life,” the hap-

piness of the active life is essentially comprised.42 

It is notable that one failing no society or culture, even the most 

reprehensible, ever forgives or endorses is that of hypocrisy. Political 

and religious persuasions are indifferent when those who preach one 

thing—oftentimes with eloquence or passion, apparent conviction and 

alacrity—and yet deceptively and deliberately do the opposite are ex-

posed for their duplicity; they are denounced universally by all those 

who acknowledge the truth of the falsehood. The more perturbing is the 

revelation of such hypocrisy when the hypocrite is more respected and 

the more profound and intimate his knowledge of that which one ex-

horted in word but not in deed. It is as such that while such humans 

might, through a broad and somewhat abusive use of the term, be called 

                                                 
42 Josef Pieper, Prudence, trans. Richard and Clara Winston (New York: Pantheon 

Books, Inc., 1959), 43. 
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practical, only the greatly confused would call them truly prudent.43 

Even in societies which have all but eschewed the virtues propounded 

by St. Thomas and Aristotle, there is nevertheless an upholding of pru-

dence as something admirable, as a quality which improves one’s life. 

What we may glean from this universal approbation of the hypo-

crite is a similarly universal recognition, albeit not so clearly recog-

nized, that prudence is something virtuous not because it pertains to 

having good knowledge of practical matters, but because it extends 

itself to their accomplishment, or at the very least their attempt. The 

hypocrite is denounced because he knows the good and proposes it to 

others, but chooses against what he knows.44 He has a moral science, a 

virtual practical knowledge of the good, but no virtue of practical rea-

soning. He elects what he knows to be a lesser good over what is 

known to be a higher; his is a failing both of intention of means and of 

execution—that is, of iudicium electionis and electio, praecipere and 

usus. 

On the other hand, we also find fault—though less universally 

and less severely, perhaps, than in generations past—with those who 

falter not through hypocrisy, but through some moral weakness. Where 

the hypocrite sins through a vice of deceitfulness, the weak man falters 

through a lack of resolve; not through deceiving others, but through 

deceiving himself.45 This lack of resolve,46 Thomas says, arises from a 

failing in command:  

                                                 
43 I.e., not prudence as pertaining to a particular matter, as in business, but as pertaining 

to the whole of human life. Cf. Naus, The Nature of the Practical Intellect According to 

Saint Thomas Aquinas, 60–64. 
44 In ST IIa–IIae, q. 55, a. 5, Thomas calls fraud a sort of craftiness (astutiam), one of 

two sins opposed to prudence which bears a resemblence to the virtue inasmuch as it 

uses reason, but improperly. 
45 ST IIa–IIae, q. 53, a. 5, c.: “Sed iste recessus non consummatur nisi per defectum 

rationis, quae fallitur in hoc quod repudiat id quod recte acceptaverat.” This is what we 

mean today by “rationalizing” our actions. 
46 My translation for inconstantia. 
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Just as hastiness is from a defect concerning the act of taking 

counsel, and thoughtlessness concerning the act of judging, like-

wise a lack of resolve concerns the act of command, for one is 

said to be lacking in resolve because his reason fails in com-

manding those things which have been counseled and judged.47  

This text suggests strongly that the principal act of prudence, praecep-

tum, is to be identified with imperium, rather than with iudicium elec-

tionis, an issue which has been debated among Thomists in the past 

hundred years.48 It is clearly stated that the weak man does not suffer 

from defects in his ability to take counsel or to judge, but from his ina-

bility to carry out that which he knows is right through some act conse-

quent to all judgments.49 The failure is not in intending, discerning, or 

deciding, but in executing. 

What do we mean, however, by saying that this execution is or 

involves an act of command—and why is this act of command consid-

ered an act of the reason, rather than of the will? This last question is 

the first which Thomas takes up in article 1 of prima secundae q. 17. 

Command (imperium), he states, is an act of the reason, an instillation 

or promulgation, which presupposes an act of the will,50 namely elec-

                                                 
47 Ibid.: “Et sicut praecipitatio est ex defectu circa actum consilii, et inconsideratio circa 

actum iudicii, ita inconstantia circa actum praecepti, ex hoc enim dicitur aliquis esse 

inconstans quod ratio deficit in praecipiendo ea quae sunt consiliata et iudicata.” 
48 I do not have here the time to take up this debate. I will simply say that, per my 

interpretation of the iudicium electionis and electio being that whereby the means are 

made fully practical as becoming themselves ends of a sort, intended by the reason 

militates against the notion that praeceptum and iudicium electionis are identical. It is 

my opinion that ST Ia–IIae, q. 16, a. 4, concerning the relation of usus to electio, rein-

forces this interpretation. Daniel De Haan has treated this issue at length in an 

unpublished paper, “Aquinas and the Principal Act of Prudence: Iudicium Electionis or 

Imperium?” which provides many clarifications and for which I am grateful. 
49 This vice consequently is opposed to fortitude as well as to prudence, since it belongs 

to fortitude to overcome difficulties or challenges impeding one’s pursuit of the true 

good. Cf. ibid., ad. 1: “[B]onum prudentiae participatur in omnibus virtutibus morali-

bus, et secundum hoc persistere in bono pertinet ad omnes virtutes morales. Praecipue 

tamen ad fortitudinem, quae patitur maiorem impulsum ad contrarium.” 
50 ST Ia–IIae, q. 17, a. 1, c.: “[I]mperare est actus rationis, praesupposito tamen actu 

voluntatis . . . Imperare autem est quidem essentialiter actus rationis, imperans enim 
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tio.51 This instillation or promulgation of the reason happens in one of 

two ways: either through an indicative statement, as “this is what you 

ought to do,” or through a movement which is expressed by an impera-

tive statement, as “do this.”52 The first kind of command would seem to 

pertain to moral science, as promulgating what would be the right sort 

of action without actually moving anyone to it; the second would per-

tain to moral reasoning, as that which instills the reason into action, 

puts reason into motion, and thereby puts order into motion.53 While the 

iudicium electionis may be that whereby the means are incorporated 

into an order of practical reasoning and become part of one act of prac-

tical reasoning,54 it is by praeceptum that they are, so to speak, put into 

praxis and become not just actually practical knowledge, but actually in 

practice. While there is a certain amount of praise or blame that is to be 

given to someone for intending both ends and means, it is by the action 

commanded that merit and punishment are cemented. As Thomas 

states, although command and the action commanded are distinct as 

parts they nevertheless constitute one human act.55 It is within and by 

repetition of this one human act, this complexus of command and use 

(i.e., the action commanded), that both the intellectual virtue of right 

practical reason and the moral virtues whereby particulars are rightly 

                                                 
ordinat eum cui imperat, ad aliquid agendum, intimando vel denuntiando; sic autem 

ordinare per modum cuiusdam intimationis, est rationis.” I have paraphrased intimando 

and denuntiando as “instillation” and “promulgation,” respectively, based upon their 

entries in the Blaise Medieval Lexicon. 
51 Ibid., a. 3, ad. 1: “[N]on omnis actus voluntatis praecedit hunc actum rationis qui est 

imperium, sed aliquis praecedit, scilicet electio.” 
52 Ibid., a. 1, c. 
53 ST IIa–IIae, q. 47, a. 8, ad. 3: “Sed praecipere importat motionem cum quadam ordi-

natione.” 
54 Cf. ST Ia–IIae, q. 17, a. 4, ad. 1: “[S]i essent potentiae diversae ad invicem non ordi-

natae, actus earum essent simpliciter diversi. Sed quando una potentia est movens 

alteram, tunc actus earum sunt quodammodo unus, nam idem est actus moventis et 

moti, ut dicitur in III Physic.” 
55 Ibid.: “Unde patet quod imperium et actus imperatus sunt unus actus humanus, sicut 

quoddam totum est unum, sed est secundum partes multa.” 
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regarded are developed and thus are brought into the unity that charac-

terizes them as virtues.56 

In contrast to art, in which the perfection is found chiefly in the 

thing made and is thus a transitive activity, prudence is said to deal with 

things to be done, and therefore the perfection resides in the doing—

which is to say, a sort of immanence of human activity.57 This does not 

mean a sort of activity which can be reduced to an either/or, but rather 

something that admits of degrees of perfection. Just as we say that “liv-

ing” is had more perfectly in an animal than a plant, and “understand-

ing” in an angel than in man,58 so too do we say that one man may act 

better than another, not because he produces something better, but be-

cause he excels in the very doing of the act. But unlike the immanent 

activities of mere existing or understanding, the immanence found in 

the activities of prudence results necessarily in a sort of emanation, a 

spilling over into interactions with the world, a growth of the individual 

in his virtue which manifests itself in his external actions.59 

It is thus that command is the principal act of prudence, and thus 

that prudence is the most necessary virtue for the whole good of human 

life. Without command, nothing would come to be; as we quoted Pieper 

above, one would not realize oneself “in decision and in act.” While 

good dispositions to temperance, fortitude, and justice are needed for 

righteous intention, while aptitude for deliberation and swiftness in 

                                                 
56 Cf. De virt., q. 1, a. 9, c. in passim but especially: “Unde, si recte consideretur, virtus 

appetitivae partis nihil est aliud quam quaedam dispositio, sive forma, sigillata et im-

pressa in vi appetitiva a ratione. Et propter hoc, quantumcumque sit fortis dispositio in 

vi appetitiva ad aliquid, non potest habere rationem virtutis, nisi sit ibi id quod est 

rationis. Unde et in definitione virtutis ponitur ratio: dicit enim philosophus, II 

Ethicorum, quod virtus est habitus electivus in mente consistens determinata specie, 

prout sapiens determinabit.” 
57 Cf. James F. Keenan, “The Virtue of Prudence,” in The Ethics of Aquinas, ed. Ste-

phen J. Pope (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2002), 265. 
58 Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Super de Causis, lec. 18–20. 
59 For a detailed analysis of immanent and transitive activity, I have looked to Yves 

Simon’s Introduction to Metaphysics of Knowledge, trans. Vukan Kuic and Richard J. 

Thompson (Fordham University Press, New York: 1990), 39–84. 
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correct judgment are requisite for the perfected operation of practical 

reasoning, it is only by and through acts of command that these would-

be virtues are made into actual perfections of the human person. More-

over does it belong to prudence, as comprising deliberation, decision, 

and execution, to consider not only the means to any particular end, but 

all of them with regard to some ultimate end of life. Its virtuosity con-

sists not in the attainment of any myopically-envisaged goal, but that in 

its excellence it directs one to the highest of goals, by finding for the 

person the right means to its attainment. 
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SUMMARY 

Thomas Aquinas holds not only that prudence, the virtue of right practical reasoning, is 

necessary for living well, but emphatically asserts that it “is the virtue most necessary to 

human life.” This essay argues that the force of Thomas’ assertion should not be under-

stood as simply contradicting the objection—that “it seems that prudence is not a virtue 

necessary to living a good life”—with vigor, but rather, as we intend to show, that 

although all the moral virtues are necessary for the good life, there is a superior im-

portance to the need for prudence, as that whereby the parts of virtuous living are not 

merely stacked up like building blocks of moral righteousness, but coalesced into a 

complete whole. To make clear the reasons for this preeminent necessity, we shall first 

consider the parts and constitution of prudence itself, its relationship to the other vir-
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Christian Revelation Redefines the End of Man 

Man is curious and has reflected on the meaning of life since an-

cient times. Some of the historic wisdoms express the ideals and aspira-

tions of people of different ages and cultures.1  

Jacques Maritain considered the question of the end of man in his 

work Moral Philosophy, a Historical and Critical Survey of the Great 

Systems.2 He examined there the treatment of human finality in several 

classic wisdoms as well as how Christianity redefined the subject. In-

dia, for instance, offered a wisdom of deliverance to a few, which is to 

be achieved through the ascetic and mystical efforts of human beings. 

Greek wisdom did not turn toward salvation or eternal deliverance but 

                                                
1 See Thaddeus Metz, “The Meaning of Life,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philos-
ophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Summer 2013 Edition), https://plato.stanford.edu 
/archives/sum2013/entries/life-meaning/, accessed on Nov 20, 2017. Also, see Germain 
Grisez, “Man, Natural End of,” in The New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 9, ed. William 
Wallace, O.P. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1967), 132–138; Fulvio Di Blasi, “Ultimate 
End, Human Freedom, and Beatitude: A Critique of Germain Grisez,” The American 
Journal of Jurisprudence 46:1 (January 2001): 113–135. 
2 Jacques Maritain, Moral Philosophy, a Historical and Critical Survey of the Great 

Systems (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1964). 
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started with sensible reality and sought knowledge of nature and the 

cosmos. Hebraic wisdom, which is a teaching of salvation and saintli-

ness, does not coach man to rise by his own efforts but proclaims a 

wisdom of saintliness that is given by God and not won by man.3 

Christianity introduced the mystery of the incarnation to the 

world, which Maritain characterized as the “descent of the divine pleni-

tude into human nature.” This plenitude or abundance is not just a new 

teaching added to the competing wisdoms but something more that rad-

ically recast one’s entire understanding of the nature and meaning of 

life. The Christian gospel reveals in one short sentence the ultimate end 

of human life. Luke 23:43 quotes Jesus on the cross saying to the chas-

tened, repentant, and believing “good thief,” “Today thou shalt be with 

me in Paradise.” Here Christian revelation discloses that the final end 

of man is God Himself. This end consists of objective and subjective 

aspects. Firstly, God is the objective end. Secondly, beatitude or the 

experience of being with God in Paradise, which envelopes one in the 

supreme and saturating joy of God, is the subjective end.4 

As with Indian, Greek, and Hebraic wisdoms, Christianity intro-

duced a distinctive way of life that leads to its distinctive end. For Ma-

ritain, the “divine plenitude” brought to man new values and virtues, a 

new relation to God, as well as a new end. Maritain begins his treat-

ment with an analysis and criticism of Aristotle’s position on the end of 

man that sets the stage for his own position, which learns from both 

Aristotle and St. Thomas Aquinas. 

The Aristotelian Supreme and  

Sovereign End of Man 

Aristotle developed his idea of the end of man, not in the sense of 

a physical nature realizing its developmental potential as when an acorn 

becomes a tree but, in the sense of an adult human being freely devel-

                                                
3 Ibid., 71–73. 
4 Ibid., 75–76. 
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oping his character through his own disciplined rational choices. In his 

theory of human action, the Aristotelian agent (a moving cause) impos-

es a plan of action (a formal cause) upon his mental and bodily activi-

ties (material causes) to achieve his end or purpose (the final cause). In 

the typical voluntary action, an agent chooses a contemplated means to 

achieve a desired or intended end. Aristotle also encouraged moral 

agents to discover and use a standard to guide the choice of means-to-

end that is akin to the archer’s “aim point,” which facilitates hitting the 

archer’s target. What is this aim-point that facilitates hitting life’s tar-

get? What are we aiming for in life?  

Aristotle stated in his Nicomachean Ethics that the ultimate end 

in life, the supreme good of man, is happiness.5 Such happiness is 

broadly speaking a life of wisdom and moral virtue lived in a manner 

that achieves the perfect fulfillment of human nature.6 How does it do 

that? Happiness is constructed to accommodate the structure and aspira-

tions of human nature achieving such goods as family, friends, health, 

culture, and social accomplishments. It is neither other worldly nor 

eternal but becomes imminent in this perishable body in this earthly 

life.7  

The agent uses happiness as the sovereign or ruling good by 

which he judges whether a proposed action is conducive or not to 

achieving happiness. Now, if happiness is both the end and the measure 

of a means to the end, does this dual role pose a problem? 

                                                
5 Cf. Robert C. Bartlett, “Aristotle’s Introduction to the Problem of Happiness: On 
Book I of the Nicomachean Ethics,” American Journal of Political Science 52 (2008): 
677–687. 
6 Maritain, Moral Philosophy, 31. 
7 Ibid., 33. 
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Maritain’s Critique of  

Aristotle’s Supreme End: Happiness 

The end of Aristotelian man is happiness, which is composed of 

many elements especially of wisdom, moral virtue, and pleasure.8 

However, happiness is used as a ruling or sovereign good as well as a 

supreme good. Yet, Maritain reasons, if a norm were used as a sover-

eign good to measure the possibility that a course of action tends to-

ward or away from happiness, both the measure and the measured 

would contain virtue and wisdom in order to make an affirmative rul-

ing. This testing method uses happiness (virtue and wisdom) as both 

sovereign and supreme goods (saying to the means “be good to become 

good”) and constructs a vicious circle (because you are already good).9 

Another problem of this supreme good is that it involves so many 

possibilities that one can rightly ask whether they are all attainable in 

any one life and whether the end is definable. If for example I were to 

become a physician and a surgeon, I would achieve a great deal in life. 

Again if I were to become a lawyer and a judge, I also would achieve a 

great deal. Yet it would be unlikely that I could become both the sur-

geon and the judge, even though both career tracks are components of 

happiness. Since many (or most) components of happiness are not prac-

tically attainable, this supreme good is too rich in content. This happi-

ness eludes us vanishing from our reach even as we attain some of its 

components.10  

Moreover, since Aristotle identified the supreme good with hap-

piness, Maritain understood that Aristotle identified happiness with the 

joy that accompanies the acquisition of a good, that is to say, with the 

subjective aspect of attaining the supreme good.11 This personal happi-

ness, when it is desired and loved as the supreme end, is desired and 

                                                
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid., 36. 
10 Ibid., 48. 
11 Ibid. 
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loved for the sake of the person whom it perfects.12 In loving my happi-

ness as my supreme good, my love entraps me in a love of self from 

which I cannot be delivered.13 Aristotle’s notion of happiness turns his 

ethics into egoism. 

Maritain criticizes Aristotle for failing to identify some final 

good thing beyond purely human happiness. 

Aristotle was right to seek in . . . the happiness towards which we 

tend not by choice but by necessity of nature the point of depar-
ture of ethics. But when it comes to the point of arrival, and the 

determination of what the true happiness of man consists in, the 

happiness towards which we must tend by free choice, then he 

sees neither that this true happiness is in fact something beyond 
purely human happiness, nor that it is itself ordered to a Good 

which is better and loved more than any happiness.14  

Maritain intends a metaphysical criticism here. The Aristotelian 

supreme good (or happiness) consists of enjoying a set of human goods 

that does not include any supra-human goods. With the philosophical 

tools he had at hand, Aristotle could have reasoned to a good that is 

better and more lovable than human happiness, and Maritain laments 

this failure.15  

The Christian Absolute Ultimate End  

Reorders Priorities 

The proposition that God is the end of man is divine revelation 

and absolutely true for Maritain. However, it is a fact or datum of faith 

rather than reason.16 Elements of faith belong to the province of theolo-

                                                
12 Ibid., 49. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 50–51. 
15 Reasoning, since there are immaterial supra-human goods that are superior to man 
and the run of human goods, man’s rational appetite once having glimpsed such higher 
goods would then desire to possess them. Cf. Ron Ramsing, “A Critique of Aristotelian 
Ethics of Happiness and Enlightenment Ethics,” Illuminare 7:1 (2001): 11–18. 
16 Maritain, Moral Philosophy, 76. 
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gy, whereas elements of reason belong to philosophy. The evidential 

bases of these disciplines differ greatly and Maritain here consciously 

brings a theological premise into his philosophy. 

The direct union of beatitude is beyond human capacity because 

of the infinite transcendence of God over man. Beatitude, not a part of 

the natural order, is a part of the supernatural order and a gift of divine 

grace when it appears in the natural order.17  

Maritain, in light of the priority held by God, says that the first 

demand and condition of moral rectitude is to love the good more than 

happiness and that Aristotle failed to see this distinction between the 

good and happiness when he (perhaps under the influence of egoism) 

identified the good as happiness.18 Aristotelian happiness locked one 

into a love of self.  

Beatitude is loved but God is to be loved more. Beatitude can on-

ly be really and truly loved if it is loved in and for the love of God. My 

happiness, which I naturally and necessarily desire, has been dethroned 

or subordinated to something better and more lovable.19 Christian mo-

rality is a morality of the divine good supremely loved and thus a mo-

rality of beatitude.20 

Grace and Supernatural Realities  

Reconfigure Relations between God and Man 

Maritain characterized the mystery of the incarnation as the de-

scent of the divine plenitude into human nature. It is not limited simply 

to the conception of Jesus in His mother’s womb. For Maritain, grace 

and an entire order of “supernatural realities,” even a “new order of 

being,” impacts human freedom, actions, and finality. This new order is 

                                                
17 Ibid. 
18 Ibid., 77. 
19 Ibid., 78. 
20 Ibid., 79. 
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not physically evident but is manifest to intelligence as essentially dis-

tinct from the order of nature and as perfecting the order of nature.  

How does Maritain describe the properties of this new order? 

These “supernatural realities,” which are beyond created nature, signify 

a perfecting participation in a gratuitous divine communication. Nature 

here is not closed in upon itself but is perfected by grace, which height-

ens nature in its own activities and elevates nature to the life and activi-

ty of an order beyond its own human capacity.21 (Did not the good Sa-

maritan act with a compassion beyond nature and custom?) 

What are these “supernatural realities?” There are dispositions in 

man that are too weak or humble to constitute virtues or strengths in the 

purely human order. Yet, in the divine order and as gifts of grace di-

rected to the divine Good as their object, faith, hope, and charity unite 

the human soul to the divine Good. Faith is the adherence of the intel-

lect to an object (God) that is not seen. Hope is confidence in one (God) 

more powerful than oneself. And, charity is love of God and neighbor. 

Unlike the nature-based moral virtues of courage and temperance, no 

one of these divine virtues consists in a mean between extremes of ex-

cess and defect: one never believes too much in God nor puts too much 

hope in God nor loves God too much. Man can now live by virtues 

rooted in God and follow a path that leads beyond philosophic happi-

ness to God. Ultimately, the perfection of human life depends upon 

charity, the highest divine virtue.22  

Grace Develops a Friendship between  

God and Man 

Maritain believed that faith, hope, and charity can root the Chris-

tian’s life in the divine life and that the Aristotelian virtue “friendship” 

applies to the dynamic God-man relationship.  

                                                
21 Ibid., 79–80. 
22 Ibid., 80. 
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The notion of friendship requires a degree of equality between its 

participants. Yet, although Jesus calls some of his followers his friends, 

one wonders how a love of friendship can possibly exist between the 

transcendent God and man? Now, God communicates various gifts 

such as faith, hope, and charity, which raise man to the supernatural 

order and give him a share in the very life and goods of God. This shar-

ing of goods produces the community of life that constitutes a relation-

ship of friendship properly so-called.23  

Received divine charity-love, if fruitful, flows from God to us 

and then from us to God and all other men whom God also calls to be 

his friends. In this way, love of God and love of the brethren are one 

charity-love upon which Christianity makes the whole moral life de-

pend. The twin precepts to love God and brethren form a single precept 

that characterizes the divine life of grace that can begin here and now 

and extend all the way to beatitude.24  

There is a major reversal in the making of the saint or moral he-

ro. The Christian saint is not a Superman formed by his own agency. 

The Christian saint, whose life is no less rational for its dependence on 

grace, draws his life from supernatural charity by throwing his weak-

ness open to the divine plenitude. The perfection of human life is no 

longer conceived in terms of humanly attainable wisdom and virtue but 

is the grace-given perfection of charity from which no one is excluded 

except by his own refusal.25 Christianity reveals to us that the ultimate 

fulfillment to which our poor life proceeds is to possess God thanks to 

grace while neither exalting our natural potentialities nor underestimat-

ing the dignity of our nature.26 Aristotle praised the friendships that 

obtain among men and women of high moral character. Yet happiness 

enriched by friendship remains merely human. On the other hand, 

                                                
23 Ibid., 81–82. 
24 Ibid., 83. 
25 Ibid., 83–85. 
26 Ibid., 84–85. 
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God’s human friends begin relationships with God that aspire to full 

communion in heaven. 

Maritain’s Notion of Man’s Final End 

What did Maritain learn from Aristotle regarding man’s final 

end? The Aristotelian supreme end appears to have been in itself a be-

ing of reason (a set of means or actions) that lacks a unified essence and 

a real existence. The supreme end came to be pursued in terms of its 

subjective side in a way that yields egoism which in turn disrespects the 

rights of others and is incompatible with the virtue of justice (also an 

element of happiness). The objective side of the supreme end was not 

developed. With happiness defined in terms of personal fulfillment, the 

possible ways of a fulfillment are too variable and numerous to consti-

tute a definite and stable goal. Also, this notion of happiness, since it 

functions as both sovereign and supreme end, tends toward a vicious 

circle. Maritain learned that an infra-human supreme end is fraught 

with difficulties. 

Christianity’s distinction of a superior objective end (God) and a 

lesser subjective end (being with God) facilitated overcoming the prob-

lem of egoism. The recognition that the absolute ultimate end is infi-

nitely better and more lovable than the subjective ultimate end elevates 

love of the absolute ultimate end over love of the subjective ultimate 

end and subordinates love of personal happiness and self to love of 

God. If one were to reverse the priorities and love the subjective ulti-

mate end in and for itself, rather than love the absolute ultimate end in 

and for itself, one would de-link oneself from the absolute ultimate end 

and fail entirely to reach the ultimate end. The subjective ultimate end 

or beatitude is loved truly only if it is loved in and for love of the abso-

lute ultimate end or God. Maritain’s distinctions remove ambiguity and 

recognize charity’s hierarchic ordering of man’s love for God. 

Did Maritain justify the use of theological terms in his moral phi-

losophy? Maritain explained that where faith, hope, charity, and the like 
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are integrated into the substance of the moralist’s reflection, either one 

could ignore these factors of moral experience and elaborate an impov-

erished theory of action or one could embrace them in discussion and 

elaborate a fully dimensional moral philosophy that would depend in 

diverse ways on both faith and reason.27 Now, Maritain knew that Aris-

totle’s use of reason unaided by faith in regard to defining happiness 

had failed. And, since he wished to render fair consideration to his 

grace-enriched moral experience, Maritain defined the end of man in 

his moral philosophy using the appropriate terms and characterized his 

moral philosophy as “moral philosophy adequately considered.” 

Why did Maritain invoke the incarnation in his discussion of 

man’s end? The incarnation brought God into humanity. Christ’s sacri-

fice on the cross made satisfaction for the sin of Adam and redeemed 

men from sin. Has divine intervention changed man, his moral activity, 

and his finality? The divine intervention elevated human life and rede-

fined human finality. Man could now live by virtues rooted in God, and 

the end of resurrected men and women is now being with God in Para-

dise.  
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SUMMARY 

This essay considers man’s perennial search for the meaning of life, specifically in its 
philosophical (Aristotelian) formulation namely as the pursuit of happiness, and how 
Christianity radically redefined the issue. Jacques Maritain began his philosophical 

analysis on the basis of Aristotle’s analysis because he regards Aristotle’s position as 
the finest fruit of reason even though it fails. Maritain’s analysis supplements Aristo-
tle’s with man’s experience of the Incarnation and the Christian’s experience of faith, 
hope, and charity. Jesus promised the good thief “Today thou shalt be with me in para-
dise” (Luke 23:43) and thereby identified God as man’s objective end. Jacques Mari-
tain’s reflection employs rational concepts drawn from reason and theological concepts 

                                                
27 Ibid., 85–86. 
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taken from theology, adequately considered the issue, and constitutes a Christian philo-
sophical treatment of the end of man. 
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SILENCE AND  

THE AUDIBILITY OF THE WORD:  
CONTEMPLATIVE LISTENING AS A FUNDAMENTAL 

ACT OF THE NEW EVANGELIZATION.  

PART 1: AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF LISTENING 
 

 

One of the major themes of Pope John Paul II’s pontificate, the 

new evangelization, is realized in what he calls contemplating the face 

of Christ.1 For, “Christ is the supreme teacher, the revealer and the one 

revealed. It is not just a question of learning what he taught, but of 

learning him”; simply put, Christ is the “true program of the Christian 

life.”2 To learn Christ, however, one contemplates his face with Mary 

by “listening in the Spirit to the Father’s voice, since ‘no one knows the 

Son except the Father’ (Mt. 11:27).”3 What does this have to do with 

                                                
*This article is a (slightly revised) fragment of: J. Marianne Siegmund, The Human 
Person as Silent Listener, S.T.L. Dissertation, directed by Adrian J. Walker (The 
Pontifical John Paul II Institute for Studies on Marriage and Family, The Catholic 

University of America, 2004). 
1 John Paul II refers to this theme in several of his writings. Some of the Holy Fa-
ther’s works, which develop this theme of contemplating the face of Christ include 
the following: Novo Millennio Ineunte (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 2001), 
#15–20, 23–25, 28, 59; Rosarium Virginis Mariae (Boston: Pauline Books and Me-
dia, 2002), #9–10, 15; Ecclesia de Eucharistia (Boston: Pauline Books and Media, 
2003), #53. 
2 John Paul II, Rosarium Virginis Mariae, #14, 26. 
3 Ibid., #18. 
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the new evangelization? The answer is that it is precisely through this 

contemplative listening that one makes Christ “audible” to the world.4 

Indeed, my article will argue that this act of making Christ audible 

through contemplative listening is a fundamental act of the new evan-

gelization. 

In order to highlight some of the profound implications of this 

claim, I need to show that contemplative listening to Christ is the inner 

character of the reception of what Gaudium et Spes #22 refers to as 

Christ’s revelation of man to himself.5 So much so, in fact, that this 

contemplative listening becomes a defining feature of the human person 

as Christologically revealed. Ultimately, this is because the human per-

son enters into the truth of his being by participating in the Son’s own 

eternal being as contemplative listener. By the same token, it is in our 

being contemplative listeners in the event of encountering Christ that 

Christ, in his inmost being, and therefore, the Trinity, is presented to 

the world. This, I maintain, is the core of the new evangelization. 

In the present work, then, I shall develop the assertion that Christ 

reveals man to himself as a listener. Listening is, as I will argue, a fun-

damental constitutive feature of the human person. By listening I mean 

a silent “letting be” that reveals the ontological depth of the person. 

Now, it is in the encounter with Christ that the person is revealed as a 

                                                
4 One has only to note that a Doctor of the Church since 1997, St. Therese of Li-
sieux, who was a cloistered, contemplative nun, was declared Patronness of the 
Missions by Pope Pius XI on December 14, 1927. Therese de l’Enfant-Jesus et de la 
Sainte-Face, Histoire d’une ame: manuscrits autobiographiques (Editions du Cerf et 
Desclee De Brouwer, 1972), 326. 
5 “Christus, novissimus Adam, in ipsa revelatione mysterii Patris Eiusque amoris, 
hominem ipsi homini plene manifestat eique altissimam eius vocationem patefacit.” 
[Christ, the new Adam, in the revelation of the mystery of the Father and his love, 
fully reveals man to himself and brings to light his most high calling].” While pate-
facit is idiomatically translated as “brings to light,” it literally means, “opens” or 
“lays open.” Christ “lays open” man’s calling, as we shall argue, at his death on the 
Cross. “Gaudium et Spes,” in Sacrosanctum Oecumenicum Concilium Vaticanum II: 
Constitutiones Decreta Declarationes (Citta Del Vaticano: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 

1993), #22. 
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listener based upon the model of the personhood of Jesus Christ, the 

eternal Listener. For, as I will argue, “letting be,” or listening, is rooted 

in the Son’s eternal being within the Blessed Trinity.  

In part one of my arguing for contemplative listening as a fun-

damental act of the new evangelization, I will explicate the anthropo-

logical dimension of listening. That Christ reveals man to himself as 

listener claims something about the depth of man’s nature as such. To 

elucidate this anthropological depth, I develop the notion that the hu-

man person is capax Dei. St. Augustine explains man’s capacity for 

God in terms of desire, noting that man “wishes to praise” God.6 In 

other words, the human person can be fulfilled only in praising God: 

“he cannot be content unless he praises You.”7 What, then, is the char-

acter of desire such that it can be fulfilled only in praising God? The 

answer is that desire is the yearning that the Infinite, who is God, would 

dictate the conditions of one’s own happiness. To be capax Dei, then, is 

to desire to receive the fullness of oneself from God—it is the “aware-

ness” that one’s fulfillment is truly fulfilling precisely because it in-

volves being possessed by God, who remains always greater. Another 

way of saying this is to assert that to be a capax Dei is to be a prayerful 

yearning to have the Infinite intervene in one’s life to dictate the condi-

tions of one’s own fulfillment. In this anthropological notion of desire, 

man’s freedom encounters his truth only in encountering Christ, who is 

that secretly hoped for intervention of the Infinite. 

My contention in part one, then, is that the powerful yearning 

implied in the notion of capax Dei can be aptly described as an obedi-

ent readiness to listen to the Word. In encountering the Word made 

flesh, the human person thus enters into the inmost truth of his being—

as a listener.  

* 

                                                
6 Augustine, Confessions, I, 1, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin (New York: Viking Penguin 
Inc., 1985). 
7 Ibid. 
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Silence has a negative connotation in our culture today. Indeed, 

society seeks to eradicate silence by filling public places, such as res-

taurants or airports, with noise. A reflective person, however, will read-

ily agree that noise is bad for the soul and that each person needs mo-

ments and spaces of silence. In my arguing for contemplative listening 

as a fundamental act of the new evangelization, I want to articulate that 

silence represents more than a psychological need. I argue, in fact, that 

silence is constitutive of the very being of the human person. This si-

lence is, at bottom, a listening: both to other persons, with whom one 

exists in communion, and to God.8 

Because I claim that silence constitutes the ontological depth of 

the person, my initial task is to show its anthropological dimension. The 

first step (Section 1) is to explain silence in terms of listening, for it is 

attentive perception to the presence of another, which can be described 

as love in the form of an obedient readiness to receive the other.9 I as-

sert, however, that listening is more than two people actively willing to 

communicate; in fact, listening is primarily an ontological reality that 

constitutes the human person as such. My second point, then, is to ex-

plain (Section 2) that listening illustrates the nature of the person before 

it describes any action that one does. To illustrate my second point, I 

rely upon Hans Urs von Balthasar’s analysis of the dialogue philoso-

phers in Theo-logic II: Truth of God.10 Next (Section 3), I consider 

Augustine’s notion of the internal word, which is a judgment that con-

                                                
8 The very act of speech signifies that the person exists in relation; another person is 

already present in the idea of communication itself. Josef Pieper, Abuse of Lan-
guage-Abuse of Power, trans. Lothar Krauth (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 16. 
9 In light of my understanding of listening as obedient readiness, it is interesting to 
note the etymology of the word “obey.” It is a combination of the preposition ob, 
meaning “toward” and –oedire, which is akin to audire, the word for “hear.” Given 
the etymology, then, I note that the two words, “listen” and “obey,” are practically 
synonymous. 
10 Hans Urs von Balthasar, Theo-logic II: Truth of God, trans. Adrian J. Walker 

(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2004). 
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forms to the Word.11 His understanding of the internal word shall pro-

vide me with the assistance I need to claim the ontological depth of the 

person, who is a created word in the Word. The final point of my analy-

sis (Section 4) is to show that, in my own interpretation of Augustine’s 

internal word, I shall postulate that natural desire lies at the core of the 

person as an obedient readiness to hear the Word Incarnate. 

Section 1: Silence Is Listening 

In the world of today, silence is thought of as an absence of noise 

or of speech. This “absence” is then typically regarded as something 

negative: as boring, sterile, or the sign of a failure to assert oneself. In 

reality, however, silence is not simply the expression of an absence. 

True silence is never just the external absence of sound or noise; true 

silence is a presence of attention.12 For example, a person alone on top 

of a mountain may be physically surrounded by silence, but distracted 

within, thus preventing the listening presence of the moment to teach 

him. On the other hand, the solitary climber on the mountain, if he is 

truly silent, listens attentively to reality because he is alive to the beauty 

around him. 

In The Nature and Mission of Theology, Joseph Cardinal 

Ratzinger offers a few comments about silence. Rather than summariz-

ing his thought, I simply focus upon a couple of sentences, which help 

me capture the breadth and depth of silence as listening. The key point 

of Ratzinger’s remarks affirms that listening is an inward attention that 

transforms. Two sentences are particularly striking: “[L]istening must 

be the medium of an encounter; this encounter is the condition of an 

                                                
11 Augustine, The Trinity, IX, 2, 12, trans. Edmund Hill, O.P., ed. John E. Rotelle, 
O.S.A. (Brooklyn: New City Press, 1991). To support my claims, I shall depend 
upon Book IX of this work, while indicating in occasional footnotes that other 
Augustinian texts lend themselves to the interpretations I suggest. 
12 The distinction between silence as the absence of sound and silence as the pres-
ence of attention suggests that, while all silence is not listening, all listening is, in 

fact, silence. 
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inner contact which leads to mutual comprehension. Reciprocal under-

standing, finally, deepens and transforms the being of the interlocu-

tors.”13 Ratzinger’s remarks from The Nature and Mission of Theology 

shall serve as a springboard to highlight three particular aspects of si-

lence as listening, which comprise my own unfolding of his text. In my 

presentation, I also refer sporadically to other authors. 

The first characteristic of silence as listening is that it is a waiting 

directed toward another by still, attentive perception toward the other’s 

presence. If listening is the method or condition of an encounter, as 

Ratzinger so indicates, then its initial act must be one of waiting. 

A second characteristic that I may ascribe to silence as listening 

builds upon the aspect of other-directed waiting, for such waiting im-

plies readiness to receive the other. This readiness indicates a willing-

ness to welcome the other in the other’s whole being. 

While the second dimension of silence emphasizes the listener 

who welcomes the other, the third dimension highlights the reciprocity 

of this welcoming. Dialogue is not just an alternation of speaking and 

listening; it is most fundamentally about what Ratzinger calls a “mutual 

comprehension.”14 In fact, mutual comprehension is a shared attitude of 

being turned toward one another in an event of exchange that takes both 

people by surprise.15 This mutual comprehension is what “deepens and 

                                                
13 Joseph Ratzinger, The Nature and Mission of Theology: Essays to Orient Theology 
in Today’s Debates, trans. Adrian Walker (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1995), 33. 

My understanding of silence or listening is comparable to what Guardini calls 
“inward presence.” Romano Guardini, Preparing Yourself for Mass (Manchester, NH: 
Sophia Institute Press, 1997), 20. 
14 Ratzinger, The Nature and Mission of Theology, 33. Max Picard has a similar 
observation. He speaks of silence as an encounter in which one’s “inner contact” of 
anticipation and desire “leads to mutual comprehension.” Max Picard, The World of 
Silence, trans. Stanley Godman (South Bend, IN: Gateway Editions, Ltd., 1952), 95–
96. 
15 Ratzinger, The Nature and Mission of Theology, 34. This “being turned toward” 
another is perfectly expressed in the Son, who is “turned toward” the Father: 

“ .” Literally, this translates as, “and the Word was 

toward God,” although  may also be translated as “with.” Novum Testamentum 
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transforms” those who participate in it.16 Thus, “after the act of listen-

ing, I am another man, my own being is enriched and deepened because 

it is united with the being of the other and, through it, with the being of 

the world.”17 From these dimensions of silence, it follows that listening 

silence means that one becomes a space for the other, and vice versa. 

Listening silence is a form of communication, in which the listener 

gives his being by receiving that of the other. 

Section 2: Listening Is Constitutive of the Person 

In the foregoing analysis, I spoke of silence, which is attentive 

presence as deep as listening. I described this listening primarily in 

terms of conscious acts of two personal beings. But, listening is not 

simply a conscious activity. Listening is also—and primarily—an onto-

logical reality that constitutes the human person as such. In order to 

substantiate listening’s ontological dimension, I first develop the notion 

of mutuality with which I concluded section one, inasmuch as it points 

to an event embracing and transcending the conversation partners in 

their simultaneity. The early and mid-twentieth century “philosophers 

of dialogue,” such as Martin Buber, Franz Rosenzweig, and Ferdinand 

Ebner, suggest how this type of dialogical event is in some way the 

constitutive matrix of personal existence. A brief survey of their 

thought will thus help me progress toward locating silence within the 

core of the person. For my discussion of the dialogicians, I rely upon 

Hans Urs von Balthasar’s perceptive analysis in his Theo-logic II: 

Truth of God.18 Among the dialogicians, one in particular, Franz 

Rosenzweig, will be especially pertinent to my argument. 

                                                
Graece, ed. Eberhard and Erwin Nestle, with Barbara and Kurt Aland (Stuttgart, 
Germany: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1999), Jn. 1:1. 
16 Ratzinger, The Nature and Mission of Theology, 33. 
17 Ibid. 
18 von Balthasar, Theo-logic II: Truth of God. For the full text of the dialogicians, 
including von Balthasar’s discussion of Franz Rosenzweig, see ibid., 23–29. Sever-

al titles of Rosenzweig have recently been translated into English. Note especially 
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Rosenzweig explains that the speaker is always first a listener, 

since he cannot speak unless he is first addressed; and, if he has always 

already been addressed, he has always already listened.19 

Rosenzweig defines the human person as one who exists in dia-

logue. He does so by emphasizing the gift-character of speech: “in 

‘spoken exchange’, in which the event of dialogue is withdrawn from 

the power of both partners and is granted to them only as a gift, what 

occurs is not merely an interpersonal revelation, but one accorded to 

both ‘from above’.”20 For Rosenzweig, then, the speech event “comes 

down from above,” meaning that it is something that transcends, em-

braces, and makes possible the dialogical mutuality of “I” and “thou.”21 

Rosenzweig’s emphasis on the gift-character of speech under-

scores the radicality of the dialogical event. The person exists enfolded 

within an already occurring dialogical exchange. He has always already 

been addressed by “the thou who calls” him.22 Indeed, he has always 

already been addressed as a “thou” and only as such has he found him-

self as an “I.” Only, this “I” exists, from its very roots, “with” the 

“thou.” In this sense, Rosenzweig can be read as saying that, constitut-

ed within the speech event, the person is generated as one who has al-

ways already listened and, in listening, opened himself to the presence 

of the other. Thus, even though Rosenzweig does not speak the onto-

logical language of traditional metaphysics, nonetheless, he shows that 

listening as communication is at the very root of personal being. 

Because dialogue begins “from above,” it has a reality of its own 

that transcends—yet encompasses—both “I” and “thou.” The “third-

                                                
the following: Philosophical and Theological Writings, trans. Paul W. Franks and 
Michael Morgan (Indianapolis: Hacket Publishing Co., Inc., 2000), and On Jewish 
Learning, ed. Nahum N. Glatzer, trans. William Wolf (Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press, 2002). 
19 von Balthasar, Theo-logic II: Truth of God, 23. 
20 Ibid., 24–25. 
21 Ibid., 25. 
22 Ibid. Picard asserts the ontological dimension of silence as well, for he states that 

it “belongs to the basic structure of man.” Picard, The World of Silence, 15. 
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ness” of the speech event ensures that what I am calling listening 

somehow constitutes the person. To be a person means to be constituted 

in the dialogical speech event as one who has been addressed.23 Once 

again, if the person has been addressed, he is, at an ontological level—

though the dialogicians do not speak in such terms—a listener.24 In one 

respect, I need to go beyond the dialogicians, who do not speak in onto-

logical categories. In this manner, they threaten to let the speech event 

lose its priority over human action and collapse into a project of con-

structive will. By providing ontological categories, however, I seek to 

preserve the dialogicians’ own insight: namely, that listening consti-

tutes the human person in a way that simultaneously enriches tradition-

al ontology. 

Von Balthasar observes here that the mutuality of the dialogical 

speech event gives the “I”–“thou” relation a constitutive openness to 

something like a transcendent grounding. Although, as von Balthasar 

notes, the dialogicians’ own theological commitments are sometimes 

ambiguous, mutual listening constitutes persons against the backdrop of 

a divine Word. Developing this insight, one could say that God not only 

speaks the human person into being, but also speaks him into being 

within a dialogically structured communion. Being spoken into being 

by God is important because the creatureliness of man in the speech 

event is needed to secure the ontological depth of listening. 

Listening-as-communication is not only something one does, but 

also, and more importantly, as the dialogicians imply, listening is some-

thing that one is precisely because one has always already been ad-

dressed and has listened, within the dialogical speech event. But, to 

speak of the person as constituted within the dialogical event seems in 

tension with some forms of traditional metaphysics that posit relation as 

                                                
23 von Balthasar, Theo-logic II: Truth of God, 24. 
24 Since the dialogicians believe they aim at the most radical dimension of the per-
son, they concern themselves with what I would consider ontology, though they do 

not apply this term; for them, “ontology” is static. 
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external to one’s being.25 In fact, relation cannot be so construed; the 

dialogue philosophers are correct to point beyond the Aristotelian no-

tion of relation as accidental to show that it is internal, in that listening 

is at the core of the person. However, the dialogicians err in not using 

ontological terminology because, unless one has some underlying sense 

of being, the notion of creation vanishes. With section three, then, I 

sketch Augustine’s understanding of the internal word in order to sug-

gest its dialogical implications, and so to point to the reconciliation and 

mutual transformation of ontology with the dialogical event. 

Section 3: The “Verbum Interius” and  

Man’s Being as Dialogue 

Before using Augustine as a resource for my project, I have to 

consider the objection that Augustine is the champion of a monological 

view of the person expressed, so it is said, in the “psychological analo-

gy” of the Trinity. Indeed, this “psychological analogy” has led many 

critics of Augustine to claim that he has given rise to a “modern self,” 

particularly in the “res cogitans of Rene Descartes.”26 Nevertheless, 

“contemporary theological critique,” which accuses Augustine of “in-

wardness,” actually distorts, according to Michael Hanby, his Trinitari-

an doctrine.27 Hanby asserts that one prominent critic of Augustine, 

Charles Taylor, offers an explication of “Augustinian ‘inwardness’ 

                                                
25 For Aristotle, since “everything except primary substances is either predicable of 
a primary substance or present in a primary substance,” and, since primar y sub-

stances are “the entities which underlie everything else,” relation is not a substance, 
but an accident. Aristotle, Organon, 2a 33–34, 2b 15–17, in The Basic Works of 
Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York: Random House, Inc., 1941). Aristotle 
speaks of relation as one of the nine accidents in chapter seven of this same work 
(6a 36–8b 24). 
26 Michael Hanby, Augustine and Modernity, Radical Orthodoxy Series (New York: 
Routledge, 2003), 6. For an extensive treatment of these debates, see chapter one of 
his book. 
27 Ibid., 13. 
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[that] largely neglects” an authentic reading of his Trinitarianism.28 On 

the other hand, Hanby maintains that, rather than opposing Augustine 

and the Cappadocians as most often happens to Augustine’s disad-

vantage, a vein of similarity exists between them; both have an inter-

personal dimension in their understanding of the Trinity.29 Thus, I aim 

to suggest, although unable to develop it in full, an interpretation of 

Augustine that endorses the dialogical and communal nature of the 

person as listener. 

In an article on the Holy Spirit as Communio, Cardinal Ratzinger 

confirms the interpersonal interpretation of Augustine, which Hanby 

aims to defend.30 His key assertion is that, because the Father and the 

Son are united in the Holy Spirit, the nature of God is intrinsically per-

sonal. Some of Ratzinger’s particularly striking texts, which attest to 

the Spirit’s essence as “the communio of Father and Son,” are the fol-

lowing.31 The “mediation of Father and Son comes to full unity” when 

it is seen as communio, as the Third Person of the Trinity.32 The Father 

and the Son are united in the Holy Spirit precisely because, if their 

“mediation back into unity” was not another person, it “would break up 

                                                
28 Ibid. Hanby records a passage from Augustine that Charles Taylor uses to sup-

port his accusation of Augustine’s inwardness: “Do not go outward; return within 
yourself. In the inward man dwells truth.” Augustine, De Vera Relig., XXXIX.72, 
quoted in Hanby, Augustine and Modernity, 8. 
29 Hanby defends Augustine against the charge of an inwardness that distorts God’s 
self-communication by arguing the exact opposite: Augustine’s very “starting 
point” is, in fact, “always a response to God’s self-communication.” Hanby bases 
such a claim on the fact that, because “Augustinianism begins and ends in prayer,” 
and prayer is a response to God, one may not validly maintain that his Trinitarian 

theology lacks an interpersonal dimension. Von Balthasar likewise advocates that 
Augustine’s “central work, The Confessions, [is] an utterance of himself to God in 
the form of prayer.” Hanby, Augustine and Modernity, 13–14; von Balthasar, Theo-
logic II: Truth of God, 29. 
30 Joseph Ratzinger, “The Holy Spirit as Communio: Concerning the Relationship of 
Pneumatology and Spirituality in Augustine,” Communio: International Catholic 
Review 25:2 (Summer, 1998): 324–339. 
31 Ibid., 327. 
32 Ibid. 
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the dialogue as dialogue,” for dialogue is confirmed by both returning 

“into unity.”33 Ratzinger helps to show, then, that the role of the Holy 

Spirit as communio reveals an interpersonal dimension of the Trinity. 

Because the Spirit is the unity of Father and Son, who is described as 

“person as unity, unity as person,” the nature of God is intrinsically 

personal.34 

There is, to be sure, an intrapersonal dimension to Augustine’s 

psychological analogy. However, the intrapersonal analogy of the 

Trinity presupposes an interpersonal dimension. But further, such an 

interpretation of Augustine seems to suggest the dialogical and com-

munal nature of the person as listener, for the purpose of the analogy is 

to explain how the human person can come to know the Trinity. Given 

the rendering of Augustine, which both Hanby and Ratzinger offer, a 

dialogical moment arises for the person, who is created as a word in the 

Word. Because Augustine asserts that God speaks man into being, the 

person is imago Dei as a word in the Word; there most certainly exists a 

dialogical interpretation of the human person in the writings of Augus-

tine.35 This dialogical interpretation of the person provides an ontologi-

cal grounding for listening, even though it is necessary to complement 

this grounding with an analysis of horizontal communion, which is 

intrinsic to the image of God in man. 

                                                
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 Augustine’s vertical view of dialogue is complemented by a horizontal one. For 
example, see: Augustine, “Tractates on the Gospel of John 1-10,” in Fathers of the 

Church, Vol. 78, trans. John W. Rettig (Washington, D.C: Catholic University of 
America Press, 1988): Tractate 1 On John 1:1-5; 12, 1; 16, 2; Tractate 5 On John 
1:33; 2. See also: Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, I, 13, 12, trans. D. W. Robert-
son, Jr. (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1958). Thomas also touches 
upon Augustine’s explanation of all things created through the Word. Thomas 
Aquinas, Commentary on the Gospel of St. John, Part I, Aquinas Scripture Series, Vol. 
4, trans. James A. Weisheipl with Fabian R. Larcher (Albany, NY: Magi Books, Inc., 
1980), Lecture 2, 71. Given the scope of this work, I simply note this fact, rather 

than develop it. 
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Rather than Augustine modeling the Trinity on the individual, 

personal soul as a solipsistic looking into oneself, one may interpret 

him in a manner that highlights man’s dynamism in his activity of fully 

realizing himself in God. And, one’s activity of realizing himself in 

God is itself a gift that has been given; man’s very response to this gift 

is also a gift. In other words, while it is truly an act on the part of man 

to realize himself in God, the very core of this action is located in the 

gift.36 “Selfhood is doxological. It is only through delight in Christ, a 

gift of the mutual delight between the Father and the Son, that ‘I’ can 

finally be myself.”37 Moreover, the human person is “constituted pre-

cisely in activity” because he has the gift of “effusive love” as his 

origin and his coming to be great is “a consequence of the Father’s love 

of the Son (which is also the Son’s love of the Father), being more fully 

realized in them.”38 

Now, highlighting man’s dynamism is relevant to my argument 

because self-realization as gift involves the internal word, which is the 

person’s own fulfillment of being the word God speaks him to be.39 

Although man generates the internal word, it is, more importantly, 

something given to him.40 In contradistinction to a solipsistic Augus-

tine, one finds a dynamic in this interpretation that reflects the person, 

spoken into being, as listener. 

I have just said that Augustine’s understanding of the human per-

son as the image of God sheds light on man’s dialogical nature. And, it 

                                                
36 Man’s response to the gift is itself modeled on Christ, the archetype of the hu-
man. In part two, I shall discuss Christ as the model for man.  
37 Hanby, Augustine and Modernity, 91. 
38 Ibid., 90–91. 
39 Augustine, The Trinity, IX, 2, 12. 
40 Ibid., IX, 2, 12–13. In Book IX, Augustine asserts the origin and gift-character of 
the internal word. It comes “in that eternal truth according to which all temporal 
things were made” (Ibid., IX, 2, 12). In creating the human person, God gives him 
the internal word as a gift and this gift distinguishes his very being as a being-
spoken-to, which enables him to respond. Thus, one’s response is an internal word 

and the internal word is listening because it reflects how he is created. 
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is precisely Augustine’s concept of the internal word, which reveals this 

dialogical nature because the human being is a “being-spoken to.” After 

defining the internal word, then, I summarize the role it plays in Augus-

tine’s system and its relevance for my argument: that the internal word 

is a reflection of how one is spoken into being by God’s Word. 

In order to maintain that the structure of the human person is lis-

tening, I briefly sketch Augustine’s understanding of the internal word 

from Book IX of The Trinity in light of the passage below. 

Thus it is that in that eternal truth according to which all tem-

poral things were made we observe with the eye of the mind the 

form according to which we are and according to which we do 
anything with true and right reason either in ourselves or in bod-

ies. And by this form we conceive true knowledge of things, 

which we have with us as a kind of word that we beget by utter-

ing inwardly, and that does not depart from us when it is born.41 

For Augustine, thinking is speaking, or producing an internal, 

spiritual word or judgment.42 But, in order to make a true judgment one 

relies on an absolute standard of truth, which comes from the mind of 

God. In this sense, every internal word that one begets by an inward 

utterance is a participation in the divine ideas.43 Since these divine ideas 

are contained in the Word, it is also a participation in the Word. 

The notion of the internal word plays a significant role in Augus-

tine’s system because it enables one to claim that the person’s very 

generation of an internal word is his participation in the Word, in whom 

he has been created. In the mind of God, there is, according to Augus-

tine, an idea of each person.44 When one forms an internal word, he 

makes a true judgment not only of God’s idea of the world, or of things 

in the world, but also he lives up to God’s idea of who he is, as a human 

person; for, the person is one who speaks the internal word in conformi-

                                                
41 Ibid. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
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ty with the divine mind expressed in the Word. Insofar as the internal 

word is formed “with true and right reason,” one conforms oneself to 

the reason of one’s own being.45 The internal word, then, can be under-

stood as a gift that “abides within” because, when one generates the 

internal word, he possesses himself—his word—according to the man-

ner in which the Word desires him to be.46 Thus, the internal word is 

significant because, when one utters the internal word, he echoes the 

fact that he is spoken into being by God himself, through his Word. 

Man’s participation in the Word shows how the “being spoken to” of 

the person brings word, or listening to the ontological core of his very 

nature. 

Having noted the significance of the internal word in Augustine’s 

system, exactly how does the person’s generation of the internal word 

specify his existence in an ontological act of listening? I have just ex-

plained that the internal word is a reflection of how the human person is 

spoken into being by God’s Word. And, since forming an internal word 

according to the mind of God is participating in the word God desires 

one to be, listening constitutes the human person. Augustine’s internal 

word, then, is not just an inner speaking, but also an inner listening 

because one’s generation of the inner word is his participation in the 

Word. But, to participate in the Word is to exist in an ontological act of 

listening. Thus, Augustine brings listening to the core of the person by 

showing how the internal word reflects God speaking one into being. 

Previously, I noted that the dialogicians improve on traditional 

ontology concerning relation; if the person is constituted in the dialogi-

cal speech event, then relation is internal to the person because he is 

open to another at the core of his being. Their absence of speaking on-

tologically, however, easily leads to the collapse of the speech event 

from gift into construction. In order to reconcile the dialogicians’ in-

                                                
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
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sight with ontological language, I again employ the assistance of Au-

gustine. 

Section 4: Man as a “Hearer of the Word” 

I have explained that Augustine understands the internal word as 

a judgment of the person in conformity with the ideas that exist in the 

Word.47 Moreover, to be in conformity with the Word indicates that the 

person fulfills himself as a word spoken by God in the Word, which 

suggests, as I have shown in section three, that listening constitutes the 

ontology of the human person.48 It remains, then, to show in this fourth 

section, that, in my interpretation of Augustine’s internal word, the 

human person’s natural desire for God lies at the core of the person as 

an obedient readiness to hear the Word. I develop the role of appetite in 

the generation of the internal word on the hypothesis that appetite cor-

responds to the natural desire for God (capax Dei). But, if appetite does 

correspond to natural desire, then one may claim that desire for God 

lies at the core of the person as an obedient readiness to hear the Word. 

Thus, in order to demonstrate that listening as communication specifies 

the person’s desire for God as an obedient readiness to hear the Word, I 

again appeal to Book IX of Augustine’s The Trinity.49 

Referring to Augustine’s text on the internal word in section 

three, this word is a judgment one makes which conforms to the ideas 

that exist in God’s mind.50 But further, the person fulfills himself as a 

word spoken by God in the Word.51 And, to be fulfilled in the Word 

implies that one’s generation of the internal word is itself a participa-

                                                
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 With this following section, I shall draw almost exclusively on the second chap-
ter of Book IX from Augustine’s work, The Trinity. 
50 Augustine, The Trinity, IX, 2, 12. 
51 Ibid. 
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tion in the Word.52 Because the person has been spoken into being by 

God, his ontological constitution is to be in communion with him as a 

participation in the Word. And, to participate in the Word by whom one 

is created implies that listening is constitutive of the person. The gener-

ation of an internal word is listening to the Word, or listening to the 

world in the Word. 

My next task is to confirm that man’s listening to the Word is a 

participation in the Word. In order to understand how the person’s lis-

tening is a participation in the Word, however, I need to explain the role 

of love in the formation of the inner word. “Before” the internal word is 

actually formed, love is at the origin of its formation as an appetite. In 

chapter two of Book IX, Augustine speaks of the inner word, begotten 

in love. He says: “This word is conceived in love of either the creature 

or the Creator.”53 Love is at the origin of the internal word, for Augus-

tine claims that it impels the birth of the word inside the person.54 My 

interpretation of this impulse of love is listening. It is precisely this 

listening which is at the core of one’s being because listening precedes 

the word as an appetite, for one is fully a little word who listens himself 

into being by participating in the divine Word. Because the human per-

son desires to be truly what God would have him be, the generation of 

the internal word occurs in a natural love of God that is a listening. 

Although some mistakenly claim that Augustine places love after 

the word, the issue is, in fact, more complex. Augustine sees love from 

two different perspectives. On the one hand, love is the matrix in which 

the word is formed and makes sense: “this word is conceived in love of 

                                                
52 One participates in the Word as a word because he is a reflection and a response 
to God’s creative act of calling him forth. Because God calls him forth, listening 
reveals the person as both a word and a listening of that word. Similarly, God 
utters the divine Word, but also the Word listens to the Word that he is. He pro-
ceeds from the Father by whom he is spoken and this corresponds to listening and 
silence in the human person. 
53 Augustine, The Trinity, IX, 2, 13. 
54 Ibid. 



J. Marianne Siegmund 602 

either the creature or the Creator.”55 On the other hand, love is focused 

activity of the will that presupposes an articulated word: “love, like 

something in the middle, joins together our word and the mind it is 

begotten from, and binds itself in with them as a third element in a non-

bodily embrace, without any confusion.”56 One may interpret this dis-

tinction in the following way. Love in the first sense, as the matrix in 

which the word is formed, is actually an ontological silence in the sense 

of a constitutive readiness or obedience. The second aspect, however, 

is—at least ideally—a conscious recapitulation of the first.57 Thus, one 

finds a link to the notion of natural desire as obedient readiness because 

the movement of love, from the first aspect to the second through the 

word, is an expression of the desire to be a participation in the Word 

uttered into being through the Word. Therefore, one may claim that 

listening is the innate, ontological desire of man that God speak to him. 

Augustine’s two-fold understanding of love highlights how the 

human person is characterized by listening. If one’s generation of an 

internal word is an interior echo of his being spoken into being, then 

one may conclude that the word (speech) coincides with “silent” recep-

tivity of one’s very being as a word-like participation in the Word; in-

deed, it reflects how one is created. Thus, love is both the root of the 

internal word and the person’s desire to participate in the Word. But, in 

my interpretation of Augustine, one’s desire to participate in the Word 

is the same as the natural desire to see God. I interpret this natural de-

                                                
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
57 I illustrate Augustine’s two-fold distinction of love with a quick glance toward 

the Blessed Trinity. The Father begets the Son in Love, who is the Holy Spirit. The 
Word is begotten in Love. And, it is precisely the Holy Spirit (Love) who “binds 
together” the Father and the Son, from whom he is spirated as from a single princi-
ple. Note, as well, a Conciliar statement from Lyons II: “We confess faithfully and 
devoutly that the Holy Spirit proceeds eternally from Father and Son, not as from 
two principles but from one, not by two spirations but by one only.” The Second 
General Council of Lyons: Constitution on the Blessed Trinity and on the Catholic 
Faith (1274), #321, in The Christian Faith: Doctrinal Documents of the Catholic 

Church, ed. J. Neuner, S.J., and J. Dupuis, S.J. (New York: Alba House, 1990). 
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sire as the obedient readiness to hear the Word. And, if man’s natural 

desire to see God is the same as obedient readiness, one may claim that 

listening constitutes the human person. 

Although modern critics have argued that Augustine’s Trinitarian 

theology is monological, I have shown, with the help of Hanby, 

Ratzinger, and Augustine, himself, that one may articulate the opposite 

position. Augustine’s concept of the internal word gives rise to a more 

dialogical account of the human person, for it demonstrates how one is 

spoken into being as a word by the Word. This dialogical interpretation 

of the human person spoken into being by God provides an ontological 

grounding for listening, despite the fact that it needs to be complement-

ed with a horizontal analysis of man in communion with others. Specif-

ically, Augustine helps one to see that one’s very generation of the in-

ternal word, conceived in the love of God, is his participation in the 

Word. And, one’s participation in the Word is the ontological act of 

listening. Because I have interpreted the internal word as one’s natural 

desire for God—which is an obedient readiness to hear the Word—

love, as the matrix in which the word is formed, is an ontological listen-

ing as a constitutive readiness or obedience. 

While Augustine focuses upon the person as spoken into being 

by God, the dialogicians locate listening at the ontological core of the 

human person as such. Maintaining that the speech event embraces, yet 

transcends, those in conversation, they argue that it constitutes the ma-

trix of one’s existence. With both the dialogicians’ claim that listening 

lies at the ontological core of the human person and Augustine’s ac-

count of man as spoken into being by God, I may assert my central 

argument: listening constitutes the human person as an obedient readi-

ness to hear and to obey the Incarnate Word.  

Because listening is located at the level of one’s existence, man’s 

deepest being is an ontological readiness to receive and obey God’s 

Word. It is precisely this desire that is the heart of what is meant by 

“natural desire” to see God. At the core of the person, there is not just a 



J. Marianne Siegmund 604 

restless striving for the infinite, but also there is a remaining “serenely-

listeningly” in God’s hands, at his disposal. Augustine helps to show, 

therefore, that the human person exists as a created word who has been 

given the word he is by being called into existence; such ontology radi-

ates the love of God in the person’s very structure.  

The Christian understands his “existence as answer to the word, 

the logos that bears up and holds all things.”58 For, he is “a being called 

(by grace) to hear and believe God’s Word. But, as part of this call, he 

is also summoned to proclaim this Word ‘even to the very ends of the 

world’.”59 And, man proclaims the word by being a word; it is precisely 

in his encounter with the Word made flesh that man enters into the in-

most truth of his being—he is a listener in the eternal Listener, Jesus 

Christ, who is the model for man’s listening.  

Conclusion 

The above analysis shows the ontological depth of listening in 

the human person. This ontological depth automatically opens to reve-

lation, because it is ultimately a readiness to hear God’s Word. The 

dialogicians point to this ontological depth even though they do not use 

ontological categories, for they claim that the human person exists in 

dialogue. In fact, they hold that listening so constitutes the person that it 

describes who he is, before it says what he does. The dialogicians, then, 

are helpful in their characterization of the person as constituted by the 

                                                
58 Joseph Ratzinger, Introduction to Christianity, trans. J. R. Foster (San Francisco: 
Ignatius Press. 1990), 43. 
59 Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Theology of Karl Barth: Exposition and Interpretation, 
trans. Edward T. Oakes, S.J. (San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1992), 75. Von Balthasar 
quotes from the Book of Acts. The full reference is, “But you shall receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be my witnesses in Jerusa-
lem and in all Judea and Samaria and to the ends of the earth (Acts: 1:8).” It is 

interesting to note that the Greek word for “witness” is , which means, 
among other possible renderings, “to bear witness, testify, attest, be a witness.” The 

English word “martyr” comes from . The Greek Bible I use throughout 
this work is the following: Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle and Aland. 
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dialogical speech event. However, their failure to use ontological cate-

gories with the reality they describe ultimately makes their own insight, 

that listening constitutes the human person, unsustainable. The ontolog-

ical depth of listening, however, is maintained when the creatureliness 

of the human person in the speech event is taken into account. For, the 

reality of the speech event retains its priority over human action when 

the person is understood as a creature.60 Further, traditional ontology 

ought to benefit from the insight of the dialogue philosophers. Describ-

ing listening at the core of the human person offers a dynamic that 

opens the person to relation with God and with others by one’s very 

structure. This openness to relation means that, in one’s very constitu-

tion, the person is in communion—with God, and with other human 

beings. 

To remedy the situation of the dialogicians, I turn to Augustine, 

who provides the ontological depth I seek in his notion of the internal 

word. By producing the internal word, one realizes the “the form ac-

cording to which” he is because that form is precisely a speaking in 

internal words that reflects the Word and the ideas of creatures in the 

Word.61 The notion of the internal word, then, helps me to secure the 

ontological depth of listening by describing the person as a created 

word in the Word. Augustine helps with a second point as well. In order 

to show that listening has an ontological grounding, one sees how it 

specifies man’s natural desire for God, which lies at the core of the 

person as an obedient readiness to hear the Word Incarnate. Given this 

anthropological understanding of desire, one is able to posit that the 

human person faces the truth of his being by encountering Christ, who 

is the secretly hoped for intervention in his life. 

                                                
60 The fact that man is created signifies that he belongs first to God. Because crea-
tion means that the human person is given, it indicates that he is open and listening 
from the core of his being. 
61 Augustine, The Trinity, IX, 2, 12. 
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Augustine alone, however, is not sufficient to see the depth of 

man’s ontological listening because he does not speak of the horizontal 

dimension of the human person as one in communion with others. Both 

the dialogue philosophers and Augustine together, however, enable one 

to see that the person’s very substance is dialogical horizontally (dia-

logicians) because it is dialogical vertically (Augustine). 

 

 

 
 

SILENCE AND THE AUDIBILITY OF THE WORD: CONTEMPLATIVE  

LISTENING AS A FUNDAMENTAL ACT OF THE NEW EVANGELIZATION. 

PART 1: AN ANTHROPOLOGY OF LISTENING 

SUMMARY 

In part one of her arguing for contemplative listening as a fundamental act of the new 
evangelization, the author explicates the anthropological dimension of listening. Her 
analysis consists of four sections. Section one explains silence in terms of listening, for 

it is attentive perception to the presence of another, which can be described as love in 
the form of an obedient readiness to receive the other; listening, however, is more than 
two people actively willing to communicate: it is primarily an ontological reality that 
constitutes the human person as such. Section two claims that listening illustrates the 
nature of the person before it describes any action that one does; it relies upon Hans Urs 
von Balthasar’s analysis of the dialogue philosophers in his Theo-logic II: Truth of 
God. Section three considers Augustine’s notion of the internal word, which is a judg-
ment that conforms to the Word (Jesus Christ); the author argues that to be in conformi-

ty with the Word indicates that the person fulfills himself as a word spoken by God in 
the Word, which suggests that listening constitutes the ontology of the human person. 
Section four shows that the human person’s natural desire for God postulates his obedi-
ent readiness to hear the Word Incarnate.  

KEYWORDS 

contemplative listening, new evangelization, listening, silence, obedience, ontology, 
reality, human, person, nature, relation, dialogue, dialogicians, Augustine, internal 
word, the Word, God. 
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WOJTYLIAN CRITIQUE OF KANTIAN 

MORALITY AND PROPOSAL OF  

THE UNCONDITIONAL  

PERSONALISTIC NORM 
 

 

The main subject of this inquiry is Karol Wojtyła’s final essay 

reformulation of Kant’s categorical imperative. First, we shall study 

how important the norm is to both Kant and Wojtyła, that a person is 

described as an end in itself, not reducible to a mere utilitarian means; 

however, Wojtyła emphasizes the personal nature of this “end in itself” 

to a greater degree, not seeing it as an “effect of the law upon the sub-

ject.” Wojtyła’s strongest criticism against Kant is twofold: on one 

hand, taking the very essence of an ethical life from the person’s field 

of empirical experience and transferring it to the extra-empirical do-

main of the noumena. While on the other hand, the entire ethical expe-

rience of the personal subject is crystallized in that single psychological 

element—the sense of respect for the law. 

In second place, we shall study the practical assumptions of the 

categorical imperative. Here we can see that Wojtyła, like Kant, saw 

duty as something that established morality, but instead of seeing it as 

                                                
*The Spanish version of the article (“Crítica wojtyliana a la moral kantiana y propuesta 
de la norma personalista incondicionada”) has been accepted for publication in Cartha-
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Pedro García Casas 610 

an a priori idea, he sees it as a manifestation of the corresponding expe-

rience, which at the same time encompasses understanding it as a truly 

lived experience and its persistence in actions, including the productivi-

ty of its external conditions: the Kantian proposal makes that experi-

ence inconceivable.  

Finally, we shall study in greater detail the unconditionality of 

the categorical imperative and of the person. In this final section we 

will address whether or not Kant felt that the categorical imperative had 

a personalistic dimension and what is the Wojtylian position in that 

regard. Kant says that a person is a rational being because his nature 

already distinguishes him as an end in itself, as something that can nev-

er be used as a mere means, in essence limiting any arbitration in this 

regard. However, as with any phenomenical human achievement, it is 

both physically and mentally conditioned; the human person is not al-

lowed in Kant’s proposal to define itself as a self-generating object, in 

addition to ignoring the uniqueness of the person by viewing it as a 

generic aspect. It is at this point that Wojtyła introduces his own per-

sonalist perspective on a person’s self-knowledge of the process of self-

determination, an action that intentionally differs from Kant. 

We conclude the article by clearly establishing how Wojtyła de-

veloped the personalistic norm in which the only appropriate attitude 

towards any human person is none other than love. This is proposal 

with which we agree completely, and one which has led us to believe 

that ethics should answer to the realities of the personal self.  

Preliminary Notes 

The way in which Kant’s ethics confronted utilitarianism, show-

ing that the categorical imperative prevents a person from ever being 

treated as a mere means but rather as an end in itself, and that any other 

treatment regarding it is unfair, significantly influenced Wojtyła. How-

ever, since the methodological premisses used by Kant to develop this 

proposal are not entirely satisfactory—as they do not take experience 



Wojtylian Critique of Kantian Morality . . .  

 

611 

 

into account and always stem from an a-priori-and-an-ethics-of-duty 

that can be made universal—Wojtyła goes beyond that. 

While studying Kantian morality, Wojtyła argues that to say that 

something is moral because it can be proposed as a universal duty 

means that the result may be taken for the cause, it is an inversion of 

immanence that does not establish a duty to do good, but rather the con-

trary, that it is good to do your duty. For Wojtyła, if there are universal 

norms that regulate human behavior at all times and in all situations, it 

is because such norms are the result of human nature made for a pur-

pose. Unlike Kant, Wojtyła argues that moral law is universal and that 

it is law because it is good, as opposed to it being good because it is 

universal. In that sense, we can see that to be deprived of life is an ex-

ample of something that is bad, because it presupposes disorder in the 

use of a given asset, in this case, life.  

Wojtyła criticizes the fact that for Kant the ethical act, if such 

could be addressed in the strictest sense, is exclusively related to the 

categorical imperative. In order to understand this fundamental Kantian 

doctrine, its concept of the law must be kept in mind, since according to 

him the law would be created a priori by reason: it would not be based 

on the knowledge of the existing natural order, but rather reason itself 

would deduce an order that must be imposed upon man in his desire to 

acquire assets.1 That is why the law always looks to the assets of the 

empirical world, since that is where man’s will is directed by the max-

ims and hypothetical imperatives of practical reason. However, this 

feature of the law, being linked to the entire empirical sphere both with-

in and without man, constitutes only the matter of law, whose form 

must now be determined. It is precisely this form of universal legisla-

tion, as yet empty of any material content, but born from the same prac-

                                                
1 Cf. Karol Wojtyła, “El problema de la separación de la experiencia y el acto en la 
ética de Kant y de Scheler” (1957), in Mi visión del hombre (Madrid: Palabra, 2005), 

195f.  
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tical reason, that forms its content; and it alone provides, in the Kantian 

view, the foundation for an ethical life.  

Therefore, if the will is compelled by a truly ethical action, then 

it must obey the form of moral law, not its matter. When the will is only 

concerned with the matter of the law, it addresses the assets. And since 

it does so by adhering to the requirements of the law, its actions are 

legitimate, although they may not yet be called truly moral actions. Let 

us say that only when the will fully and exclusively addresses the form 

of the law, only when it makes the law both its motive and its purpose, 

only when it carries out the law because it is the law, only then is it 

acting morally.2  

For Wojtyła, these premisses mean that the moral expression of 

the will requires a total disinterest in assets. It is, therefore, a categori-

cal break with experience, where no human action is subject to it. 

Since, Wojtyła believed, the purpose behind every specific action is to 

obtain some benefit, every wilful human action must be directed to-

wards obtaining a benefit of some kind. However, for Kant, moral 

character has nothing to do with an asset as the purpose of the act of 

will. Ethical character comes entirely and exclusively from the form 

and in no way from the matter. So that the will must focus exclusively 

on the form and separate itself from the matter, thus assuming an ethi-

cal value.  

In this sense, for Kant, the entire ethical act, including its prem-

isses, may not be found within the empirical order and only remains 

within the domain of the noumena, where beyond all experience the 

will is bent entirely upon the form of the universal legislation, which is 

expressed in the categorical imperative. In this way, practical reason 

legislates the imperative through its form. And is thus completely inde-

pendent of the “matter” of any empirical asset. When faced with this 

Kantian proposal, Wojtyła wondered: Could the categorical imperative, 

                                                
2 Cf. ibid., 198.  
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so conceived, be found, in any specific human action as perceived 

through experience?3 

In the same line, Wojtyła says that the separation of what is 

properly ethical from the specific content of human experience, is not, 

according to Kant, absolute and total, since it recognizes feeling respect 

for the law. It is highly significant that any feeling (respect) can be giv-

en such value, since all sentimental actions are thought to be the vectors 

of eudemonism and hedonism in man’s ethical life, and that in his sys-

tem, that feeling, respect, is the only one that becomes an objective 

indicator for all ethical living. It is true that an ethical life lies within 

the domain of noumena; however, it is undeniable that every man lives 

the ethical contents empirically as well, and given that for Kant the law 

is the proper ethical “content,” it follows that the empirical experience 

of that “content” can only assume the form of respect for the law. In 

that sense, the more man feeds this feeling, the deeper his sense of duty, 

which is none other than the subordination of the will to the law—to the 

extent that the law is the law. No other empirical measure exists to de-

termine if the will is truly subordinate to the one law, that is, if the will 

truly “lives” ethically. A simple analysis of human actions reveals noth-

ing about them. In contrast, a feeling of respect for the law is an unde-

niable sign of what is happening in the noumenic domains of the will.4 

However, we must say in Kant’s favour, that Wojtyła does not 

require too much from Kant’s sense of respect. To do so, we quote this 

fairly eloquent text by Kant:  

One could accuse me of merely taking refuge behind the word 

respect in an obscure feeling instead of giving a distinct reply to 

the question through a concept of reason. Yet even if respect is a 
feeling, it is not one received through influence but a feeling self-

effected through a concept of reason and hence specifically dis-

tinguished from all feelings of the first kind, which may be re-

                                                
3 Cf. ibid.  
4 Cf. ibid., 199.  
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duced to inclination or fear. What I immediately recognize as a 
law for me, I recognize with respect, which signifies merely the 

consciousness of the subjection of my will to a law without any 

mediation of other influences on my sense. The immediate de-
termination of the will through the law and the consciousness of 

it is called respect, so that the latter is to be regarded as the effect 

of the law on the subject and not as its cause . . . The object of 

respect is thus solely the law, and specifically that law that we 
lay upon ourselves and yet also as in itself necessary . . . All re-

spect for a person is properly only respect for the law (of up-

rightness, etc.) of which the person gives us the example . . . All 
so-called moral interest consists solely in respect for the law.5  

Bearing this Kantian vision in mind, Wojtyła wonders what it is 

in ethics that separates experience, which is essential to Kant’s philo-

sophical method, from action.6 To do this, he provides us with two rea-

sons:  

a) Kant has taken the very essence of an ethical life from the per-

son’s field of empirical experience and has transferred it to the 

extra-empirical domain of the noumena.  

b) The entire ethical experience of the personal subject has been 

crystallized in that single psychological element; the sense of re-

spect for the law.  

Indeed, in Wojtyła’s opinion, there was no doubt that the experi-

ence of duty, which may be accompanied by a feeling of respect for the 

law, is contained in that empirical set defined as the ethical experience, 

on which the idea of the ethical act is based; however, the Kantian ex-

perience of duty, crystallized only in a sense of respect for the law, does 

not agree with the feeling of duty contained in the empirical set of the 

                                                
5 Immanuel Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, ed. and trans. Allen W. 
Wood (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 2002), 17.  
6 Bear in mind the pre-eminence in which Kant held duty and the law, to preclude even 
the person. The Wojtylian vision will be radically different, it is not the law, but rather 

the person what is above.  
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ethical experience. The experience of duty is one of the moments in this 

set: 

It cannot be said, however, that Kant has only highlighted the 

moment of duty within the set of the ethical experience. Accord-

ing to Kant, duty is not only dominant in ethical life, but that it 

constitutes the human person’s ethical life, entirely. The feeling 
of respect for the law is not apparent only in the integrity of the 

empirical ethical experience, in the integrity of the act, it is truly 

separate from the act. It is separate because human actions, when 
considered empirically, do not contain a true ethical experience 

within their set. Therefore, the feeling of respect for the law is 

not contained in human actions as an internal coefficient of their 

specific structures. Thus, the “act” disappears from ethics as a 
concept that reflects the empirical set of the ethical experience. 

Ethical life has been hidden behind the limits of experience, but 

since it cannot be denied that, in spite of everything, ethics has an 
empirical nature and is expressed through some experience, it is 

precisely because of this that it has been “empirically” subjecti-

vized into a single psychological action, which is the feeling of 

respect for the law.7 

The basis of this principle, Kant would say, lies in the fact that 

rational nature exists as an end in itself. Thus man’s own existence is 

necessarily represented for him, and in that respect it is a subjective 

principle to human actions. The material statement of the categorical 

imperative implies the recognition that people are ends in themselves to 

one another, all of them comprising the kingdom of ends, in contrast to 

the mechanical laws that govern the world of nature. From here the 

categorical imperative, on which the second expression depends, is 

comprehensively determined, in which the universal validity of the first 

formula and the notion of the end, are jointly assumed: all maxims must 

agree by their own legislation in a possible kingdom of ends as they 

                                                
7 Wojtyła, “El problema de la separación de la experiencia . . ., 200.  
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would in a kingdom of nature, a nature that is not subject to causality 

laws of space-time.  

In this regard, Ferrer explains that a possible kingdom of ends 

does not mean that you may cast the other person as the end or goal of 

your own actions, but rather to the contrary, that the person as an end in 

itself serves to exclude that which their actions should never pursue, so 

that the relationship of the end with the action becomes indirect, and 

not properly its directive. Which would presuppose that, if the goodness 

of the will lies within itself, as Kant says, and does not come to it from 

its transcendental association to goodness, neither can the end to be 

achieved be a guide and norm for the will, but that together with the 

action, the end itself is presented as a limit that must not be trans-

gressed, and not so much as something that must be reached:8 

But since, in the idea of a will that is absolutely good without a 

limiting condition (of the attainment of this or that end), every 

end to be effected has to be thoroughly abstracted from (as it 
would make every will only relatively good), the end here has to 

be thought of not as an end to be effected but as a self-sufficient 

end, hence only negatively, i.e., never to be acted against, which 
therefore has to be estimated in every volition never merely as 

means but always at the same time as end.9 

Thus, there are three orders of issues described whose treatment 

allows us to see the points of convergence and divergence between the 

Kant and Wojtyła proposals. In the first place, which is the proper posi-

tive attitude to have towards the being that is an end in itself, once the 

answers that on principle do not do it justice are discarded. Although 

both authors clearly agree on this, their agreement on the assimilation 

between respect and the universal law to love the person, that each re-

spectively proposes, however, is not as clear. In the second place, the 

                                                
8 Cf. Urbano Ferrer, “La conversión del imperativo categórico kantiano en norma per-
sonalista,” in La filosofía personalista de Karol Wojtyła, ed. J. M. Burgos (Madrid: 
Palabra, 2009), 57. 
9 Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, 55.  
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categorical imperative cannot be asserted without the participation of 

the will and the freedom that is necessary to propose it and to carry it 

out; in this, the formal a priori of practical reason proposed by Kant, 

and Wojtyła’s experiential analysis of the wilful act, refer to opposing 

modes for establishing the practical assumptions of the ethical impera-

tive. In the third place, the unconditionality of the categorical impera-

tive is sufficient reason for it to be, and can only reside either in the 

insurmountable formal-logical implications of the practical use of rea-

son or in the person, as an irreducible a priori to its individual dignity. 

As we shall see further on, the Wojtylian personalistic norm departs 

from the highest principles of pure practical reason, even though both 

cases are unconditional laws.  

The Person as an End in Itself 

For both Wojtyła and Kant the ethical attitude that is consistent 

with the rational nature of the human being cannot possibly be derived 

from either utilitarianism or hedonism. The opposition to both lies in 

the same reasons, given their mutual involvement. Utilitarianism comes 

from the Latin verb uti (“to use,” “to take advantage of”) and the adjec-

tive utilis (“useful”). According to its etymology, utilitarianism empha-

sizes the usefulness of the action. Now, that which gives you pleasure 

and excludes sorrow is useful, because pleasure is the essential factor in 

human happiness. According to utilitarianism, being happy is to lead a 

pleasant life.10 However, Wojtyła will continue to analyze the term to 

the point that he says that for a utilitarian the principle consists in ob-

taining: maximum pleasure and minimum sorrow for the greatest num-

ber of men.11 Because of this, its great defect consists in recognizing 

pleasure as the greatest and only good, to which the individual as well 

as the social behavior of man must be subordinated. Likewise, pleasure 

                                                
10 Cf. Karol Wojtyła, Amor y responsabilidad (Madrid: Palabra, 2008), 44. 
11 Cf. ibid., 45. 
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is not the only good, and even less is it the essential purpose of human 

action.12  

The Polish term używać (“to use”) expresses the proximity be-

tween the medial good and the enjoyment of the individual. For Kant, 

their empirical and contingent nature invalidates them as criteria for a 

universal morality. Kant says that treating the person as an end is not 

compatible with using them as a means or to reduce them to an object 

of enjoyment, since both cases fail to consider the person as an absolute 

with inherent value: in the kingdom of the ends everything either has a 

price or has dignity. That which has a price may be replaced by an 

equivalent; however, that which is above all price and, therefore, does 

not admit any equivalents, has dignity.13 In another sense, Kant would 

say in The Critique of Practical Reason: when looking for the bases 

that determine desire and these are placed in the enjoyment expected 

from something, it does not matter at all where the representation of 

that object comes from, but only what amount of pleasure it provides.14 

Therefore, that which is useful and that which is pleasant agree to be 

conditioned, either by what is acquired from them or from the enjoy-

ment they provide, while the person itself has value, in other words, 

dignity.  

The person as an object of respect, Kant would say, cannot be a 

pure and simple means, even in those cases in which it intervenes as a 

means to provide services. And to assess its value on the basis of an 

enjoyment or entertainment continues to suppose the reduction of the 

person to a mere means.  

As indicated above, when we talk about Kant’s respect, we can 

now understand how it is that for him, overcoming this medial attitude 

is only achieved through personal respect and love, respect as that 

                                                
12 Cf. ibid.  
13 Cf. Kant, Groundwork for the Metaphysics of Morals, 52–53. 
14 Cf. Immanuel Kant, Crítica de la razón práctica, trans. Manuel García Morente 

(Salamanca: Sígueme, 1994), 39. 
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which safeguards that which is properly the person. This is why it will 

be significant for Kant to see how love is approached from respect, 

because, as stated above, this is the only morally reliable feeling since it 

is immediately determined by the Law of Practical Reason, such as 

compliance and subsequent subordination to its dictates. In this sense, 

within the limits of respect, love stops being a pathological inclination 

and is understood as the term for an ideal trend that is associated to the 

fulfilment of the duties to the one to whom these duties are related: So 

it is that its meaning can only refer to practical love: to joyfully fulfil 

their mandates; to love one another, which means to joyfully comply 

with all duties regarding them. But the mandate that makes this a rule 

cannot make you have said disposition (Gesinnung) in actions accord-

ing to duty, but only tend toward it.15 Let us say that Kantian unique-

ness lies in the fact that the love for the person is mediated in its genesis 

and development by the respect generated by the law presenting the 

person as an end in itself and, being an end in itself, worthy of respect.  

However, Wojtyła understands love in a completely different 

way. He also distinguishes the personal from the merely natural and 

from the psychological-emotional level, so that on these terms love is 

not quite personal, but is confined to the scope of the natural appetite or 

of the emotional appeal to the values of a human being of the opposite 

sex or of someone admired. Unlike Kant, Wojtyła’s natural and psycho-

logical tendencies are integrated in the love of the person, once it as-

sumes and channels such tendencies, not entirely determined by them.16 

In classical terms they may be referred to as the love of benevolence 

and the love of concupiscence. According to this, we have to say that 

not only is the drive to procreate not severable from the desire for vo-

luptuousness that the sexual tendencies provide, but that even love for 

the person of the other spouse is awakened by sexual attraction, alt-

hough it does not remain there. According to Wojtyła, love of benevo-

                                                
15 Cf. ibid., 107. 
16 Cf. Wojtyła, Amor y responsabilidad, 48–49. 
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lence is the only one that is proper to the person, although without ex-

cluding the love of concupiscence, which it incorporates and completes:  

For the love of one person by another to be true, it has to be be-

nevolent, otherwise it will not be love, only selfishness. By their 

nature, not only is there no incompatibility whatsoever between 

concupiscence and benevolence, but there is even a bond be-
tween them. When you want someone as something good for 

yourself, it is necessary to want the desired person to truly be 

something good, so that they can truly be good for the person 
who wants them, this is how the bond between concupiscence 

and benevolence appears.17 

Benevolence, Wojtyła continues, is separate from all interest; in 

fact, it is the disinterest in love; it is not that “I want you as a something 

that is good for me,” but that “I want something good for you,” “I want 

what is good for you.” This way, a benevolent person wants this with-

out thinking of himself, without taking himself into account. That is 

why the love of benevolence is love in a much more absolute sense than 

the love of concupiscence. It is the purest love.18 

The personalistic norm, which is governed by love in its compre-

hensive form as the love of benevolence, has its own laws, which we 

can establish because the gift of self, where love is manifest, has no 

parallel in any other order. What from a natural perspective would im-

ply the loss of something that is theirs, and from a psychological per-

spective, the abandonment of self-control or of oneself, acquires a new 

ethically positive meaning when transposed onto the personalist plane, 

by establishing the reciprocity of giving oneself to the other and its ac-

ceptance by the other, since it would be a loss that is at the same time a 

gain: 

The nature of the person is opposed to giving itself. In fact, in the 

natural order there can be no talk of giving one person to another, 

                                                
17 Ibid., 103.  
18 Cf. ibid., 104.  
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especially in the physical sense of the word. The person within us 
is beyond any giving, in any sense, and beyond an appropriation 

in the physical sense of the word. The person cannot be the prop-

erty of another, as if it were a thing. Therefore, being able to treat 
the person as an object of pleasure is also excluded. But that 

which may not be possible or in accordance with the rule in the 

natural order and in the physical sense, can take place in the love 

order and in the moral sense. There a person can give themselves 
to another—to humanity or God. This fact shows the particular 

dynamism of the person and the laws that govern his existence 

and development.19 

In our view, the discrepancy between the two approaches comes 

from the antithesis, established in principle by Kant, between inclina-

tion and duty, which is in turn the translation of the most basic antithe-

sis between sensibility and reason, either as principles of knowledge or 

as practical interactions. However, if they are elements which by them-

selves cannot be confused or exchanged, they may at least be combined 

from the perspective of the good as a common motive, so that it may be 

at once that which specifies an inclination and that which drives duty.20 

On the other hand, this also requires freedom, as much to appro-

priate the inclination by giving it direction as to make duty the object 

duty “itself.” In this sense, we can say that for Kant and Wojtyła, the 

greatest good (bonum consummatum) and freedom are the two una-

voidable practical assumptions of the categorical imperative, although 

freedom acquires an ethical reach under the personalistic norm. With 

that we approach the second of the questions that were raised previous-

ly. 

                                                
19 Ibid., 119.  
20 Cf. Ferrer, “La conversión del imperativo categórico kantiano en norma personalis-

ta,” 61. 
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The Practical Assumptions of the Categorical Imperative 

For Kant, the categorical imperative gives expression to the fac-

tum a priori of duty, and that makes pure reason become practical, 

since it directs the action. The point at which the direction of the action 

and itself are joined is causality, through which the person sees himself 

as the author of his actions. However, since for Kant, cause is a catego-

ry of understanding, which is used both to bind the phenomena and to 

allocate to them an independent beginning from that of the subject, so 

that in this way, you cannot enforce the causal efficacy or actual 

productivity of the actions through their agent. It is for this reason that 

the way to access freedom is noumenic: duty and freedom are ideas that 

arise from reason, where neither of the two ideas is related to an experi-

ence that may be objectivized. Similarly, neither can the moral good fit 

within the representation of an object, nor is it given to the faculty of 

desiring as the term appointed by it, but is instead determined by the 

practical use of reason, beyond the forms of sensibility and the catego-

ries of understanding. In the same way he postulates the immortality of 

the soul and the existence of God as objects of rational belief. 

Wojtyła, like Kant, saw duty as something that established mo-

rality, but instead of seeing it as an a priori idea, he sees it as a manifes-

tation of the corresponding experience,21 which at the same time en-

compasses understanding it as a truly lived experience and its persis-

tence in actions, including the productivity of its external conditions: “I 

must” is equivalent to “I must act under such and such conditions,” 

guided by the good as it is judged to be so by conscience, which is not 

limited to the maxims or subjective principles of the action, but ends 

                                                
21 On Wojtyła’s non-empiricist notion of moral experience, see Urbano Ferrer, Acción, 
deber, donación (Madrid: Dykinson, 2015), 123–124. On experience as the basis of 
Wojtylian methodology, see Juan M. Burgos, The integral experience (Madrid: Word, 

2015). 
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within the action itself.22 With the added distinctiveness that this is not 

just in order to simply put in motion a series of causalities in space-

time, but to reveal the person in his action and simultaneously to trans-

cend this:  

The moment of morality is contained in the experience of duty. 

This experience is closely linked to all concrete subjects that per-

form an act and have the experience of his doings. The experi-

ence of duty (“I must”) is always strictly personal, linked to an 

actual “I act,” also when the action is carried out “with others.”23 

The categorical imperative as the universal law thus becomes the 

person’s ability to serve as the norm for his actions through moral 

judgement, given that it transcends them. Wojtyła would say that the 

path to understanding this experience leads to the subject, to the per-

sonal “I.” Here lies the great difference between Kant and Wojtyła, 

since, as far as Kant was concerned, morality is a universally applicable 

norm far removed from any phenomenal experience. However, for 

Wojtyła, man is the subject that experiences, and what he experiences is 

also a man. Which makes it appropriate for experience to be objective 

in nature; experience is always the experience of “something” or 

“someone” and takes place, precisely within man’s experience.24 

It is this Wojtylian experience that also paves the way for the un-

derstanding of objective duty as that which constitutes morality: “What 

should I do?” and “why should I do what I must?” This is how the 

questions that are rooted in the experience of morality as “facts” over 

anything personal (“I must,” “the man acts”) and also “acted (the man 

acts) with others” are constructed, which also reveals the path to their 

                                                
22 On Wojtyła’s operational capacity of the will, as opposed to the immanence of pure 
will, see Miguel Acosta, Adrian J. Reimers, Karol Wojtyla’s Personalist Philosophy. 
Understanding “Person and Act” (Washington: The Catholic University of America 
Press, 2016), 46ff.  
23 Karol Wojtyła, “El hombre y la responsabilidad,” in El hombre y su destino (Madrid: 
Palabra, 2014), 222. 
24 Cf. Karol Wojtyła, “La persona: sujeto y comunidad,” in El hombre y su destino, 45.  
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understanding. It is the understanding of duty, not only as experience, 

but also as an objective fact. This fact always relates to something, and 

it is precisely with regard to “that” which I must that the question 

“why” is born. The above questions, linked in some way to the individ-

ual fact of moral duty, may be replaced by another two questions “what 

is right and what is wrong; and why?” Unlike the previous two these 

questions are general in nature.25 

As we were saying, for Kant, the disassociation between the ac-

tion in space-time and its noumenical origins was precisely what pre-

vented him from seeing the significance of the person in the action, and 

how it is qualified by it. For Wojtyła, unlike Kant, the question of spe-

cific duty becomes inseparable from the more general question regard-

ing the moral good.26 

It is an experience in which the dynamic structure of the experi-

ence of duty is involved. It is within the direct moral experience that 

man becomes the eyewitness, within the same outcome, of his 

achievements: When speaking of moral experience, we also highlight 

the moment of a given testimony—the fact that man is witness to the 

good or evil that was born with the causality of the person in action.27  

Wojtyła agrees with Kant that moral experience is irreducible 

when ascribed to duty. Although, that experience also includes the per-

son’s outcome, thus transcending himself through the moral action. In 

this way, the fact that the person is an end in itself is not only a nega-

tively given principle, as in that which cannot be directly done or in-

tended, the way that Kant understood it, but is rather the self-teleology 

of those who attempt, through their actions, to conform to duty. He 

clearly says so in the following text: 

                                                
25 Cf. Wojtyła, “El hombre y la responsabilidad,” 230. 
26 “What should I do and why?” forms the framework for any science that describes 
“morality” and requires a different, non-descriptive profile, of the science involved in 
the experience of morality. Cf. ibid.  
27 Cf. Karol Wojtyła, “El problema de la experiencia ética,” in Mi visión del hombre, 

342.  
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Desire, in itself, is not enough to define the ethical profile of the 

act, only moral duty defines it. However, rather than remove the 

dynamism of desire from the person’s performance, from the act, 

moral duty conditions it. The conditioning comes from the fact 
that duty provides the desire of human actions with a specific de-

sire, the desire for good against evil.28 

In this way—and so we come to answer the third of the questions 

that have guided us, regarding the basis for the unconditionality of the 

Moral Imperative—we can say that the person’s transcendence in the 

action is precisely what makes the unconditionality of the Moral Norm 

possible, since the unconditionality of the Moral Imperative could not 

be based on any external effect to the acts or psychological input. We 

will examine it in more detail in the next section.  

The Unconditionality of the Categorical Imperative 

and of the Person 

In this final section we shall address whether or not Kant felt that 

the categorical imperative had a personalistic dimension and what is the 

Wojtylian position in that regard. In the first place, it must be stressed 

that Kant finds that the only association possible with the uncondition-

ality of the mandate of practical reason is within the person as an end in 

itself. For practical reason, something is not unconditional when it is 

wanted by condition of another previous want, but when it is bound a 

priori to the act of wanting. In this situation the person is presented as 

the only being that is an objective end. Kant says that a person is a ra-

tional being because his nature already distinguishes him as an end in 

itself, as something that can never be used as a mere means, in essence 

limiting any arbitration in this regard. It is a valid principle to every 

rational being. To consider the person as an end in itself is the only way 

not to be conditioned by any objects of interest or inclination which 

hinder the practical mandate of reason. In other words, the categorical 

                                                
28 Cf. ibid., 240–241.  
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imperative commands that an action is good in itself, without placing it 

under any condition whatsoever that as an intended end would be satis-

fied with that action, and thus manifests the dignity of the person as an 

end in itself. 

However, since any phenomenical human creation is both physi-

cally and psychically conditioned, the human person, a correlative of 

the unconditional categorical imperative, is not allowed in Kant’s pro-

posal to define itself as a self-generating object, in addition to ignoring 

the uniqueness of the person by viewing it as a generic aspect. It is at 

this point that Wojtyła introduces his own personalist perspective on a 

person’s self-knowledge of the process of self-determination, an action 

that openly differs from Kant. 

According to Kant, a categorical nature means the exclusion of 

the entire order of the purpose of the moral norm. However, his concep-

tion does not seem convincing. The categorical nature of the ethical 

norm only shows how absolute and peculiar moral value is, it shows 

that it is a value that must be carried out, which therefore should be 

aspired toward (as an end) at all costs, that is, irrespective of other val-

ues that may have concurrent ends.29 

It is as if the critique of utilitarianism convinced Kant to reduce 

active purpose to the Sensory Order and the corresponding restriction 

of the end in itself to the noumenical plane. Wojtyła explains it this 

way: 

In a way, by his denial Kant assumes the utilitarian concept of 

purpose (pleasure and pain as exclusive ends to the act, the desire 

of man). Within the world of phenomena and, therefore, he did 
not see in the context of experience a sense of purpose that was 

different from that used for the basis of the other concept of the 

man-person. He left this other concept in the purely noumenical, 

a prioristic order. It could be said that this is how Kant “hid” that 

                                                
29 Cf. Wojtyła, “El hombre y la responsabilidad,” 252. 
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which is “apparent” more so than what his theory of knowledge 

could.30 

Let us say that for Wojtyła, as a dimension of action, the person-

alist end is distinct from the intentional direction of the will, and ex-

presses itself in self-determination: the person not only voluntarily 

chooses one or another good but at the same time chooses himself mor-

ally becoming that which he has chosen: 

It confirms the correctness of the fundamental intuition by Saint 

Thomas. Duty is always closely related to the ontic reality of the 

person, their deepest reality: to be good or bad. Man is good or 

else he is bad, based on his actions; or better yet, he “becomes” 

such, because the act itself is not so much something that “is” as 

it is something it “becomes” in each occasion.31  

Therefore, we can say that in choosing what is good in the moral 

sense, the person itself becomes good. Thus, while wilful intentionality 

comes from the nature of the act, defining it or giving it specificity, the 

personal structure of the subject is revealed; however, with self-

determination, it is not by the cognitive reflection mode but by trans-

cending itself. In the “I want” the person is indirectly objectified by 

himself as that subject for whom he wants this or that outcome. Self-

determination is expressed as the force that keeps human dynamism 

together and whole at the personal level.32 

This way, in distinguishing between the natural and personal 

moments of the act, we also find the distinction between the intentional 

specification and the self-determination that subjectively comes with it. 

Let us say that both types of behavior are combined as one and the 

same in the personal subject. Said synthesis is described in the proper 

terms of an “I want” and inseparably so in an “I act wanting.” Thus, the 

                                                
30 Ibid., 258–259. 
31 Ibid., 231. 
32 Cf. Karol Wojtyła, Persona y acción, trans. Rafael Mora (Madrid: Palabra, 2011), 

135.  
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will in action has a twofold tempering effect on the identity of the per-

sonal subject (I who wants) and the natural tendency to want. 

Wojtyła replaces what Kant saw as autonomy, as the independ-

ence of practical reason, with self-reliance, as opposed to the causal 

determinism of nature as it is to the indeterminism of those who lacked 

a defining purpose for their actions:  

This internal independence of the ego from the intentional ob-

jects of volition (i.e., the end-value) is justified by self-reliance. 
Thus, in order to conform to reality, any interpretation of free 

will must be based on the self-determinism of man instead of 

floating in mid-air and insisting solely on indeterminism.33 

From a substantialist metaphysical perspective the concept of 

self-reliance is contradictory. However, this is rather about that the per-

sonal self is not a passive assumption deduced as an unchanging sub-

strate based on accidental changes, but that it depends on self-

determination to acquire an explicit, objective consciousness of itself as 

an indirectly wanted reality, by wanting through it one or another out-

come for himself. According to Wojtyła, a person’s unconditionality is 

his permanent self-awareness and dynamism in all actions, which are 

not only carried out by the person in question, but at the same time fall 

upon and modify him.  

It is interesting to highlight the point that Wojtyła makes regard-

ing the traces that actions leave on the subject: good actions, once they 

are carried out, do not vanish without a trace; they leave their moral 

value, which constitutes an objective reality that is intrinsically related 

to the person. By being a person, man is someone and, by being some-

one, he could be good or bad.34 

                                                
33 Ibid., 141.  
34 Cf. ibid., 176. 
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, we see a coincidence in terminology between Kant 

and Wojtyła, since they both place the person at the base of the uncon-

ditionality of the moral norm. However, there are differences in princi-

ple in the way that a person gets to know himself and the self-

completion of his actions. Kant relegates these aspects, respectively, to 

the realm of the unobjectifiable and unknowable, and to a static objec-

tive purpose. For Kant, the person is beyond what is given to 

knowledge and lacks the capacity to function towards the end that es-

tablishes him. That is why it is from the personalist categories of the 

self-knowledge of the specific or from a certain transparency of its 

own, as well as from the internal completion of the act by the person, 

that Wojtyła overcomes these gaps in the Kantian approach to the per-

son. We finish with a text by Wojtyła which helps us to see more clear-

ly all that we have been saying: 

Ever since Kant’s analysis of the categorical imperative, the his-

tory of philosophy and ethics, contains a specific contribution to 

the personalist norm. The so-called second categorical imperative 

by Kant requires that the person is always the end of an action 
and never a means to an end. In this assumption, Kant had the 

premise of utilitarianism in mind. The personalist norm is the su-

preme principle behind human actions, according to which all 
acts of man in any field must be appropriate to its relationship 

with the person, which is fundamental to human actions. All 

moral sensibility consists in revealing the personal moment as a 

“purely human” moment that makes way and emerges through 
all schemes, entirely “thingified” by the content of our actions. In 

the final analysis, the acts of man are not primarily for the reali-

zation of the world, but for the realization of himself, of humani-

ty and of individuals.35 

                                                
35 Wojtyła, “El hombre y la responsabilidad,” 291. 
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In Love and Responsibility, Wojtyła demonstrates how the love 

mandate establishes a personalist principle and norm, which in its nega-

tive view is formulated by stating that the person is an asset that does 

not agree with its use, since it cannot be treated as an object of pleasure, 

or as a means, and, in the positive view, claims that the person is such 

an asset that only love can dictate the proper and valid attitude towards 

it. 
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Principles of the Metaphysics of Morals, which exposes the theory of imperatives and 
in a special way is able to show, as opposed to utilitarianism, how it is that a person can 
never be a mere means, but is rather an end in itself. This Kantian concept had a 
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Author Peter Redpath outlines a personalist Thomism, a philoso-

phy for the acting person. He aims to correct what he sees as miscon-

ceptions of St. Thomas’s teachings in large part due to Cartesian phi-

losophy and the West’s deficient metaphysics. In personalist Thomism, 

“metaphysics and ethics are more than subjects of study;” “they are 

chiefly habits of the human soul, habits generated by an organizational 

and moral psychology” (21). Redpath succeeds in showing reason’s 

centrality to discerning and living the moral life of virtuous habits. Giv-

en the book’s topic, only the second chapter deals with God, Divine 

Providence, and Divine Rule directly. Other chapters focus on human 

happiness, the emotions, habit, the law, justice, friendship, and pleas-

ure. Redpath notes the importance of being motivated to possess “the 

real desire to become morally good, an excellent human being” (2). He 

describes how to get there and compares the morally-motivated person 

to less morally-sound individuals. The author addresses “disordered 

understandings of human reason that Enlightenment intellectuals mis-

takenly claimed to be the metaphysical foundations of philosophy, sci-

ence, wisdom, and truth” (3). This leads to countless fruitful compari-

sons between the virtuous and the vicious person. 
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Who should read this book? Anyone seeking the truth of virtue 

ethics over a social science-fabricated reality. The entire argument, 

focusing on hierarchy, beauty, excellence, and inherent moral good-

ness, shares little with contemporary society’s “values.” The postscript, 

a critique of Jonathan Haidt’s The Righteous Mind, exemplifies this by 

rejecting the common claim that if something doesn’t hurt others it 

cannot be wrong: “Being wrong about anything (morally or otherwise) 

always causes damage to the person who is wrong” (515). This includes 

cases involving no one but the actor of the deed. As shown throughout 

Redpath’s entire book, Haidt’s view promotes and strengthens bad hab-

its. While the author of The Moral Psychology of St. Thomas Aquinas 

never attempts a full-fledged analysis of western philosophy, criticism 

throughout the book helps contrast personalist Thomism with modern 

thinking. Readers see how these varied perspectives all share the same 

troubled root. Redpath notes, for instance, how Jacques Maritain, 

Étienne Gilson, and Mortimer Adler observed how “a lack of a proper 

understanding of the nature of philosophy and a separation between 

science and wisdom has been the chief cause of the contemporary civi-

lizational decline of the West” (21). The individual’s virtuous and wise 

actions and habits directly impact society and politics. 

The author connects organizational psychology with moral psy-

chology, highlighting how both feature whole-part relationships. When 

indifferent to the principles put forth by Aristotle and St. Thomas, the 

reason that orders these relationships “inclines to become anarchic” 

(22). Redpath links this back to the West’s philosophical problems. The 

decline and anarchy we see around us stem from the fact that “centuries 

ago, Western civilization lost its understanding of the nature of philos-

ophy as an organizational psychology” (22). By this he specifically 

means the lost “understanding of the natures of metaphysics, ethics, and 

science as habits of leadership excellence of the human soul” (22). Hi-

erarchy plays a central role in Redpath’s vision, starting from the “chief 

end” of creation, an end “that unites and harmonizes some multitude 
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into being parts of the whole” (41). Ultimately, for St. Thomas, “the 

genus called ‘creation’ is the generating principle of all other genera 

and species” (46). The author’s opposition of anarchy with hierarchy is 

the sort of alternative vision that Catholic culture can provide an in-

creasingly anarchic, secular America. 

Whole-part relationships and habit of soul fit into the hierarchical 

ordering of things. As is often the case in The Moral Psychology of St. 

Thomas Aquinas, Redpath shows the natural extension of this truth to 

other domains. This includes hierarchies in the arts and sciences where, 

for example, medicine rules over pharmacy and war over the arms in-

dustry. There is much that is familiar to Thomists here: ens (the nature 

of being), the nature of the perfect, the role of form in generating 

things. These ideas express a coherent vision, such as with the follow-

ing: “Forms cause diversity in things by causing a hierarchy, order, of 

perfections and imperfections in receiving the act of existing: a diversi-

ty of perfection in having existence. This initial division separates the 

created order into a limited hierarchy of qualitatively more or less per-

fect genera” (55). The coherence of this Thomistic hierarchy legitimiz-

es this philosophy, as we see Thomistic thought’s applicability in a 

consistent manner across every discipline. This is a holistic vision. 

Redpath fits his discussion of the nature of the soul, including the 

soul’s relationship with the body, into wider notions of Thomistic or-

ganizational psychology and the nature of hierarchy. Intellectual activi-

ties hold sway over appetitive ones: “The intellectual powers are prior 

to the sensitive powers. For this reason, the intellectual powers direct, 

command, the sense powers; and the sense powers are naturally in-

clined to follow these directions, commands” (89). Properly-ordered 

hierarchy is thus efficient, just, and essential to human flourishing. 

Redpath shows that Aristotle and St. Thomas outline how moral 

virtue leads to the harmonious ordering of the human soul whereas 

moral vice leads to anarchy. This is just as true at the macro level, 

where society and politics likewise fall into anarchy depending on the 
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state of virtue of individuals. There are no victimless crimes because 

bad moral habits harm, if no one else, the individual committing them. 

But the harm doesn’t stay there, as Redpath explains. The “morally 

vicious person” promotes the “culture of death” (450). We can there-

fore assume the existence of a “divine rule of government” (42) that is 

strongly related to self-rule. This holistic vision unites the person with 

politics in an intimate way that eclipses the understanding of our cur-

rent political class. 

Redpath delineates St. Thomas’s teachings on psychology, start-

ing from the point that humans do not desire evil as such, but “in rela-

tion to something actual, some perfection” (65). Given that The Moral 

Psychology of St. Thomas Aquinas is six-hundred pages long, Redpath 

is able to go into much greater detail on human nature than Sr. Mary 

Angelica Neenan does in her recent and excellent little book The Na-

ture of the Human Soul. He notes the hierarchical nature of the proper 

ordering of the human person by referring to pre-fall Adam as taught by 

St. Thomas: “The principle of human nature existed within a condition 

of a threefold perfect harmony in which man’s: 1) reason and will were 

perfectly subject to God; 2) emotions were subject, with no resistance 

on their part, to taking direction from commands of human reason; and 

3) the human body was perfectly subject to the human soul” (65). Post-

fall, the emotions and appetites rebelled against reason, which led to the 

latter’s confusion. The Thomistic sense of the composite nature of the 

human person, where “the principle that causes something to exist can-

not be identical with that thing’s ability to act” (73), helps explain why 

post-fall man is marked by anarchy, disharmony, disequilibrium, and 

incomplete perception and use of reason.  

Redpath’s discussion on friendship provides many pragmatic 

psychological insights. A person’s external relationships reflect the 

relationship with the self. Because right self-relationship depends on 

moral virtue, only the morally virtuous enjoy real friendship, Redpath 

argues, because only they have the inner equilibrium, harmony, and 
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peace required for friendship with others. As elsewhere in the book, the 

holistic perspective together with consistency and common sense draw 

in the reader. The author never shies from truth-telling: “Never being 

able to achieve intellectual or appetitive satisfaction, evil men tend to 

become filled with remorse, regrets; and, because they lack the qualities 

of soul that make a person friend-worthy, they become increasingly 

unable to make real friends” (452). Vice influences every corner of our 

lives. It prevents sound relationships with others, which then increases 

disharmony at the political level. “For a political scientist,” Redpath 

concludes, “studying friendship is more crucial than studying justice” 

(421). His organizational model for discussing this helps readers make 

links between seemingly dissimilar issues such as friendship and poli-

tics. 

The length of the book testifies to the author’s ambition in cover-

ing much ground in one study. It also reflects a certain level of wordi-

ness, making this book less than ideal as an introduction to Thomistic 

thought. For that, Sr. Mary Angelica Neenan’s much pithier The Nature 

of the Human Soul (2017), at 103 pages of clarity, is better suited, espe-

cially for readers interested in St. Thomas’s teachings on moral psy-

chology and the nature of the soul. Yet Redpath’s generous elaborations 

on practically every major issue here make his book worthwhile too. 

While Neenan’s readers end wanting something more, Redpath’s can 

simply take up The Moral Psychology of St. Thomas Aquinas again. 
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