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Abstract 
 
 
 

What is the relationship between evil and suffering? What is it about being human 

that causes us to experience suffering in the ways and to the extents that we do? What is 

suffering? These are questions of fundamental human importance, but surprisingly little 

of the vast literature on suffering deals with them directly and at length. The present work 

fills this gap by providing a multifaceted response from a Thomistic perspective. I show 

how human sufferings occur within a vast web of relationality. In the process, I also 

undertake a fundamental recovery of the interpersonal orientation of the human creature 

in Aquinas’s thought.  

The framework that I develop for understanding suffering addresses the cognitive, 

volitional, and bodily components of our nature as deeply relational human persons who 

are made in the image of God. I argue that suffering is significantly constituted by the 

deprivation of relational goods in the natural and supernatural orders, and contextualized 

by other such goods. We long to know, love, and be in communion with beings outside of 

ourselves: especially with other personal beings, in shared enjoyment of truth and 

goodness; and, to a lesser extent, with the natural goodness of non-personal creation. This 

interior orientation points us toward the good things out there that make for our 

flourishing. And evils, broadly understood, are lamentable lacks and corruptions of the 

good things out there or of the bodily and internal goods that enable us properly to 

interact with and assess reality. The present work investigates the deep contextualization 

of suffering within our life histories and expectations, our understandings and our 

relational cares. 
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 Part I frames the account of suffering by considering at length what makes for 

human flourishing. I make explicit the relational emphasis that is latent in Aquinas’s 

depiction of human nature. Part II addresses the metaphysics, epistemology, and 

psychology of evil and its implications for how we should understand suffering. Finally, 

Part III constructs a synthetic account of suffering that brings together considerations of 

relational flourishing, evil, and human affectivity. I end by examining what I call 

suffering’s tripartite encounter with evil, the role of awareness in suffering, and the 

notion of finding meaning in suffering. I argue, inter alia, that this Thomistic 

characterization of suffering supports a tripartite understanding of suffering vis-à-vis evil: 

There is the evil that causes suffering, the negative affect that results, and the sufferer’s 

often-painful awareness of these first two. I also argue that the idea of finding meaning in 

suffering might helpfully be understood as the possibility of new creation ex nihilitate 

mali—out of the nothingness of evil. 

 In building this account, I show why Aquinas is an underappreciated resource for 

understanding the dynamics of human suffering. In particular, his metaphysics of evil, 

combined with his relationally oriented anthropology, allows for an incisive diagnostic 

account of suffering. The present work also makes several interpretive and synthetic 

contributions to the Aquinas scholarship. My aim throughout is to develop an account 

that is illuminating for any theorist who seeks to better understand the deceptively 

complex and ever-pressing issue of human suffering. 
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Chapter I: Introduction to the Work 
 
 
 It might seem odd that library shelves are so full of books on the topic of 

suffering. The oddity quickly vanishes, though, when we realize the diverse and profound 

ways in which suffering bears upon human lives. And yet, for all the resources I have 

found on suffering—on how to deal with suffering, on whether life can be good even 

with suffering, on whether suffering is necessary, on how (or whether) God and the 

suffering in our world are compatible, on how God suffered in Christ, on specific kinds 

of suffering (in medical settings, mental health, disability, natural disasters, family 

settings, international poverty) and so on—I have found very little that deals directly, and 

at length, with the preliminary questions that would seem to properly set the stage for all 

these other worthy pursuits: What is suffering? What is the relationship between evil and 

suffering? What is it about being human that causes us to experience evil and suffering in  

the ways and to the extents that we do?1 

                                                
1 This second question might be read as an entry into the topic of free will and sin, and 
understandably so. My focus here, however, is on a theologically accountable, philosophical 
anthropology more generally, and particularly (if a distinction must be made) on suffering as 
something received and undergone (even if by one’s own doing). I make clear in the course of the 
project, however, the many potential points of interaction with discussions of sin (which causes 
moral harms and internal discord) and with free will (the provenance of the intellectual appetite, 
which loves as it should, or not). The present project, then, has great potential to support work of 
that kind, by the enhanced conceptual foundation it provides. 
 The second question might also lend itself to a discussion of the natural fragility of 
embodied, contingent being. This fragility plays a background role in much of what follows. 
However, my question above does not aim at an argument about whether materiality is naturally 
bound to cycles of generation and corruption (i.e., the naturalness of eventual physical decay and 
dissolution for embodied creatures apart from original grace). Nor does it aim at an argument 
about whether we human beings expect more from God or the world than we should given the 
kind of beings that we are. In a both-and spirit, I think these points can be helpfully considered, 
and do play roles in various kinds of suffering, but my question aims at something different, or 
more. 
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 We all assume we know what suffering is—It’s evil. It’s bad stuff that happens. 

It’s feeling bad, sad, guilty, or humiliated; misunderstood, unappreciated, worthless, or 

unloved. It’s being hurt, damaged. Never having a chance. Being kept from our most 

treasured hopes and dreams. It’s the horrors of war, human brutality, and manmade and 

natural disaster. It’s illness and disease, chronic poor health, deep discomfort, loss of 

functionality. It’s the trials of daily living, hunger pangs, broken hearts, broken homes. 

It’s seeing that others are making it, and feeling like you’re not. It’s sadness about what 

loved ones are going through, or about all the world’s hardships. It’s dying slowly, or 

painfully, or with no chance to say goodbye. It’s the grief of loved ones left behind. It’s 

trying to change, and disappointing yourself yet again. It’s being trapped in addictions 

and vice, and not knowing how to escape. It’s inner struggles, dying to self, or enduring 

great difficulty for the sake of something you care about. It’s not understanding—or 

being powerless when you do. It’s asking why, and not getting answers. It’s wondering 

how to go on. . . . It’s all of these things. 

 At this point one might ask, if suffering really is (or has to do with) all of these 

things, how can we possibly get a handle on what it is? Is our best understanding of 

suffering that it is “feeling bad” or “all the bad stuff we go through,” or is a much more 

precise and complete account possible? Are there some deep, structural similarities that 

tie together the immense variety of things we call suffering? 

 

I.A. Constructive Contributions 

 The present project offers an answer to questions of this sort. Given the vast 

amount of literature on evil and suffering, there is surprisingly little in the contemporary 
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literature offering an extended, comprehensive, descriptive characterization of 

suffering—in the broadly Thomistic literature, on which I focus my efforts, and perhaps 

well beyond. 

 My project aims to fill this lacuna by providing a robust cognitive framework for 

understanding suffering that does not shortchange the interwoven volitional and affective 

components of our rational, relationally oriented nature. The analytic key it provides is 

diagnostically helpful in getting closer to the roots of many (if not all) of the complex, 

diverse phenomena that we would paradigmatically call “suffering.” The project makes a 

cumulative case for a descriptive, comprehensive view, moving from (I) anthropology 

and the relational origins and orientation of being human to (II) the metaphysics of evil 

and the cognitive complications it presents, and then to (III) a synthetic account of 

suffering that brings together considerations of relational flourishing, evil, and human 

affectivity. I end with an examination of some important implications of this account, in 

particular suffering’s tripartite encounter with evil, the aspect of awareness in suffering, 

and what we should consider when talking about “finding meaning” in suffering.   

 While the constructive contributions of this project are valuable in their own right, 

they also serve as important tools for analyzing other kinds of work on suffering. One of 

my aims throughout is to develop a work that is propaedeutic to future work on suffering, 

a prolegomenon of sorts. In purposefully abstaining from jumping ahead to the 

philosophical problem of evil or spiritual responses to suffering, I seek to establish a 

firmer foundation on which to build (or by which to analyze) those other kinds of works. 

This approach allows readers to consider the foundation on its merits, with a bit of 

distance from whether it serves certain pre-established prescriptive or philosophical 
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judgments. Throughout the work, I hint at where I think certain positions may lead, and 

how the work is supportive of Christian orthodoxy, but I purposefully hold back from 

diving into vast, related topics like the problem of evil, God’s purposes in suffering, 

whether God suffers, or spiritual and practical responses to suffering. Instead, the project 

offers myriad points of interface for thinkers in philosophy, theology, medical ethics, 

psychology, pastoral counseling, and spiritual writing.  

 

I.B. Contributions to the Aquinas Scholarship 

 The project also makes interpretive and constructive contributions to the Aquinas 

scholarship. As discussed below in the methodology section, a synthetic project spanning 

several complex domains of thought requires a coherent, time-tested foundation in order 

to have any hope of standing the test of time itself. The mature work of St. Thomas 

Aquinas, as found most comprehensively in the Summa Theologiae, provides just that. 

From the perspective of scholarship on Aquinas, the present project makes four salient 

contributions: 

 (1) The project makes a strong case for the often implicit relational vision 

underlying Thomas’s thought, by drawing from across the Summa (and with reference to 

other works in Thomas’s corpus for support or to address interpretive controversies). 

 (2) The coherence of this wide-ranging project (which draws from Thomas’s 

understandings of creation, anthropology, teleological flourishing, ontology of relations, 

evil, cognition, affectivity, virtue ethics, Christ’s Passion, infant baptism, and so on) 

reinforces the remarkable coherence of Thomas’s mature thought. 

 (3) The project furthers the discussion on certain substantive and interpretive 
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debates in the diverse domains encountered along the way. (The project overview below 

provides some more detail about these contributions.) 

 (4) And finally, the project develops an understanding of suffering closely 

accountable to Aquinas’s work on diverse topics. 

 

I.C. Methodology 

 I focus on Aquinas (in particular, his mature work in the Summa) and interpreters 

of Aquinas as the foundation for this project. This provides a strong internal coherence to 

the project that an eclectic use of background materials could not provide. 

 Four qualifications are in order. (1) Including a major, comparative component in 

this project would have been unmanageable (and even distracting) given the vast amount 

of literature and variety of approaches available on both the topic of suffering and the 

several foundational topics I treat. However, this work should not be taken as a response 

solely to the concerns of traditional and analytic Thomists. It is a Thomistic treatment of 

certain universal questions on the nature of suffering, with implicit accountability to 

concerns and misunderstandings emerging from diverse contemporary sources—

academic, personal, and pastoral. 

 (2) For purposes of length and readability, there is some fluidity between what 

Thomas says explicitly and my own synthesis thereof. It would not have been reasonable 

to insert “Thomas says” or “based on Thomas, I propose” in every relevant sentence. For 

readers who are already predisposed to take Aquinas as a solid foundation, the movement 

between exegetical arguments and truth-claims will not be a major concern. If readers 

who are ambivalent about Aquinas can forgive this necessary practical concession, they 
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may still find much of value in what follows, and much intuitive appeal. At each step, I 

do aim to provide as much argumentative support and intuitive motivation for 

background claims drawn from Aquinas as is reasonable given the project’s wide scope. 

To start at ground zero on every topic relevant to this project would mean that we would 

never arrive at the end goal of a robust understanding of suffering; here, at least, we know 

that we are building on a time-tested foundation. 

 However, (3) the reader should be assured that I am careful not to attribute my 

more speculative claims and thought-experiments to Aquinas. Certain things this project 

takes as “the way it is” come from Aquinas; but I have aimed to be a careful reader of 

Aquinas, and not import foreign or eclectic ideas into the interpretive work. What 

emerges interpretively, then, is what I evaluated to be the most accurate and logical 

interpretation of Aquinas on each of the topics (based on the primary and secondary 

literature), rather than simply selecting the readings that most easily matched up with 

today’s philosophical trends or what I hoped to say about suffering.  

 (4) I found over the course of my project, even more than expected, that my 

constructive claims could be supported by diverse materials in Aquinas’s corpus. As I 

made these discoveries, I was able to include support from Thomas at points higher up in 

the constructive edifice than initially planned. I take this as a positive sign for the 

coherence of the project and for my speculative positions, as well as something that will 

be of interest to scholars of Thomas. However, the synthesis is my own. Thomas never 

wrote a treatise of this kind, and this project should not be understood as simply a 

commentary on the work of a classic author. 

 Each of the chapters makes constructive contributions by the way it synthesizes 
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Thomas’s thought; uses language aimed at contemporary, intuitive accessibility while 

maintaining fidelity to the underlying system of thought; presents the topics in ways 

geared towards supporting my final, constructive characterization of suffering; and 

provides suggestive access points for further twenty-first century constructive work on 

suffering and the other major topics that come up along the way. In order to make 

sufficient headway both interpretively and constructively at each turn, however, I could 

not be constantly flagging where synthetic work was taking place. Nor would it have 

made sense to present several exegetical chapters on a variety of topics and then revisit 

all the same topics, one by one, in a synthetic light. Thus, there is a risk that, for readers 

not already deeply familiar with Aquinas’s corpus, the presentation style will mask some 

of the synthetic work being done. 

 This was a methodological risk that I found worth taking, again because of the 

scope of the project. Beyond the practical reason for doing so, I was willing to take this 

risk in part because I see it to be the modus operandi of Aquinas himself and thinkers in 

the tradition(s) that precede him. Aquinas’s works clearly make enormous constructive 

contributions, but emphasizing what is “his own” is of least concern to him. His priority 

is a fidelity to revealed and natural truth, and he is quite happy to draw upon the 

treasuries of received intellectual traditions whenever possible (with certain aspects of 

certain traditions, of course, being considered normative, in se or because of their 

relationship with the living tradition of the Church). 

 (5) In this vein, a final encouragement to non-Thomists in reading a work that 

follows Thomas is this: Aquinas’s work represents and builds on what he saw as the best 

of what came before him. Moreover, he read widely—works from many eras and places, 
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on topics both in vogue and out of vogue, and well beyond the boundaries of his own 

religious convictions—with an eye toward making use of the truth wherever it be found. 

Thus, “Aquinas says” should not be read as simply a worshipful appeal to the authority of 

one man’s thought, however brilliant he might have been. Rather, “Aquinas says…” 

should be read in significant part as code for “a powerful synthesis of Christian 

orthodoxy and the best of many viable intellectual traditions up to the time of Aquinas 

says…”. For those coming from a pastoral or counseling perspective, it should also be 

kept in mind that Thomas was a priest, heard countless confessions (the intimate details 

of real lives), traveled under grueling thirteenth century conditions, and surely witnessed 

more poverty, illness, and death in his daily life than most any academics today. 

Moreover, he wrote his works out of a life of intense daily prayer, reception of the 

sacraments, penitential self-reflection, and a sense of deep accountability to Truth and 

Love above any care for external fame or even his own bodily wellbeing. 

 

I.D. A Review of the Contemporary Literature 

1. Introduction to the literature review 

In 1982, Cornell University physician and professor Eric Cassell wrote a seminal 

article in medical ethics arguing that the suffering experienced by patients in clinical 

settings involves much more than physical pain.2 It depends, in fact, on a host of complex 

personal and relational factors. From this insight derived from years of experience as a 

practicing physician and member of bioethics committees, Cassell proposed a “topology” 
                                                
2 Eric J. Cassell, M.D., “The Nature of Suffering and the Goals of Medicine,” in The New 
England Journal of Medicine, 306 (1982): 639-45. 
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of the human person in relation to suffering, considering a variety of threats to a person’s 

integrity and potential. 

Cassell’s three main conclusions were as follows: 

(1) Suffering is the experience of a whole person, not merely a mind or body. 

Thus, a robust understanding of personhood in relation human illness requires a rejection 

of the historically dualistic mindset of the medical fields. 

(2) Suffering is “the state of severe distress associated with events that threaten 

the intactness of the person.”3 

(3) Suffering in a medical situation “can occur in relation to any aspect of the 

person, whether it is in the realm of social roles, group identification, the relation with 

self, body, or family, or the relation with a trans-personal transcendent source of 

meaning.”4 

Cassell later expanded on these ideas in several of his other works.5 Almost four 

decades later, his descriptive proposal remains highly influential in the field of medical 

ethics, although implementation of these holistic understandings presents ongoing 

challenges. 

However, in the fields of contemporary academic theology and philosophy—with 

particular reference to Thomistic thought but even, it seems, more broadly—extended, 

descriptive accounts of this kind are strikingly absent.6 There is, of course, a long history 

                                                
3 Cassell, “The Nature of Suffering,” 640. 
4 Cassell, “The Nature of Suffering,” 640. 
5 E.g., in Cassell, The Nature of Suffering and the Goals of Medicine, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2003). 
6 For example, in the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, a dominant source of overviews in 
analytic philosophy today, the articles on “The Problem of Evil,” “The Concept of Evil,” and 
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of sophisticated philosophical and theological accounts of human suffering that aim to 

improve our understanding of suffering and consequent ability to alleviate it in practice. 

Justificatory, evaluative, and prescriptive treatments of evil or suffering abound (in 

debates over, e.g., the compatibility of evil with a good God, or how to respond pastorally 

to sin, sickness, and disaster). However, the justificatory and evaluative accounts tend to 

focus on one aspect (e.g., the metaphysics of evil) in the attempt to address a 

multidimensional reality, with assumptions about the human person and human 

affectivity lying implicit in the background. In contrast, Christian prescriptive accounts 

often respond to suffering without substantially addressing foundational questions about 

the human constitution and how to define suffering. In other words, many otherwise 

                                                                                                                                            
“Divine Providence” have countless references to suffering but provide no definition thereof. And 
in the SEP article on “Pleasure,” Leonard D. Katz simply equates “inclusive pain, or suffering” 
with “all our feeling bad” (accompanied by a thirteen-paragraph endnote on related 
considerations that demonstrates the history of using suffering and pain—in an inclusive sense—
interchangeably). 

 Cf. Michael Tooley, “The Problem of Evil,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 
ed. Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2019 Edition). 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/evil/; Todd Calder, “The Concept of Evil,” The 
Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2019 Edition). 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/concept-evil/; Hugh J. McCann and Daniel M. 
Johnson, “Divine Providence,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta 
(Spring 2017 Edition). https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2017/entries/providence-divine/; 
Leonard D. Katz, “Pleasure,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta 
(Winter 2016 Edition). https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/pleasure/. 

The article by McCann and Johnson comes the closest to saying what they take to count 
as suffering, when in passing they say rather poignantly: “True suffering occurs when reason is 
left groping, and hope is called into question. We suffer when pain seems too great to bear and to 
serve no commensurate end: when the loss of a loved one leaves us dazed, empty and alone; 
when hateful assaults leave us feeling wounded and violated; when we are distressed by disease, 
or the ravages of old age. Experiences like these tend to crowd all else out of our consciousness. 
They make us feel dismayed, vulnerable and incomplete; they make our projects appear trivial, 
our ambitions unreachable. Above all, the experience undermines our confidence in the essential 
goodness of the world, and our hope that all will be well” (§9). Here the authors seem to 
emphasize the kind of suffering that intersects most with questions of divine providence, rather 
than all instances of suffering (some of which might not have all of the effects they describe, even 
if the suffering is severe). 
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compelling philosophical, theological, and Christian spiritual approaches lack a 

sufficiently comprehensive definitional and descriptive analysis of the phenomenon of 

suffering itself, despite the fundamental importance of such an account in providing a 

rigorous conceptual foundation for diverse practical and theoretical discussions. 

Aquinas’s nuanced treatments of the human person and of evil provide a 

promising theoretical basis for the present work. Among other things, behind the formal 

style of the Summa lies a very holistic understanding of human beings as knowing, 

loving, self-reflective, spiritual, relational, communal, temporal, and embodied beings. 

However, Aquinas’s direct observations about suffering—roughly, the human experience 

of natural misfortunes, moral harms, and internal discord due to related spiritual or global 

concerns—are scattered across the Summa and other parts of his corpus. There is thus 

important interpretive and developmental work still to be done—work that is noticeably 

missing from the Thomistic scholarship to date. 

In the present literature review, I will focus on twentieth and twenty-first century 

literature on evil and suffering in the broadly Thomistic traditions, with some reference to 

other work in theology, analytic philosophy, and beyond. The project that follows takes 

up several, disparate areas of inquiry (e.g., relationality, the metaphysics of evil, the 

passions) en route to building a cumulative picture of the nature of suffering. I will thus 

leave for the relevant chapters my treatment of texts from Aquinas or the secondary 

literature on these chapter-specific topics. 

 

2. Thomistic works on evil and suffering 
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To my surprise, I have found very little in recent Thomistic literature anticipating 

the main lines of my project. (Certain relevant themes in work by Eleonore Stump and 

others will be discussed below.) Nor have I found non-Thomistic, descriptive analyses of 

suffering that treat the key complex of personhood, relational flourishing, affectivity, and 

evil in suffering in ways substantially amenable to a Thomistic reworking.7 

                                                
7 Apart from phenomenology (which I flag below), Buddhist thought is the one tradition I have 
found that often speaks of “the nature of suffering.” However, this literature is too far afield for 
the present project. 

Perspectival theologies such as feminist and liberationist schools of thought are 
responsible for much of the novel theological work on suffering in recent years. There is also a 
relatively new trend of trauma theology that reflects on “fragmented spaces” and the disruption of 
intelligibility through the lens of modern trauma theory. Some branches of feminist studies (and 
allied traditions) explicitly reject traditional conceptuality and aim at shifting the conversation 
rather than at greater comprehensivity. Furthermore, there are a few, eclectic works on pain and 
suffering that defy categorization, especially Elaine Scarry’s famed The Body in Pain: The 
Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985). Martha 
Nussbaum’s writings, also insightful and difficult to categorize, intersect often with topics related 
to suffering; I do provide cross-references to her work at a few points where her concerns 
reinforce what I am doing. These approaches do not overlap enough with my own work to 
provide a basis for my project, but my hope is that some major concerns underlying such work 
might fit the vision I propose. 

To take just one example, Nel Noddings (Women and Evil [Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1989]) aims to overhaul traditional views of evil because she deems that those 
views glorify masculine traits and concerns. She looks to “develop[] a female morality of evil” 
(2). Noddings summarizes women’s experience of evil (presumably in contradistinction to men’s) 
as “a pervasive fear of pain, separation, and helplessness” (3). And she aims to “establish[] a 
feeling for evil uncolored by theological or philosophical propositions” (3). Nodding’s 
“alternative perspective” raises certain important concerns, and (notably) she values home life 
and practices of care about which she says many feminists are too categorically dismissive. 
However, it is clear even from my brief description above that approaches like hers have a 
strongly perspectival quality not well-suited to undergirding the present project. 

One might wonder whether the work of Edward Schillebeeckx is relevant, since he often 
speaks of suffering. Two turn-of-the-century monographs (from 2003 and 2006) articulate 
Schillebeeckx’s “theology of suffering” by drawing from across his corpus: Kathleen McManus, 
O.P., Unbroken Communion: The Place and Meaning of Suffering in the Theology of Edward 
Schillebeeckx (Lanham, Md.: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003); and Aloysius Rego, O.C.D. 
Suffering and Salvation: The Salvific Meaning of Suffering in the Later Theology of Edward 
Schillebeeckx (Louvain: Peeters Press, 2006); cf. also McManus, “Suffering in the Theology of 
Edward Schillebeeckx,” Theological Studies 60 (1999); and Lucien Richard, “God and Suffering: 
Edward Schillebeeckx,” in What Are They Saying About the Theology of Suffering? (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1992). 
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Contemporary Thomistic treatments of suffering tend to focus on metaphysical 

questions about evil, especially the justifiability of malum within a theistic worldview;8 

questions about how moral evil is possible,9 freedom to sin in relation to God’s 

foreknowledge,10 or the vices and particular sins;11 etiological accounts of suffering in the 

                                                                                                                                            
 Schillebeeckx was a Dominican whose early formation in the 1930s was neo-Thomist, 
but he was also deeply shaped by phenomenology, hermeneutics, and social critical theory. In his 
mature works, although suffering is a noticeable theme, Schillebeeckx emphasizes the primacy of 
immediate experience. This compels him to reject certain traditional concerns and conceptuality 
in ways that make his work unamenable to the present project. Cf.  McManus, Unbroken 
Community, 29-32 and 40; and Lieven Boeve, “Experience According to Edward Schillebeeckx: 
The Driving Force of Faith and Theology,” in Divinising Experience: Essays in the History of 
Religious Experience from Origen to Ricoeur, ed. Lieven Boeve and Laurence P. Hemming, 
Studies in Philosophical Theology 23 (Leuven: Peeters, 2004), 199-225, at 200: “Schillebeeckx’s 
goal has been the construction of a plausible and relevant theology within a modern context 
proceeding from a critical dialogue with this context. The result has been a critical-hermeneutical, 
praxis-oriented theology that places Christians in the midst of an emancipatory and liberating 
struggle of humanity for a more just and humane society.” 
8 For a variety of recent, Thomist perspectives on the problem of evil, see: Brian Davies, The 
Reality of God and the Problem of Evil (New York: Continuum, 2006); Ibid., Thomas Aquinas on 
God and Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); John F. X. Knasas, The Cry of Rachel: 
Thomistic Reflections on the Problem of Evil (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2013); Wittgensteinian Thomist Herbert McCabe’s God and Evil in the Theology 
of St. Thomas Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies (New York: Continuum, 2010); and analytic Thomist 
Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010). Knasas’s book, the most recent, includes his assessment of the 
approaches of Davies, Stump, and many others. All of these books provide helpful bibliographies 
and analyses of other Christian and non-Christian works in theodicy. 

Marilyn McCord Adams, John Hick, Alvin Plantinga, and Richard Swinburne are four 
prominent names among the Christian, non-Thomistic problem-of-evil theorists. There are, of 
course, many others. Cf., inter alia, Adams, Horrendous Evils and the Goodness of God (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1999); Ibid., Christ and Horrors: The Coherence of Christology 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); Hick, Evil and the God of Love, revised ed. 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1978); Plantinga, “Suffering and Evil,” in Warranted Christian 
Belief, 458-499 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000); and Swinburne, Providence and the 
Problem of Evil (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). 
9 John F. Owens, “Dissenting from Reality: The Denials of Evil,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic 
Thought and Culture 7:4 (Fall 2004): 133-49. 
10 One recent anthology on theodicy and several other kinds of questions about evil (e.g., original 
harmony, God’s permissions, and providence) is James G. Hanink, ed., Aquinas and Maritain on 
Evil (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2013). For a now-dated but still 
useful annotated bibliography of theodicies, categorized by approach, with appendices for 
Biblical and historical treatments, see Barry L. Whitney, Theodicy: An Annotated Bibliography 
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context of material contingency and original and actual sin;12 theological questions of 

soteriology, the eschatological redemption of sin and suffering, Christ’s Passion, or 

God’s impassibility;13 pastoral considerations; or applied questions in psychiatry, 

                                                                                                                                            
on the Problem of Evil 1960-1990, Garland Reference Library of the Humanities, vol. 1111 (New 
York, Garland: 1993). 
 On God’s causality in the act of sin, without explicit reference to the premotion debate, 
see: W. Matthews Grant, “Aquinas On How God Causes the Act of Sin without Causing Sin 
Itself,” The Thomist 73 (2009): 455-96. 

On God’s providence, foreknowledge, and causation in evil acts, for the Thomist 
premotion solution, see: Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange, O.P., Predestination (St. Louis: Herder, 
1939); Ibid., Reality—A Synthesis of Thomistic Thought (St. Louis: Herder, 1950); Steven A. 
Long, “Providence, Freedom, and Natural Law,” Nova et Vetera, English Edition 4:3 (2006): 
557-605; and Thomas M. Osborne, “Thomist Premotion and Contemporary Philosophy of 
Religion” Nova et Vetera, English Edition 4:3 (2006): 607-32. 
 For the dissymmetry solution, see: Jacques Maritain, God and the Permission of Evil, 
trans. Joseph W. Evans (Milwaukee: The Bruce Publishing Co., 1966); Michael D. Torre, 
“Francisco Marín-Sola, O.P., and the Origin of Jacques Maritain’s Doctrine on God’s Permission 
of Evil,” Nova et Vetera, English Edition 4:1 (2006): 55-94; and Ibid., God’s Permission of Sin: 
Negative or Conditioned Decree?: A Defense of the Doctrine of Francisco Marín-Sola, O.P., 
based on the Principles of Thomas Aquinas (Fribourg, Switzerland: Academic Press Fribourg 
[Studia Friburgensis], 2009). 
 For a contrasting, (non-Thomist) Molinist solution, see William Lane Craig, “The 
Middle-Knowledge View,” in Divine Foreknowledge: Four Views, ed. James K. Beilby and Paul 
R. Eddy, 119-43 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001); and Alfred J. Freddoso, “Luis de 
Molina,” and “Molinism,” in Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy 6, ed. Edward Craig, 461-67 
(London: Routledge, 1998). Freddoso, himself a Thomist, explains Molina in these articles.  
11 Basil Cole, O.P,, “A Thomistic Appraisal of the Catechism of the Catholic Church on the 
Capital Vices,” Nova et Vetera, English Edition 16:1 (Winter 2018): 1-19; Reinhard Hütter, “The 
Virtue of Chastity and the Scourge of Pornography: A Twofold Crisis Considered in Light of 
Thomas Aquinas’s Moral Theology,” The Thomist 77:1 (Jan. 2013): 1-39; William McDonough, 
“Sin and Addiction: Alcoholics Anonymous and the Soul of Christian Sin-Talk,” Journal of the 
Society of Christian Ethics 31:1 (Spring/Summer 2012): 39-55; Michael Sherwin, O.P., “Infused 
Virtue and the Effects of Acquired Vice: A Test Case for the Thomistic Theory of Infused 
Cardinal Virtues,” The Thomist 73 (2009): 29-52. 
12 E.g., J. A. Di Noia, O.P., “Not ‘Born Bad’: The Catholic Truth about Original Sin in a 
Thomistic Perspective,” The Thomist 81:3 (July 2017): 345-59. 
13 For example, on eschatology: Reinhard Hütter, Bound for Beatitude: A Thomistic Study in 
Eschatology and Ethics (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2019). On 
the redemption of suffering in particular: Thomas Joseph White, O.P., “Redeemable Suffering? 
St. Thomas Aquinas on the Meaning of Human Suffering and the Passion of Christ,” Nova et 
Vetera, English Edition 9:3 (2011): 549-60. On impassibility: Michael J. Dodds, O.P., The 
Unchanging God of Love: Thomas Aquinas and Contemporary Theology on Divine Immutability, 
2nd edition (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2008; orig. pub. Fribourg: 
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counseling, or disability studies.14 In this project, I maintain accountability to works of 

these kinds even though they are not the explicit focus. 

 

3. Terminological unclarity and overlap 

It might be helpful to give a brief sense of the terminological unclarity and 

overlap that exists in the literature with respect to the question of what, exactly, suffering 

is. For instance, in The Reality of God and the Problem of Evil, Brian Davies equates 

“evil suffered” with natural evil (in which he, atypically, includes the effects of another’s 

moral evil), in contrast to “evil done” (moral evil as it affects the one who wills, attempts, 

or completes it).15 Here Davies presumably has in mind Thomas’s categories of malum 

poenae versus malum culpae (penalty versus fault), which play a prominent role in the 

De Malo.16 Davies’s aim, in the context of his theodicean work, is to show that God does 

not cause evil of either kind. There is certainly a deep connection between suffering and 

evil undergone, and between suffering and natural evil (although not exclusively), but 

this usage of the root word “to suffer” (to undergo) does not get us to a robust 

anthropology of suffering. For instance, he “take[s] non-animate things to be potential 

victims of evil suffered.” The suffering I aim at in this project is not the kind that can 

                                                                                                                                            
Editions Universitaires, 1986); Cf. Ibid., “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the 
Unchanging God of Love,” Theological Studies 52 (1991): 330-44. 
14 See Chapter VI. Works by Warren Kinghorn and Miguel Romero are particularly notable in 
that, because of their theological depth, these works on psychiatric medicine and cognitive 
impairment (respectively) have important conceptual ramifications for understanding human 
debility and suffering more generally. 
15 Davies, The Reality of God, 173, 176, 183. 
16 Cf. De Malo 1.4, “utrum malum convenienter dividatur per poenam et culpam”; and ST I.48.5 
on the division of evil in rational creatures into penalty (whence derives our word “pain”) and 
fault.  
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happen to an island uninhabited by people or animals (to use his example). To take one 

more example, Davies says that when “badness . . . happens to people,” even if 

precipitated by another person’s moral evil that happens to be successful, what they 

experience is a matter of natural effects—of “non-rational things in the world eat[ing] 

away at them in various ways.”17 Davies has interesting reasons internal to his argument 

for making this move, and it is certainly worth further consideration as an important 

aspect of how moral evil impinges on others, but the description does not seem to capture 

the breach of relationships between persons qua persons that occurs in many cases of 

moral evil. 

Other distinguished authors, without defining suffering, treat suffering as sorrow, 

as a kind of evil, as any evil that touches on the human person (using, alternately, the 

word “evil” or “suffering”), or some combination thereof. For instance, Servais Pinckaers 

speaks of “the problem of sorrow, of suffering,” implying an equation of the two.18 The 

Thomistic literature on the passions, discussed below, often does the same. 

Even Charles Journet, whose work I discuss below for its merit in making a first 

pass at distinguishing evil from suffering, moves fluidly among the various related terms 

in question. Journet at turns equates suffering and sorrow, or speaks of “suffering and 

sorrow,” presumably in contradistinction to one another.19 At other times Journet reverts 

to using the term “evil” when he means “suffering” (whereas I would understand the 

                                                
17 Davies, The Reality of God, 194; Ibid., 176. 
18 Servais Pinckaers, O.P., The Sources of Christian Ethics, 3rd ed., trans. Mary T. Noble 
(Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1995), 25. 
19 Charles Journet, The Meaning of Evil, trans. Geoffrey Chapman (New York: P. J. Kenedy and 
Sons, 1963), 36-37; originally published in French as Le Mal (Desclée de Brouwer, 1961). 
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latter, roughly, as a personally contextualized evaluation and experience of evil). When 

Journet, for instance, speaks of “the worst evils—those committed by men,” in context of 

asking what God is “bound to do in his infinite goodness” and whether atheist concerns 

about the problem of evil can be satisfied, clearly the concern is not simply about the 

moral ruptures that sin effects (though we should care about these), but about the way 

these evils hurt people—suffering, the evil as “received” by another.20 And finally, later 

on in the book, Journet speaks of trials, temptations, miseries, and the problems caused 

by ignorance, as separate from “the evil of suffering and death.”21 However, much of 

what we would consider trials, miseries, problems caused by ignorance, and even the 

struggles of temptation (among these he lists the temptation to suicide) would seem, in 

fact, to fall under the header of “suffering”—i.e., the narrative threads of life that include 

significant distress because of things that are not as they should be. 

To take one more example, David Burrell, whom one commentator characterizes 

as a “Wittgensteinian Thomist [who] became Abrahamic,” talks about “suffering from 

affliction.”22 In the context of my project, this raises questions like: Is affliction different 

from suffering? What is the relationship between the two? At other points in his book 

Deconstructing Theodicy, Burrell speaks of “the physical suffering of disease,” “suffering 

as a trial,” and the greatness of Job’s suffering.23 The relative infrequency of Burrell’s 

                                                
20 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 103. 
21 They are treated in separate, consecutive sections under headers by these names. See Journet, 
The Meaning of Evil, 238-251. 
22 David B. Burrell, C.S.C., Deconstructing Theodicy: Why Job Has Nothing to Say to the Puzzle 
of Suffering (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2008), 19; cf. Gorazd Andrejč, “David Burrell: 
Wittgensteinian Thomism That Became ‘Abrahamic’,” in Wittgenstein and Interreligious 
Disagreement (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 175-216. 
23 On pp. 58, 85, and 132, respectively. 
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use of the word suffering (“evils” and “hurt” are sometimes used as substitute terms) and 

the lack of definitional clarity are notable only because the subtitle of the book speaks of 

the puzzle of suffering. My intention is not to critique Burrell, nor the many other authors 

I could have chosen who move fluidly between speaking of evil and speaking of 

suffering. It is clear that they do so (usually implicitly) because the evil they care about is 

the kind that causes suffering, or, variously, is (as some might put it) the evil of 

experiencing suffering.24 I simply aim to illustrate—though one can never truly 

demonstrate a lack!—the noticeable lacuna in the literature, and the foundational role my 

present, descriptive project can play in undergirding or facilitating comparative analyses 

of justificatory, evaluative, and prescriptive works on evil or suffering.  

That being said, it is worth exploring the work of a few authors whose work can 

be mined for initial hints about the complexity of the relationship between evil and 

suffering. This will also give the reader an initial sense of the avenues I do (and do not) 

plan to pursue in my own project. 

 

4. Literature on sorrow and the emotions 

 In the past twenty years, and particularly since 2009, there has been an explosion 

of work exploring Aquinas’s view of human affectivity (predominantly focused on the 
                                                
24 Siobhan Nash-Marshall argues that medieval questions surrounding evil had mainly to do with 
the metaphysics of evil, whereas contemporary ones have much more to do with suffering—with 
human experiences of evil (“Evil, Philosophical Aspects of the Problem of,” in New Catholic 
Encyclopedia Supplement 2012-2013: Ethics and Philosophy, ed. Robert L. Fastiggi, vol. 2 
[Detroit, MI: Gale, 2013], 526-527). Thomists more than some other schools of thought have 
maintained an awareness of the metaphysical questions. However, to the extent that these authors 
address contemporary problem of evil questions (whether in the form of a theodicy or “defense” 
or otherwise), the implicit focus is on (a) evil that causes suffering (and because it causes 
suffering), or (b) suffering as an evil. 
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passions), first in its own right or with respect to Christ and secondly with respect to the 

relationship between the emotions and a life of virtue.25 As one might expect, some of 

these articles and monographs include extended discussions of pain and sadness or 

sorrow (dolor et tristitia).26 In such works, suffering is often equated with the affective 

responses of sorrow, pain, or both. There are understandable reasons for this move, as 

explained in Chapter VI. The specific aim of those works, of course, is to probe 

Aquinas’s view of the emotions, whereas my aim is to gain greater traction on what we 

mean by suffering, in the context of theological and philosophical concerns. Still, the 

literature on human affectivity is relevant and in some ways very helpful to the present 

project. I make use of it in Chapter VI, while at the same time explaining why a robust 

characterization of suffering must also include reference to the particular persons, evils, 

life histories, and personal expectations involved. Affective categories like “sorrow” (or 

even subcategories like “a grief-response”) are insufficient. 

 One other work by a Thomist that deserves mention for its unique angle against 

affectivity is a short essay by Siobahn Nash-Marshall entitled “Evil, Pain, and the 

                                                
25 “Emotions” is a rough translation of Aquinas’s passiones, but passiones include things like 
pain that begin in the body but are processed by the soul (the form of the body) and register as 
negative or positive in the sense appetite. Further, passiones do not technically include their close 
analogues in the rational appetite (e.g., spiritual joy), although it would be difficult to judge 
empirically the extent to which such intellectual affective movements happen in hylomorphic 
beings entirely separately from sense passions (and without effects in the latter). For more on the 
passions, including translation considerations, see Ch. VI. 
26 These include but are not limited to monographs by Diana Fritz Cates, Stephen A. 
Chanderbhan (Ph.D. diss.), Paul Gondreau, Nicholas Kahm, Nicholas Lombardo, Robert Miner, 
and Donald Mowbray (a medievalist) as well as articles or chapters by Reinhard Hütter, Peter 
King, Carlo Leget, Stephen Loughlin, Servais Pinckaers, Richard Schenk, Craig Steven Titus, 
Kevin White, and Thomas Joseph White. For more, see Chapter VI; see also the extensive listing 
in Nicholas E. Lombardo, O.P., The Logic of Desire: Aquinas on Emotion (Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University of America Press, 2011), 5 fn. 17. 
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Problem of Properties.”27 In that essay, Nash-Marshall makes a provocative start at 

considering a partial disjunction between evil and pain or suffering, which she ties 

heavily to the emotions. She argues that contemporary philosophers tend to resort to 

feeling bad (or feeling revolted, etc.) as the basis for intuitively demarcating what is evil. 

Her predominant concern is that if evil is treated as a primitive concept and emotively 

equated with feelings, then we can miss things that are very bad but not painful (e.g., a 

quick and painless murder) and reject things that are displeasurable but good (like 

repentance). Nash-Marshall’s concern is a valid one. At points where she seems too 

dismissive of pain and suffering (in contrast to evil), I might slightly recast her point to 

say that evil is broader than pain, and difficult goodness may not always be 

accompanied—at least initially—by pleasure. For present purposes, Nash-Marshall’s 

essay serves indirectly as a reminder of the importance of considering the objective evils 

involved in suffering rather than adopting a view of suffering in which affective 

assessments, however penetrating or misguided, take exclusive center stage. 

 

5. John F. X. Knasas 

John F. X. Knasas’s The Cry of Rachel (2013) is notable in four regards with 

respect to my project.28 First, in his theodicy, he does not restrict himself to the use of 

bare, metaphysical logic to explain evil (a worthwhile endeavor but often psychologically 

                                                
27 Siobhan Nash-Marshall, “Evil, Pain, and the Problem of Properties,” in Aquinas and Maritain 
on Evil: Mystery and Metaphysics, ed. James G. Hanink (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 
of America Press, 2013), 58-71. 
28 Cf. Karina Robson, review of Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel: Thomistic Reflections on the 
Problem of Evil, by John F. X. Knasas, Nova et Vetera, English Edition 14:2 (2016): 720-25. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/nov.2016.0043. 
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unsatisfying). Rather, he considers the problem of evil and the underlying assumptions of 

various philosophical positions on the matter in the context of a “philosophical analysis 

of the human psyche” as the psyche struggles with the presence of evil.29 Knasas does not 

offer an extended, descriptive analysis of suffering of the kind my project provides. 

However, his work is clearly impelled by the sense that, in order to get somewhere with 

problems of suffering, we have to think of them not just in terms of evil but in terms of 

the human psyche struggling with evil. 

Second, Knasas observes that we must understand evil against the broader 

backdrop of the good—and that the vision of those immersed in sorrow sometimes 

narrows so as to exclude consideration of other great goods (including persons). My 

project does not attempt to pronounce on when particular feelings of sorrow are out of 

line with objective reality in personal or cosmic context, but it does signal where (with 

respect to intellecting evil and with respect to affectivity) such considerations would fit 

into an analysis of particular sufferings. 

Third, instead of definitively rejecting all other theodicies in favor of his own 

proposal, Knasas argues that there are multiple, possible justificatory reasons for God 

allowing the evils of our world, among which we cannot adjudicate based on philosophy 

alone. I think this insight is a good one. To put my own, slightly different spin on the 

idea, philosophers and theologians miss an opportunity when they critique five other 

                                                
29 Knasas’s final, philosophical conclusion (286ff)—which must be read in context of his earlier 
exposition of Jacques Maritain and Rachel’s cry—may seem a bit harsh to some readers. 
However, his point (291-92) is that our sense of something more—of God’s compassionate care 
for each and every human person as a uniquely valuable individual, rather than as simply one of 
many great goods for us to appreciate—enters into the conversation in a theological, not strictly 
philosophical, context. 
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theodicean views based on lack of fit with certain (real or hypothesized) examples of evil, 

only to offer a sixth view (or a no-answer view) as the best, exclusive theodicean 

answer.30 Put plainly, why do we need to say that all suffering exists because of free will 

versus for soul-making purposes versus towards the greater cosmic good versus because 

of God’s greatness and our littleness, and so on? Could God in His greatness not have 

different (individual or multiple) reasons for different instances of suffering, reasons we 

can ponder theoretically even if we cannot reliably discern the set of reasons in play in 

the actual, complex instantiations of suffering in our world? In what follows, however, I 

purposefully abstain from directly entering into the problem of evil debates. Instead, I 

take this intuition in a slightly different direction when considering that evil (and 

                                                
30 Three very different works by thoughtful Christian scholars that critique several other 
approaches heavily are David Bentley Hart, The Doors of the Sea: Where was God in the 
Tsunami? (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2005); D. Z. Phillips, The Problem of Evil and the 
Problem of God (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2005); and Frederick W. Schmidt, When Suffering 
Persists (Harrisburg, PA: Morehouse, 2001). I do not mean to single them out; Davies and others 
do the same. 
 The “no-answer” current in academic theology rejects outright theodicean projects that 
aim to answer questions like “Why do people suffer?” or “Why this suffering?” (E.g., Stanley 
Hauerwas, God, Medicine and Suffering [Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994]; Ibid., Suffering 
Presence [Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1986].) Christian authors who explicitly 
reject the project of theodicy acknowledge that suffering runs very deep in the world, but say or 
imply (a) that suffering is in fact a purposeless, irresoluble absurdity in our midst, or (b) that it is 
(in the main, or entirely) beyond our epistemic reach as humans to know why suffering exists, or 
(c) that we cannot sort out the causes and reasons for (most or all) actual sufferings. Instead of 
any attempt in this direction, these accounts encourage readers to concentrate their efforts fully on 
how to move on in the midst of suffering—by focusing on Christ, being buoyed by community, 
finding ways to create new life and new purpose, etc. I agree that suffering will always remain a 
partial mystery to us here on earth, that we ought not aim comprehensively to diagnose (and 
thereby more easily dismiss) the particular sufferings of real others, and that communities of love 
can provide a way forward. However, I would argue for a “both-and” approach that does not 
dismiss the value—even for non-academics—of theorizing. This theorizing might be properly 
theodicean. Alternatively, it might be like my present project, which aims to help situate our valid 
intellectual concerns about evil in a robust metaphysics and anthropology, and to uncover the 
rationality of encouraging (as Christianity traditionally does) new or renewed relational 
flourishing in the midst of a seemingly unrelated suffering. 
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suffering) is not one thing and will likely have various and varying reasons for being 

(with “reasons” considered in terms of both efficient causes and divine or human 

purposes). 

Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, Knasas provides in passing a hint about the 

partial disjunction between evil and suffering and the fact that this disjunction is linked to 

considerations of human anthropology. In the main, like other traditional Thomist 

philosophers, Knasas speaks of evil, with occasional reference to suffering or sufferers—

and understandably so, given the extent to which Thomas wrote on the metaphysics and 

etiology of evil. However, in Knasas’s exposition of evil as privation, he touches on the 

objection that “the notion of evil is insufficiently encompassing”: 

Pain and suffering seem to be more positive than any lack of a perfection 
could be, yet we do call them evil. In Aquinas’s behalf one could note that 
both pain and suffering stand related to, but not within, the concept of evil 
as privation. . . . Pain and suffering [are] . . . ways that a sentient being 
experiences disorder in its physical organism. The disorder is the evil 
understood as a privation; the pain is how the disorder is experienced. So 
pain and suffering do not subvert Aquinas’s definition of evil but are 
accommodated by it.31 
 

Knasas infers this conclusion from Thomas’s discussion of pleasure as a concomitant of 

the end without itself being the end (SCG III, 26). While I do not make direct use of 

Knasas’s conceptuality from the brief passage above, this mention is a notable exception 

to the lack of contemporary discussion about the complex relationship between evil and 

suffering. It is also notable in that Knasas here implies, rightly in my view, that the 

relationship between evil and suffering is not explicitly spelled out in Thomas’s writings. 

 

                                                
31 Knasas, The Cry of Rachel, 126. 
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6. Charles Journet and Jacques Maritain 

 We find two other passages considering evil’s relationship with pain and suffering 

in Charles Journet’s 1963 book, The Meaning of Evil.32 As a whole, Journet’s book aims 

to explain how evil and suffering of various kinds fits into God’s plan. In an early section 

on evil as a privation rather than a positively existing reality, Journet asks how suffering 

fits into this picture.33 In this short passage, he proposes that suffering is the knowledge 

and awareness of a privation. Suffering is also an evil in itself, “inasmuch as [it] take[s] 

away the peaceful enjoyment of a good which ought to be there.” However, suffering is 

not “ranked in the first place among the forms of evil because [it is] identical with 

knowledge and awareness, but only because [it is] knowledge and awareness of a 

disorder or privation.” Suffering can even “be” or “turn into” a good “on a higher plane,” 

as when a righteous mind and heart recognize and detest the evil of sin. There is, then, a 

“complicated dialectic of good and evil, of being and privation, to be found in 

suffering.”34  

 Journet returns to this idea later in the book when considering this “paradox” (the 

complicated dialectic) of suffering, the attitude to be taken towards it, and growth in the 

Christian dialectical understanding of suffering’s place in the world.35 Interestingly, this 

second passage is actually a partial transcription of a 1950 lecture by Jacques Maritain, 

                                                
32 Swiss theologian Charles Cardinal Journet (1891-1975), now venerated in the Catholic Church 
as a “Servant of God,” was a diocesan priest and professor at the seminary in Fribourg. He often 
worked in close conjunction with Jacques Maritain. 
33 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 36-37. Some unclarity of terms remains, as Journet variously 
uses the terms “pain and sorrow,” “pain and suffering,” and “suffering and sorrow.” The choice 
of the word “suffering” above is my own.  
34 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 37. 
35 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 242-251. The passage in question is on pp. 242-44.  
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who gave Journet permission to include the unpublished notes in the latter’s book. 

Maritain’s ideas here coincide with Journet’s own to such an extent that Journet includes 

them without commentary. 

 In the relevant passage, Maritain says that suffering is paradoxical because in 

itself suffering is an evil, “intrinsically detestable, in the natural order.” Even “from the 

viewpoint of faith” it is still at least a physical evil.36 (Maritain does not elaborate as to 

whether suffering also remains, sometimes or always in some respects, an evil in other 

respects besides the physical.) However, “as to its effects[, suffering] is ambivalent.” This 

is because suffering impairs our physical resources, but it can “strengthen and purify the 

moral element.” Maritain goes on to say that suffering “appears as a good” when “a 

(physical) evil . . . act[s] as a remedy for a greater (moral) evil.” He ends with the strong 

claim that, in supernatural perspective, given the penal origin of suffering, all suffering 

can have a medicinal quality if it is accepted in faith. 

 The language of Journet and Maritain on these points is evocative, if not always 

crystal clear. The main idea is that there is a certain space between evil and suffering that 

allows for suffering paradoxically to be both bad (in keeping us from pleasure and 

peacefulness, in damaging our physical resources, or both) and good (qua awareness, in 

its effects, or both). The idea of awareness in suffering is important to my project, 

although the genesis is not from Journet. (I discovered these brief passages on the topic 

only after formulating my own proposal.) In Part III of my project, I emphasize the 

component of awareness in suffering; however, I do not equate suffering entirely with 

                                                
36 Emphases removed.  



 
 
 
 

26 

awareness in the way that Journet seems to do. 

 The intuition that suffering stands in close but complex relationship to evil also 

resonates significantly with the present project. In fact (although, again, not genetically 

related to Journet’s comments), this idea of a complex relationship between evil and 

suffering lies in the background of the project’s structure: I explore (1) the good for 

human persons, in the process recouping the deeply relational quality of human 

flourishing; (2) the metaphysics of evil and various pitfalls in our attempts to understand 

it; and then (3) how evil interacts with the human person and human flourishing in 

suffering. 

 On these particular points Journet seems to be historically influenced by the work 

of the French philosopher Louis Lavelle (1883-1951). Lavelle was a non-practicing 

Protestant variously described as an existentialist, phenomenologist, philosopher of spirit, 

and personalist, and influenced by Augustine and Malebranche.37 In the course of 

Journet’s first passage on a distinction between suffering and evil, Journet cites Lavelle 

more than once.38 In Lavelle’s own work on the topic, Evil and Suffering, Lavelle offers 

some evocative ideas about evil versus suffering.39 Suffering, he says, is a protest against 

evil: “a revolt of consciousness which strives to drive it out.”40 Suffering either is not 

itself an evil, or “is not an absolute and radical” one; on the other hand, it is “an integral 

                                                
37 Cf. Thomas Edward Gafney, S.J., The Personalistic Philosophy of Louis Lavelle (master’s 
thesis, Loyola University Chicago, 1959). https://ecommons.luc.edu/luc_theses/1574. 
38 Journet warns the reader elsewhere that Lavelle is a univocist about being (a major concern for 
a Thomist), so Journet should not be understood as adopting Lavelle’s views in any deep sense. 
39 Louis Lavelle, Evil and Suffering, trans. Bernard Murchland, C.S.C. (New York: Macmillan, 
1963), esp. 30-32; originally published in French as Le mal et la souffrance (Paris: Librairie Plon, 
1940). 
40 Lavelle, Evil and Suffering, 30. 
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element of evil.”41 He variously equates suffering with “a state of consciousness,” with 

“sensible evil” in contrast to moral evil, and with affliction that, unlike pain, always 

retains an element of active choice in how to respond.42 It is difficult, says Lavelle, for us 

to “establish a regular correspondence” between kinds of evil and suffering.43 Lavelle 

concludes that transcendence and communion should be sought as goals in the midst of 

suffering. Lavelle’s remarks leave something to be desired in terms of consistency and 

systematicity, but it seems he may have planted (or passed on) the seed of the idea that 

evil and suffering are in some way distinguishable and that human awareness and 

response to evil are important components.  

 

7. John Paul II 

 There is one other Thomistically inspired author I found who, in passing, touches 

on the important role awareness plays in suffering: Pope Saint John Paul II, in his 

apostolic letter Salvifici Doloris.44 In his early years, Wojtyła studied under Thomists like 

Reginald Garrigou-Lagrange (his doctoral advisor), but the future pope also drew heavily 

upon the twentieth century phenomenological school, with its emphasis on personalism, 

subjectivity, self-transcendence, and integration (which suffering can undermine). 

 The apostolic letter in question has a spiritual, pastoral emphasis; it is not a work 
                                                
41 Lavelle, Evil and Suffering, 30-31. 
42 Lavelle, Evil and Suffering, at pp. 59, 35, and 62, respectively. Cf. p. 32. 
43 Lavelle, Evil and Suffering, 35. 
44 Literally, Of Salvific Suffering, or officially translated, On the Christian Meaning of Human 
Suffering (Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 11 February 1984). Accessed 28 July 2019 at 
http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1984/documents/hf_jp-
ii_apl_11021984_salvifici-doloris.html; Cf. Peter C. Harman, Towards a Theology of Suffering: 
The Contribution of Karol Wojtyla/Pope John Paul II (STD diss., The Catholic University of 
America, 2010). 
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in systematic theology or academic philosophy. I touch on it here in the literature review 

for two reasons. First of all, because Salvifici Doloris marks a return (again, only in 

passing) among the Thomistically inspired literature to considerations of awareness in 

suffering and the complexity of the relationship with evil. The presence of these thoughts 

in the writings of a Catholic “Thomistic personalist” as well as in those of the earlier 

phenomenologist Lavelle suggests that future comparative work might explore whether 

others in the broadly Christian existential and phenomenological schools have developed 

more extended, systematic accounts on this topic that (with significant translation 

between these different approaches) could fruitfully supplement what I provide herein.45 

                                                
45 My searches of phenomenologist literature cannot claim comprehensivity, but they do show 
both the possibility for discussion and the need for considerable translation work between the 
different approaches. See, for instance, Max Scheler, “The Meaning of Suffering,” trans. Daniel 
Liderbach, S. J., in Max Scheler. On Feeling, Knowing, and Valuing: Selected Writings, ed. 
Harold J. Bershady, trans. Harold J. Bershady with Peter Haley (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1992), 121-63; and a bibliography of primary and secondary literature on Scheler in Ibid., 
165-73. Scheler’s argument is that “[t]he most formal and most general concept, under which all 
suffering should be subsumed (from sensations of pain to metaphysical-religious despair) . . . [is] 
the idea of sacrifice, . . .  a sacrifice of the part for the whole and of (relatively) lower values for 
higher values” (126). To me, it seems important to recoup the notion of sacrifice, and Scheler’s 
proposal in the context of Christian transformation is worth pondering further. However, if one 
claims as he does that the basic metaphysical principle of suffering is sacrifice, without intense 
qualification, one quickly runs into difficulties with a variety of cases, particularly the kind that 
McCord Adams would label “horrors.” 

Edith Stein and Dietrich von Hildebrand—both Catholic converts, personalists, and 
students of Edmund Husserl—were influenced by Scheler and Adolf Reinach (Husserl’s 
assistant) as they moved towards Catholicism. Both also underwent deep, personal suffering 
because of the Nazi regime. Although a preliminary investigation into their works did not 
uncover a systematic analysis of the nature of suffering of the kind I propose herein, Stein’s 
writings (and perhaps von Hildebrand’s as well) could be useful in future, comparative work with 
respect to her theology of suffering and her emphasis on the importance of love and community. 
 Further afield from Aquinas and traditional Christian conceptuality, we do find some 
existentialists and phenomenologists who investigate the “phenomenology of suffering,” although 
their work holds less potential for deep interaction. For instance, William Edelglass describes 
Levinas’s mature “phenomenology of suffering as passive, meaningless, and evil, function[ing] as 
a refutation of rational explanations of suffering” (“Levinas on Suffering and Compassion,” 
Sophia 45:2 [Oct. 2006]: 43-59, at 43). This view of suffering seems oversimplified, but it is 
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 Secondly, and more importantly, Salvifici Doloris is a notable exemplar of the 

vast Christian theological literature that takes a spiritual, forward-looking approach to 

suffering. More specifically, it falls into the genre of spiritual literature that meditates on 

Christ’s suffering and calls people to see suffering through a Christological lens. Such 

literature picks up the topic of suffering from a point at which one has already accepted 

the inevitability of a certain suffering and already has a deeply Christian spirituality. My 

present project can undergird such works by demonstrating how and why exhortations to 

relationship with God, offering up insoluble sufferings for the sake of others, and a 

transformed perspective might fit within the metastructure of the topic of suffering, based 

on a deeper understanding of what suffering is. For instance, I believe these responses 

reply on certain key presuppositions about the temporality of human experience and the 

relationally oriented structure of human flourishing. A comprehensive, explicit grounding 

in a robust philosophical anthropology and metaphysics of evil can lend plausibility to (or 

facilitate helpful comparisons of) the diverse pastoral-prescriptive suggestions circulating 

in thoughtful, Christian circles.  

                                                                                                                                            
useful set-up for Edelglass’s Levinasian ethics of “compassionate response to the vulnerable, 
suffering Other.” 

There are also authors in the philosophy-and-medicine movement who explore pain or 
suffering from existentialist and phenomenological perspectives. For instance, in an article from 
2011, Frederik Svenaeus uses Martin Heidegger to describe “a phenomenology of illness . . . as 
unhomelike being-in-the-world” (“Illness as Unhomelike Being-in-the-World: Heidegger and the 
Phenomenology of Medicine,” Medicine, Health Care and Philosophy 14:3 [Aug. 2011]: 333-43, 
at 333. In another article, Svenaeus synthesizes Heidegger, Cassell, and Scarry to “develop a 
phenomenology of suffering . . . [as] a potentially alienating mood overcoming the person and 
engaging her in a struggle to remain at home [i.e., metaphorically self-situated in a comfortable, 
familiar place] in the face of loss of meaning and purpose in life” (“The Phenomenology of 
Suffering in Medicine and Bioethics,” Theoretical Medicine and Bioethics 35:6 [Dec. 2014]: 407-
20, at 407. Again, it is clear that significant translation work would be needed prior to any 
effective, comparative engagement with descriptions of suffering of these kinds. 
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 Of particular interest in Salvifici Doloris is its account of the possibility of new 

creation through suffering, and the pope’s implicit sense of multiple kinds of awareness 

in suffering, which I would creatively systematize as follows: (1) suffering as a painful 

awareness of evil, (2) the good of a proper cognizance of damaged reality, and (3) the 

new “meaning” and awareness that comes from beginning to see the world from God’s 

own perspective, through incorporation into Christ.46 To expand on this last, we might 

understand John Paul II’s call to sacrificially offer unavoidable suffering for the sake of 

the Church as implying a new kind of awareness, knowledge and love: Through 

revelation, and through communion with Christ, we begin (albeit in a very limited way) 

to see the world as God sees it, and to love the world in a way that reflects God’s own 

kenotic love. 

 Like Journet, the pope’s analysis of the nature of suffering in terms of its partial 

disjunction from evil and its rootedness in particular human subjects is brief,47 and his 

explicit mentions of awareness come in later (viz., awareness of mission, saving power, 

and Christian dignity), after his shift to discussing the new, graced potential of 

suffering.48 Although my project takes up only some of these topics, and in a different 

manner than this apostolic letter, I count Salvifici Doloris as one of my initial inspirations 

for probing the anthropological and metaphysical understandings underlying orthodox 

Christian spiritual exhortations with respect to suffering.49 

                                                
46 See my Chapter VI on how to understand and nuance discussions of meaning in suffering. One 
concern with various important kinds of suffering is precisely the fact that they seem purposeless.  
47 Salvifici Doloris, sections 5-8.  
48 Salvifici Doloris, sections 16 and 23. 
49 For an example of a popular work of this kind that is deeply rooted in the tradition and 
encourages a multifaceted approach to spiritual growth in the midst of suffering, see Dom Hubert 
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8. Eleonore Stump 

 Eleonore Stump is a renowned philosopher who makes use of Aquinas’s 

theoretical apparatus in her illuminating 2010 tome on the problem of evil.50 Stump is 

notable as an analytic philosopher who insists on a holistic mindset in her considerations 

of suffering—a mindset that makes her philosophical work on the topic particularly 

psychologically astute. Additionally, in her use of narratives in argumentation, and in 

broaching the topic of second-personal knowledge, Stump (by her own account) 

challenges the methodological and content boundaries of standard analytic philosophy. 

 In Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering, Stump 

considers cases of suffering that do not seem to be spiritual “medicine” for the individual 

and asks how God could “make good” on the suffering, where “making good” is cashed 

out as, roughly, “bringing about even greater glory for the sufferer.” She does not, 

however, claim that there is a direct teleological reason for the suffering. She argues that 

some suffering could “serve purposes” without such purposes being inherent in or 

preceding the suffering. Discernment of exactly how God might redeem certain 

                                                                                                                                            
van Zeller’s Suffering: The Catholic Answer: The Cross of Christ and its Meaning for You 
(Manchester, New Hamp.: Sophia Institute Press, 2002). It was originally published as Approach 
to Calvary (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1961), as its fifteen approaches correspond to the 
Stations of the Cross and the vision beyond. Van Zeller (1905-1984) was an English Benedictine 
monk, writer, and artist. 
50 Eleonore Stump, Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of Suffering (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2010); cf. Stump, “The Problem of Evil,” Faith and Philosophy 2:4 
(1985): 392-423; and Ibid., “Providence and the Problem of Evil,” in The Oxford Handbook of 
Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 401-17; 
cf. also Karina Robson, review of Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and the Problem of 
Suffering, by Eleonore Stump, Nova et Vetera, English Edition 12:1 (2014): 384-89. My reading 
of Stump continues to evolve, but the review is still helpful as a general overview. 
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sufferings is difficult, because the narratives that could incorporate our sufferings are as 

yet unfinished. These narratives are themselves part of a complex web of interdependent 

narratives. Moreover, they are irreducibly personal: God’s making good on such 

suffering must take into account the particular persons with their particularized deep 

desires. What is more, we must have intimate, loving, personal knowledge of the 

sufferers in order to get an adequate sense of how their stories might be resolved. (Even 

then, we often cannot foresee in this lifetime how God might, in eschatological 

perspective, reweave the tattered fabric of someone’s life.) 

 Stump’s work is notable in several ways. First, she emphasizes the importance of 

presenting a robust Christian conception of the good life before attempting to evaluate the 

compatibility of this vision with the reality of “innocent suffering.”51 In this, Stump (and 

I, in my own way in Part I) follow Aquinas’s understanding that we must first discern 

what makes for the good before analyzing what it is for things to go wrong. 

 Second, in the process, she makes use of Aquinas’s view that our noetic and 

volitional-affective faculties are highly interdependent and central to our personhood. 

Stump’s main emphasis in this regard is on the role of love and second-personal 

knowledge (intimate knowledge that is potentially non-propositional) in the redemption 

of suffering.52 My own project suggests—in ways congruous with and often implicit in 

                                                
51 Some would use the term “undeserved suffering” to substitute for Stump’s term “innocent 
suffering.” By this phrase, Stump simply means suffering that is not a direct consequence of the 
same person’s willfully chosen, sinful action. The phrase is not meant to imply that the sufferer 
has the innocence of a person untouched by original and/or personal sin. 
52 Stump argues that (i) understanding a person’s story requires the type of intimate knowledge of 
a close friend that cannot be translated without remainder into an abstract, third-person, factual 
account; and that, therefore, (ii) philosophers cannot assess via pared down, third-personal data 
whether God can “make good” on a particular person’s storied existence. 
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her project—the myriad roles that knowing and loving, as central to personhood, play in 

the causation, mitigation or intensification, and potential resolution of suffering. Stump 

also does not take the further step of probing the relationality of human flourishing in the 

same way (and to the same extent) as does the present project. Still, Stump shares the 

intuition that rightly prioritized goods for human persons are organized around our 

capacities for knowledge and love. Accordingly, I make use of Stump’s explication of 

Aquinas in the first part of my Chapter II with respect to the objective hierarchy of goods 

for human persons, which revolves around God and the central features of human 

personhood.  

 Third, Stump emphasizes both universal goods and the particularity of persons in 

assessing what makes for human flourishing or suffering. She does this through her 

treatment of deep “desires of the heart” as a necessary complement to the objective 

hierarchy of goods for human persons. (Stump takes the idea of deep, personally 

contextualized desires to be a novel but not incompatible addition to a Thomistic 

approach.) Her defense demonstrates how God could fulfill these desires of the heart in 

difficult cases, if not directly then in a transformed and even better way—because what 

one truly desires might be a more fundamental good that underlies the initial, conscious 

desire. 

 Stump’s proposal here is important in that it reintroduces the importance of 

particularity of persons and context. And I find plausible her argument for God’s 

potential fulfillment of transformed desires of the heart. On first glance, the posit of 

“desires of the heart” seems to fill the space of subjective concern in suffering that is 

often lacking in the academic literature. However, on further analysis, Stump’s goal of 
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demonstrating an eventual re-working of the good behind that desire (however personally 

contextualized) into God’s loving plan for the person means that she is, in the end, 

focused on something subject-oriented but objective. The sufferer’s affective assessments 

of the present moment (however valid or misguided) are effectively deprioritized, even 

though Stump describes her characters’ emotions with laudable care. Now, I tend to agree 

with Stump that the problem of evil literature is mistaken when it takes up a time-slice of 

suffering rather than looking at how things end up for a person (in eschatological if not 

earthly perspective). And the problem of incorrect or overblown affective assessments 

looms large if one focuses (in a theodicy or defense) on making good on “feelings” rather 

than flourishing. Still, since my aim in the present project is to provide a robust, 

descriptive characterization of suffering, the sufferer’s present, affective moment needs to 

be addressed.53 

 Fourth, another key contribution is Stump’s emphasis on the importance of 

narrative. Stump’s use of narrative focuses on the irreplaceability of intimate knowledge 

of persons (in contrast, says Stump, to the minimalist hypotheticals typical of the analytic 

school): “It takes the details of the narrative of a life,” she says, to answer questions about 

how difficult sufferings might be redeemed.54 However, Stump continually hints at (and 

more could be made of) the ways in which being in the middle of a temporal process 

complicates the picture—and limits our abilities to understand and assess suffering. In 

other words, suffering cannot be understood apart from the unique, as-yet unfinished 

stories of our lives. (“Story” here can be thought of as the narrative unfolding of a human 

                                                
53 In Chapter VI, I consider Aquinas’s view of the affective life. 
54 Stump, Wandering in Darkness, xviii. 
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life.) I believe this idea is crucial for attempts to grapple cognitively with suffering as 

well as to understand the emphasis of a typical Christian response on faith, hope, and 

charity. In a sense, the emphasis on story and completion is simply a new way of talking 

about the temporally dependent, teleological unfolding of embodied, rational creatures. 

And in my project, I hew closely to Aquinas’s conceptuality on this point. However, 

story and completion have an intuitive purchase for the contemporary reader that should 

not be overlooked, particularly for future works of a more apologetic or theodicean 

nature. 

 Fifth and finally, in her analysis of the characters in the story of Job, Stump gives 

readers an inkling of how our personal stories are deeply embedded in a web of other, 

interrelated stories.55 Although Stump’s focus is on individuals, and is further limited to 

the human cosmos, her important intuition about interrelated stories could be expanded in 

various ways. In Part I of the present project, I begin afresh with Aquinas on the topic of 

relationality in human flourishing, exploring topics like Aquinas’s ontology of relations, 

the exitus-reditus of the created order, and human parthood in community, in order to 

provide a nuanced picture of the interwoven nature of personal, communal, and cosmic 

teleology. This framework of what makes for our flourishing—which we discover along 

the way is, in many senses, personal but not individual—allows us to properly consider 

the contrast cases of suffering. 

 In a sense, Stump clearly emphasizes relationships, in order to demonstrate 

                                                
55 In the context of her “defense,” Stump uses the hypothetical: i.e., how our personal stories 
could be (i.e., how it would work if they were) deeply embedded in a web of other, interrelated 
stories. 
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(among other things) how love can heal deep wounds. In her own words, “suffering can 

be redeemed for the sufferer in personal relationship, [and] heartbreak can be woven into 

joy through the reciprocity of love.”56 In another sense, Stump draws back from 

relationality in that she focuses on the individual resolution of the individual sufferings of 

the most independent subset of human beings (non-mentally-disabled adults). This is not 

to say that Stump’s work is incompatible with being developed to include communities 

and especially dependent human individuals. I have not undertaken such an analysis of 

her book, and thus will refrain from comment on the matter.57 

 However, motivated in part by Stump’s own emphasis on story, I came to think 

that the consideration of community, dependency, and childhood ought not be set aside or 

treated as an afterthought.58 This becomes clear if we consider how all of our individual 

stories begin; our continued (inter)dependencies and constant embeddedness in 

communities without complete submersion therein; and the inversion of an individual 

focus that takes place in the blossoming of the spiritual life. Ultimately, then, I chose to 

take a different (although possibly complementary) tack. 

 Wandering in Darkness employs significantly more theological conceptuality and 

use of the literary arts than a typical theodicean text in analytic philosophy, and the work 

                                                
56 Stump, Wandering in Darkness, xix. 
57 However, Stump’s discussion of the suffering of children and infants in her earlier article is 
fairly cursory. Cf. Stump, “The Problem of Evil,” 411-13 and 422 fn. 53. In contrast, in 
Wandering in Darkness, Stump explicitly sets aside the question of suffering in children and the 
mentally disabled from the outset. 
58 In the course of this project I maintain accountability to these considerations. The concluding, 
synthetic proposal in Ch. VI does not take the further step of application to specific cases like 
communal suffering (i.e., the suffering of many interdependent individuals in a community based 
on shared concerns and/or experiences) or the suffering of children and the most dependent 
adults. However, the anthropology of suffering that I propose, having been built on a framework 
that includes these considerations, is quite amenable to application of this sort. 
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is broad-reaching in several respects. On the other hand, in another respect the work is 

necessarily limited in that Stump’s goal is not an overall account of the nature of 

suffering, but much more narrowly, a “defense”59 aimed at convincing other (often 

atheistic) philosophers that God has the resources to “make good on” the suffering of 

non-mentally-disabled, adult individuals.60 For instance, in an introductory section, 

Stump headlines the question “What is suffering?”, but then pulls back from a head-on 

definition of suffering to talk about “what is bad about” suffering.61 Thus, the focus of 

her account is different from my own. 

 Still, Stump’s tome is a significant contribution to the scholarship on suffering 

both within the analytic school and among works based on Aquinas. Stump’s creative 

synthesis and contemporary appropriation of Thomas’s account moves the conversation 

forward with insights on narrative and the psychology of personal fulfillment. I thus 

count her work as an inspiration broadly speaking, even if, in the main, this project does 

not rely on it directly. In what follows, I do flag points of particular overlap in the 

beginning of Chapter II on love and flourishing, and of overlap and difference in Chapter 

VI on suffering versus non-flourishing.  

 

9. Individual suffering and the call to sainthood 

 Finally, a bit more might be said about the above-mentioned inversion of focus 

                                                
59 A project of this sort defends the rational possibility of God's existence by showing how 
suffering, or some kinds of suffering, are theoretically redeemable. 
60 Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 4. 
61 For more on this, and things that thereby may be problematically missing, see the extended 
footnote in my Chapter VI.  
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(away from individual concerns) that takes place as one grows in the spiritual life. 

Christocentric mystical insights like those found in John Paul II’s Salvifici Doloris raise a 

constructive challenge for Stump’s approach: Although Stump promises that our own, 

individual sufferings can be redeemed, the spiritual masters go beyond this, calling us to 

the service and self-forgetfulness characteristic of sainthood. Is the theology underlying 

John Paul II’s call to holiness, community, service, and sacrifice compatible with, 

complementary to, or in tension with Stump’s sense that suffering can only be justified if 

God will somehow redeem each instance in a way that redounds to the benefit of that 

individual? (Stump does say that each person’s deep desires can be dramatically 

transformed, but her account remains focused on the resolution of suffering for 

individuals as such. That is, she shows how the suffering of individuals can be made 

good on in individual context, by each evil contributing to the eventual good of or the 

warding off of some worse evil for the individual.) In other words, does the Christian call 

to sainthood require a radical departure from, or simply a refinement of, views like 

Stump’s that focus on individual human flourishing and suffering?62 

 Stump argues to her fellow philosophers that our individual sufferings can be 

redeemed. John Paul II calls us beyond this, to be saints. At the pinnacle, in the context of 

the transformation of desires and a profound understanding of the relational orientation of 
                                                
62 Alasdair MacIntyre holds that holiness and natural goodness are divergent. Holiness might lead 
one to what seems extreme and unbalanced by the standard of the Aristotelian mean. And 
ungraced goodness is perpetually fragile and groping for the way forward (“There is Only One 
Sadness . . . Not to Be Saints,” Postscript to Ressourcement Thomism: Sacred Doctrine, the 
Sacraments, and the Moral Life, ed. Reinhard Hütter and Matthew Levering [Washington, D.C.: 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2010], 365-72). I would modify MacIntyre’s thought 
to argue that (without resorting to evil) virtuous persons sometimes need to modify or deprioritize 
their otherwise healthy drives toward natural goodness within the broader perspective that 
holiness brings. 
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our deepest joys, I do think that the two accounts could meet. However, there is 

significant conceptual work that needs to be done in order to create a platform for such a 

meeting. And one of my aims in the present project is to present a robust, descriptive 

account of suffering that could, in future work, help to reconcile philosophical and 

spiritual accounts as different as these. 

Interestingly, John Paul II and Stump are two of the four authors63 whom Alvin 

Plantinga recommends for their “interesting and seminal work”64 in the area of 

employing the resources of the Christian faith in thinking about sin and 
evil—not in order to defend the epistemic status of Christian belief but as 
part of a larger project of Christian scholarship, of discerning ways in 
which Christian belief illuminates many of the important areas of human 
concern. This is an extremely important task that hasn’t received nearly 
the attention it deserves from Christian philosophers.65 
 

My project proceeds in a similar vein. I set aside (at least temporarily) the question of the 

epistemic status of Christian belief in order to discern ways in which philosophical 

understandings consonant with Christian belief can illuminate a vitally important area of 

human concern. 

Suffice it to say that in the Thomistic literature, and perhaps well beyond, even in 

literature or sections of literature with titles like “What is suffering?”, there is little in the 

                                                
63 The other two are Marilyn McCord Adams (an analytic philosopher who wrote extensively on 
Ockham and on “horrendous evils”) and Diogenes Allen (a Presbyterian-Episcopalian scholar 
influenced by Simone Weil and Søren Kierkegaard). Allen’s The Traces of God in a Frequently 
Hostile World (Cambridge, Mass.: Cowley, 1981) adopts a Christian quietist approach (focusing 
on Christianly embracing suffering). Plantinga’s comment pre-dates Stump’s Wandering in 
Darkness, which is, of course a philosophical “defense” (roughly, a theodicy couched in 
hypothetical terms). However, in the course of that book, and in other works of hers, Stump 
contributes in many ways to the “larger project of Christian scholarship” of which Plantinga 
speaks. 
64 See Ch. 14 en. 46 in Alvin Plantinga, “Suffering and Evil,” in Warranted Christian Belief 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 458-99. 
65 Plantinga, “Suffering and Evil,” 493. Emphasis added. 
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way of an extended discourse on the nature of suffering of the kind that I propose: one 

that brings together evil, anthropology, and the affective life to provide a holistic 

characterization of suffering. Clearly, the absence of extended accounts of this sort make 

it more likely that diverse interlocutors may be talking past each other. My interest is not 

in critiquing this other literature but rather in enhancing it, perhaps even in ways that 

allow, in future work, for more productive interface between intellectual questions and 

spiritual, prescriptive accounts. Let us, then, begin anew with Aquinas.  

 

I.E. Structure of the Project 

 I began this project with the intuition that knowing, loving, and being loved by 

God and other persons deeply influence whether, how, and to what extent we suffer. This 

ultimately prompted an analysis of the relational and communal origins and orientation of 

our nature. The proximate ends of this relational and communal orientation are 

complicated, their fulfillment not guaranteed, and their manifestations not always a clear 

good. For a Christian, the ultimate, relational ends are more clear; however, there is still 

much to specify and grapple with along the way. Nevertheless (it became clear to me) 

relational living is what we are made for, both proximately and ultimately—and where, if 

at all, we find deep flourishing.  

 This dive into relationality and community was motivated in part by the sense that 

it can be easy for scholars, even ones who prize love and not just knowledge, to remain 

too much with the idea of the self-sufficient individual (the stereotype of the healthy, 

unencumbered, typically abled, single adult with relatively stable material resources on 

which to draw). Most of us do not fit this stereotype for long, if ever. Even at that, 
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“independence” is a relative term and always somewhat of a fiction. We have in mind a 

certain model while we live a different reality, even following the typical arc of life: 

Moving from the utter dependence of our earliest days, to (if adulthood is done well) 

interdependence and responsibility, to once again a heightened level of physical 

dependency. Most importantly, the stereotype deceives us about what we should be 

aiming for. We all desire the health, abilities, and resources to navigate easily through 

life. But independence aims much too low, and remains problematically with the self.  

 The fiction of self-sufficiency as a core component of human personhood can be 

called into question when we begin to consider children, women in the vulnerable stages 

of motherhood (vulnerable personally or by the nature of their extended cares), the 

elderly, the ill, the mentally imbalanced, the disabled, the resource-bare, those shaken by 

trauma, those who live outside of communities protected from individual and state 

violence—in short, most of humanity in most of the history of the world. Even in the 

times of our lives most characterized by independence, we rely in countless ways on 

others (individuals and communities, of past and present). And the fiction of self-

sufficiency as a goal masks the ways in which we find joy and meaning through life lived 

in family, friendship, relationship with God, and communities of shared purpose. What is 

the point of “human nature” if we think of it only as a functioning machine, rather than 

thinking about what human personhood is made for? When that “self-sufficient 

individual” has his great successes, with whom does he share the excitement? And if 

there is no one beyond superficial relations to share with, how happy is he, really? 

 The relational orientation of Aquinas’s anthropology provides a key for unlocking 

an organizational structure to the suffering we experience. First, our desires to know, 
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love, and be in communion with others (including with the natural goodness of non-

personal creation) point us, from the inside out, towards the good things out there that 

make for our flourishing—especially towards other personal beings and to shared 

enjoyment of truth and goodness. Second, the interface with objective evils then becomes 

clear, with “evils” being understood broadly as lamentable lacks and corruptions of the 

good things out there or of the bodily and internal goods that allow us to properly interact 

with and assess reality. Our cognitive-affective assessments are the third and final 

component of the phenomenon of human suffering. These cognitive-affective 

assessments are of things understood as evils (of things perceived as unfitting or 

damaging in one or more respects), in the context of whom and what we know, love, and 

long to be in deeper relation with.  

 We end up with a characterization of suffering that brings together relationality, 

evil, cognition, and affectivity. This characterization captures the complex roles that our 

meta-level awareness and projections for the future can play in causing and shaping our 

present suffering, and influencing how we understand and respond to it. 

 

Parts of the Project 

In Part I of this project, then, I uncover the relational orientation latent in 

Aquinas’s anthropology. In Part II, I probe the metaphysical complexities of evil that 

make it difficult to understand. On this basis, in Part III, I build up a Thomistic 

understanding of the suffering-experience—that is, the dynamics at work in how we 

assess and experience evil. I term this extended, descriptive characterization an 

“anthropology of suffering,” or “a sustained account of the nature of suffering.” I do this 
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with the caveat that my diagnostic account of the experience of suffering is open to, but 

does not expand upon, philosophical and theological etiologies of the composite suffering 

of the human race. Still, the project remains theologically accountable throughout, both 

implicitly and by bringing in considerations such as creation and the created order, the 

imago Dei, sin, sacramental baptism, Christ’s Passion, and eschatology in order ground 

or enhance the discussion, or to demonstrate compatibility. 

 

Part I 

Chapter II considers human relationality in general and with respect to the 

Creator. I first show that the concert of intellect, will, and body in Aquinas’s 

anthropology ground the possibility of uniquely human, relationally oriented flourishing. 

I then show that this anthropology not only allows for, but arises from and is inherently 

oriented towards, relational considerations. On Aquinas’s understanding, we are 

knowing, loving, embodied, temporal, created beings—and all these factors point to an 

implicit relational and teleological framing to human nature. In this context, I treat some 

important ontological nuances with respect to substance and relation, including creation 

(viz., the fact of being created) as a limit case of the substance-relation distinction. Here I 

work through certain debates over “relational ontologies” in order subtly to differentiate 

certain radically relational ontologies from Aquinas’s relationally contextualized 

ontology of animate natures. Robert Pasnau’s diagram of the chain of created beings—

and the dual role of rational individuals in contributing to the ultimate good—also 

becomes important here. I end by considering the contingency and gift-character of 
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creation as an ongoing aspect of our being and flourishing, and the relational thrust of the 

imago Dei. 

Chapter III takes a first look at human sociality. A narrow focus on Aquinas’s 

Treatise on Human Nature in the Prima Pars could lead some to think of Aquinas’s 

anthropology as individualistic, only pertaining to “the paradigm human,” or both.66 I 

show that an interpretive emphasis on functions, with insufficient reference to what they 

are for—which Thomas subsequently takes up in greater detail—can exacerbate the 

mistaken impression of a “dry” and mechanistic anthropology. From a different angle 

than the previous chapter, then, I take up again my argument for the relational vision 

latent in Aquinas’s anthropology. First, I demonstrate that Aquinas assumes a communal 

locus for the human individual. Human beings, on his view, have a shared origin and 

essence. They are also linked together by finality and existential ties. Human beings, 

then, are naturally social—but only if (as I explain therein) “natural” is understood in a 

nuanced way. Second, I take up an extended example of parent-child relations as a way to 

explore themes of responsibility and dependency in Aquinas’s work. Early childhood in 

particular brings up questions about dependency and vulnerability that play a significant 

role in the kinds of suffering we may all experience, at any age (although some, 

unfortunately, much more than others). Is the young child a “part” of her parents? I use 

the terms “the spiritual womb” (ST II-II.10.12.co) and “the parthood of communion” in 

order to describe Aquinas’s understanding of how a young child is—and is not—a “part” 

                                                
66 Noddings, Women and Evil, 150. Here Noddings is not critiquing Aquinas’s anthropology. She 
is advancing a feminist argument about two major values, one of which is “the value almost all of 
us place on what [L. Wayne] Sumner calls the ‘paradigm person’—the fully sentient adult.” 
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of a greater whole and of those entrusted with her life and care. I also touch on the 

daunting reality of the responsibility, vulnerability, and precariousness entailed in such 

important, life-shaping relations. In the end we see that we have moved from ontology to 

morality (in the Thomistic sense of what God calls us to because it makes for our own 

and others’ highest flourishing): From birth to death, as we see most clearly in the joys 

and heartaches of family life, we are made for each other. 

Chapter IV continues the discussion of interhuman relationality. I first expand on 

the conclusions from the parent-child example to show how the connections among 

ontology, morality, and teleology hold for other relationships as well. Aquinas’ 

understanding of a three-fold ordering of the human being becomes important here, as do 

ethical concerns for the individual in the context of community. To this end, I dive into 

the Eschmann-De Koninck debates of the last century (beginning in the 1940s) on the 

primacy of the common good versus individual human dignity in Aquinas’s thought. 

While this is in one regard an intra-Thomistic interpretive debate, it has much broader 

ramifications with regard to understanding what makes for human flourishing—and 

suffering.67 Based on these considerations, I introduce an important qualification about 

the limited good of human communities. Among other things, I propose (consonant with 

Aquinas’s work) that a robust vision of the multiple, overlapping communities of which 

                                                
67 As one commentator points out, when we find influential figures as different as Karl Marx and 
John Paul II both advocating for the dignity of the human person, it is clear that we need greater 
clarity on the content and justificatory source of that concept. Cf. Sebastian Walshe, The Primacy 
of the Common Good as the Root of Personal Dignity in the Doctrine of Saint Thomas 
Aquinas (Ph.D. dissertation, Pontifical University of St. Thomas, Rome, 2006), 5. 
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we are a part helps us to guard against an extreme position that would subsume the 

individual in the good of the whole. 

In the second half of Chapter IV, I provide my final characterization of 

interhuman relations as non-subsistent but vital to human flourishing. These relations are 

characterized (for better and worse) by freedom, contingency, and lack of inevitability. 

Furthermore, the parts-whole dynamics found in thriving, non-exclusive communities are 

characterized by a diversity of gifts and roles. Flourishing is not necessarily found in 

sameness, and difference does not necessarily imply suffering. (The theme of 

particularity of persons emerges again in the discussion of natural limitations in Chapter 

V and in the synthetic view of suffering proposed in Chapter VI.) Finally, there is the 

evocatively “ecstatic” ontological nature that Aquinas attributes to relations ad extram. 

We reach for, and are vulnerable to, things outside ourselves that make for our 

completion—above all God and other knowing and loving (personal) beings. 

This dynamic ec-stasis, elaborated on in various ways throughout Part I, provides 

the opening for the relational window on suffering that I make explicit in Part III. We 

long to be cared for, to grow ever-more in love, to be united with others, and to 

understand reality more deeply—all of which imply great risks, for they are only partially 

(at times, minimally) for ourselves to decide. 

 

Part II 

 Part II (Chapter V) on evil acts a bridge between Part I on the dynamic, relational 

orientation of human anthropology and Part III on suffering. Therein I develop a 

Thomistic analysis of evil, parts of which play an explicit role in the workings of the 
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final, synthetic portion of the project. Other points in Chapter V motivate the overall view 

of evil’s complex nature—a complexity that helps to explain why our actual and 

theoretical encounters with evil are often so confounding. Chapter V, then, systematically 

unfolds a variety of reflections on the metaphysics, epistemology, and psychology of evil. 

I begin with Aquinas’s basic position on evil as the privatio boni, clarifying how this 

definition is (and is not) to be understood. I also draw in Aquinas’s understanding of evil 

“in things simply,” and in their relations.  

 Next, I treat four corollaries of evil’s dependence on the good. I argue that, on 

Aquinas’s view, evil is parasitic on the good both ontologically and epistemologically. 

Good and evil, then, are not commensurable opposites. Furthermore, we experience and 

understand evil against a much wider backdrop of the good. This point has important 

ramifications for our cognitive-affective appraisals in suffering and the intellectual 

problem of evil, as our problem-solving minds tend to be more attentive to particulars 

(albeit possibly very important particulars) that are lacking or corrupted than to all the 

good with reference to which we are even able to name that particular as an evil. This 

wide backdrop of the good can be as broad as all the things that need to “go right” in 

order for civilizations to exist—or as seemingly simple as all the (actually quite complex) 

things that need to “go right” in order for the average person to engage in a daily activity 

s/he takes entirely for granted, like standing up and walking. The final corollary of this 

section concerns whether, how, and to what extent God and the good are causes of evil. 

These four corollaries contribute to the understanding that (i) we cannot understand evil 

without reference to the good, and that (ii) parsing evil from good, and getting a handle 

on what it “is,” is a difficult task both academically and experientially (viz., in 
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experiences of suffering). For Aquinas, evils would not cause so much suffering (in fact, 

they would not exist at all) were they not allied in various ways to good things—in 

particular, great goods desired by sufferers or by those who commit moral evil in a 

desperate grasp for some other good. The psychological implications that I draw out are 

my own, but they are thoroughly grounded in the metaphysics of evil that Aquinas 

provides. 

I then provide a variety of qualifications meant to intuitively motivate the position 

and to guard against typical misunderstandings: First, I explicate how evil “exists,” for 

Aquinas, being neither independently substantial nor an illusion. Second, I underscore the 

power of evil (a parasitic power, but power nonetheless); the sense of evil’s crippling 

power is clearly of psychological import in situations of suffering. (The sense of evil’s 

powerfulness also tends to be an intuitive obstacle to the privatio boni position.) Third, I 

point out that not all lacks qualify as evils from a Thomistic perspective. Fourth, and 

relatedly, I argue that the intrinsic limitedness of creation is not an evil, given Aquinas’s 

view of the absolute gift-character of creation and the ever-greater (overabundant, 

infinite) possibilities of God’s goodness and power. These last two qualifications are 

important to various intellectual and volitional errors that can arise. For instance, when a 

person, due to mistaken belief or willfulness, fights the natural limitations68 of created 

being as an impingement on his freedom or his vision for the world, it can become a 

source of great, unnecessary suffering for himself or others. 

                                                
68 Here I use “natural limitations” in contradistinction to the disorder and limitations introduced 
by the presence of evil. 
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And finally, as Part II of the project comes to a close, I suggest three reasons 

(again based on Aquinas) for the obscurity of evil—namely, that evil is diverse, and has 

no hierarchy of its own; that there is a mismatch between good and evil; and that evil has 

deficient causality with respect to the four causes (material, efficient, formal, and final). 

The inherent obscurity of evil weighs upon academic debates on the topic, our attempts at 

personal discernment of what and why, and our affective reactions of sorrow, fear, and 

disorientation. 

 

Part III  

Part III (Chapter VI) brings the work of the previous parts together with 

considerations of the affective life in order to build up to a final, synthetic understanding 

of suffering. Chapter VI is lengthy, but works as a cohesive whole. I first provide an 

initial characterization of the importance of relationality in the suffering-experience in 

order to motivate the basic intuitions in play, before launching into an analysis of the role 

of affective assessments—which, for Aquinas, are cognitively based and teleological. I 

then return to a deepened, final characterization of suffering, awareness, and relational 

goods based on what has been fleshed out in the discussion of affectivity.  

Accordingly, I do four things in Part III. First, I explicitly present the idea of 

suffering as a relationally contextualized phenomenon. Relational, here, encompasses 

both the volitional-affective dimension readily apparent in interpersonal relationships, 

and things like the desire for the “union” of deeper knowledge and understanding of 

reality, which is relational on Thomas’s view. I address the seeming counterexample of 

bodily-based suffering in order to motivate my claim, with the support of Cassell and 
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other medical ethicists. In other words, as persons, even our experiences of significant 

bodily distress are set within the broader framework of human drives toward relational 

flourishing. (This becomes clear when we consider the ways in which debilitating pain 

can damage interpersonal relationships, call into question hopes and dreams for the 

future, make it difficult to think and discern, and turn even routine tasks into an internal 

struggle against oneself.) This is not to say that the relational angle of suffering is all-

encompassing. However, it can help us to organize our understandings of suffering, 

allowing us to articulate (for instance) why some harms run so deep or have entailments 

that might otherwise seem tangential.  

Second, I take up the topic of human affectivity, with particular reference to 

Aquinas’s passiones of pain and sorrow. As noted earlier in the introduction, in the past 

two decades much work has been done on Aquinas’s understanding of the passions 

(roughly, emotions plus phenomena like pain). Moreover, several of these monographs 

and articles came out around the same time and therefore do not engage directly with one 

another. My discussion both provides an overview of the passions and furthers the 

discussion on certain interpretive topics such as the continued relevance of the passiones 

corporalis (passions like pain that arise from bodily signals) in Aquinas’s later work; the 

debate about translating passiones as passions versus emotions; the omission and/or lack 

of clarity in the secondary literature about the category of intellectual affect (i.e., 

affections of the will with respect to spiritual concerns and universal considerations); and 

the interplay between the passions and the life of virtue, particularly regarding our 

“spontaneous” emotions. Given the lack of consensus in the literature on these four 
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topics, my discussion may be of constructive assistance not only to work on suffering, but 

also to those who work in the area of interpreting Aquinas’s passions. 

Aquinas’s passions are the sensitive soul’s cognitively based, affective 

assessments of goodness or evil—with a bodily source, as in pain, or with 

psychophysiological effects, as in sorrow. My discussion of the passions underscores 

several points of particular interest with respect to sorrow, the organizing passion in 

suffering. These interim conclusions begin drawing together the components of 

hylomorphic flourishing, relationality, objective evil, and negative affectivity in 

suffering. I underscore that the passions are categorized by their relationship to good and 

evil, and that they take place when people assess—well or poorly, and with better or 

worse aims—how a given situation fits in with or impinges on their relationships with 

persons and things that they love or seek after. And lastly, I identify and discuss the lack 

of a clear definition of the concept of suffering and a consistent usage of the word 

“suffering” in Aquinas’s work—in the context of the terms pati (to undergo), dolor 

(pain), and tristitia (sorrow).  

Third, I clarify the relationship between suffering and the passion of sorrow. I 

address, for instance, the complex, evolving emotional dynamics that can be involved in a 

prolonged experience of suffering. In an experience like grief, for instance, negative 

affective states like sorrow can stop and start again, but the enduring quality of the 

suffering-experience is not well-captured conceptually if we simply equate “suffering” 

with “instances of negative emotion.” This suffering, the suffering of someone’s grief, is 

better captured conceptually if we understand it as an ongoing, narrative thread in a 

person’s life—including a present evil and instances of negative emotion, but with 
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reference, too, to the past and the future. Along the way, I argue that Aquinas’s emphasis 

on the cognitive appraisals underlying affective responses does not require an overly 

intellectualized view of suffering: A vague, intuitive sense of not-rightness is enough, one 

that even an infant manifests when reacting to physical or interpersonal stressors. Here I 

also distinguish this view of suffering from one that treats all objective non-flourishing 

and impingements of evil as “suffering,” regardless of our affective evaluations of the 

situation.69 

This extended dialectic draws out what more we need in our conception of 

suffering in order to track a significant part of our everyday usage—especially with 

respect to philosophical and theological discussions of suffering, causes and purposes, 

related existential questions, and efforts to alleviate suffering. The anthropology of 

suffering that emerges is one of dynamic, teleological, temporally extended, hylomorphic 

beings centered on knowing and loving, as they grapple with the loss, corruption, or 

withholding of important goods—paradigmatically relational goods—and are perhaps 

buoyed by other important goods (especially persons) in their lives. 

Fourth, I provide a final characterization of suffering along the lines just 

described, and explore certain entailments of this way of understanding suffering. This 

marks the constructive capstone of the project. After a summary of my conception of 

suffering, I delineate the three kinds of encounters with evil found in human suffering. 

We see that the element of an (often painful) awareness in suffering provides openings 

                                                
69 Here we might rework the point from Nash-Marshall found earlier (in the literature view) in 
order to say that both suffering and serious, actually present evils not assessed and felt as evil are 
problematic. 
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for the discovery of error and for the marshalling of suffering toward the good. These 

phenomena are difficult to understand, and conceptually problematic, on a less nuanced 

understanding of suffering as simply an unwilling reception of evil or a state of “feeling 

bad.” On this basis, I take up some important considerations of awareness (which can, 

paradoxically, deepen pain but also help us rise above it). I also parse questions about the 

search for “meaning” in suffering, showing how the term is in some ways problematic 

but, carefully understood, points us toward an important and valid aim in grappling with 

suffering. These final, constructive arguments bring us full circle to the past-dependent, 

future-oriented, relational contextualization of human suffering. 



 

 

 

 

 

Part I: Relations Within and Without: 
Aquinas on Human Nature and Relationality 
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Chapter II: Human Relationality in General and with Respect 
to the Creator 
 

For Aquinas, says Jean-Pierre Torrell, the human person “is not considered in a 

static way, like inanimate matter” but “is a being in the process of becoming.”1 This 

dynamic description of Aquinas’s account might be surprising to some. But Aquinas’s 

emphasis on potencies in need of actualization opens the way to this kind of an 

exploration of what completes the human person. 

The question then arises: What is necessary for the coming about, maintenance, 

and completion of the human person? This query is crucial to a descriptive account of 

suffering. If we are to understand suffering, we must know what goods make for the 

fulfillment of human nature, and what goods play key supporting roles. In the next three 

chapters I will take up this question from the angle of relationality in order to argue that 

the relationality of the human person is a vital, nuanced theme in the anthropology of the 

Summa, and is key to understanding human flourishing.2 

Contemporary authors sometimes misread Aquinas as a thoroughgoing 

individualist about man, “the rational animal.” Others make selective use of Aquinas 

within some other kind of relational framework at the expense of the technical precision 

that makes his philosophy incisive and his theology coherent. While Thomas’s 

Aristotelian ontology of substance and accident brings the individual into explicit focus 

                                                
1 Jean-Pierre Torrell, Saint Thomas Aquinas, Volume 2: Spiritual Master (Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 81. 
2 I focus on the Summa, as it is Thomas’s most extensive, mature treatment of the topic, but I will 
refer to other parts of Thomas’s corpus where useful. Here I use the term “anthropology” in a 
broad sense that includes not only human nature (in Thomas’s technical sense) but also basic 
pointers to the origins, situatedness, and ends of being human. 
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in the Treatise on Human Nature (ST I, qq. 75-89 or 75-102),3 the treatise’s broader 

context within the Summa reveals a strong undercurrent of relationship with the other 

(above all with God and fellow human beings). Here, however, I must qualify: In 

Thomas’s ontology, substance is prior to relation.4 Being this thing is never reducible to 

being in a certain relation to another.5 Even in the case of real relations, substance and 

relation treat two distinct modes of being, the latter residing “in” the former.6 In what 

ways, and to what degree, then, would Thomas agree that the human person is relational, 

in the colloquial sense of requiring others for their coming about, survival, identity, and 

flourishing? The question is important because, as I later argue, we cannot understand the 

suffering of individuals without taking into account the relational elements of their 

                                                
3 Robert Pasnau considers ST I.89 to be the end of the Treatise on Human Nature (after the 
questions on essence, powers, and operations). In contrast, others like Alfred Freddoso include 
qq. 90-102 on the origin (collective and individual) and end of production (imago Dei) of the 
human being. The former choice might seem to lend itself to a less relationally focused view of 
the human person, but Pasnau provides relational context in the introduction, epilogue, and 
various interludes. He affirms, moreover, that “Aquinas can begin at the ground level only 
because he has the whole plan in mind, [including] the end at which human beings are aimed” 
(20-21). Cf. Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature: A Philosophical Study of Summa 
Theologiae Ia 75-89 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2002); and Thomas Aquinas, 
Treatise on Human Nature: The Complete Text (Summa Theologiae I, Questions 75-102), trans. 
Alfred J. Freddoso, (South Bend, Ind.: St. Augustine’s Press, 2010). 
4 On the unique case of Trinitarian persons as subsistent relations, see ST I.40. See also Gilles 
Emery, O.P., The Trinitarian Theology of Saint Thomas Aquinas, trans. Francesca Aran Murphy 
(New York: Oxford, 2007), 114-19, and Thomas Joseph White, O.P., “Divine Simplicity and the 
Holy Trinity,” International Journal of Systematic Theology 18:1 (Jan. 2016), 85-90. 
5 Note that even in the case of the Trinity, traditional Thomists insist (as is clear from Thomas’s 
extended discussion of the Divine essence) that God’s being is not “simply” a set of relations.  
6 On the ten categories of being, see Aquinas, Commentary on Metaphysics, V, 9, para. 885–94. 
For general background on the senses of “relative,” cf. Aristotle, Metaphysics V, 15: 1020b 26-
1021b 11, and Aquinas, V, 17, para. 1001-1032, esp. para. 1004: “These senses are explained as 
follows: since a real relation consists in the bearing of one thing upon another, there must be as 
many relations of this kind as there are ways in which one thing can bear upon another. (3) Now 
one thing bears upon another either in being, inasmuch as the being of one thing depends on 
another, and then we have the third sense; or (2) according to active or passive power, inasmuch 
as one thing receives something from another or confers it upon the other, and then we have the 
second sense; or (1) according as the quantity of one thing can be measured by another, and then 
we have the first sense.” 
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existence. It is also important, of course, to clarify what human relationality in Aquinas is 

not, as this will help explain why suffering is, finally, rooted in the individual 

experiencer. 

In this chapter, we begin (II.A) by establishing that, for Aquinas, the intellect and 

will are relationally oriented; interpersonal knowing and loving are the highest goods for 

a human person; and these activities should be understood in the context of the human 

being as a hylomorphic whole. These considerations establish that the intellect, will, and 

body work together (in concert) as the foundation for uniquely human relationality—and 

flourishing. The second section (II.B) begins with a textual survey in order to 

demonstrate, based on the structure of the Summa, Thomas’s understanding of the 

relational frame of human nature. We then probe some considerations of ontology and 

philosophy of animate nature in order to further explore the contours of human 

relationality. We thereby get a sense of how Thomas situates living beings within the 

broader cosmos while affirming their substantive unity and individuality. Some concepts 

that come into play are the individuality of the life-principle (the soul), multiple levels of 

causality, and the distinction between nature and order. In Section II.C, we look at our 

uniquely human relation to the Creator, explaining how Thomas upholds our substantive 

distinctiveness while also providing a strong basis for emphasizing the depth of our 

relationship with God. Later, in Chapters III and IV, we will explore how Thomas 

establishes that the human individual is bound up with but never subsumed in human 

communities and communal aims. 
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II.A. The Intellect, Will, and Body as Necessary for Uniquely Human 
Relationality—and Flourishing 
  

What is it about the human person that causes us to suffer in the ways that we do? 

In order to answer this question, we must first understand what the human person is made 

for—i.e., what makes for our flourishing. For Aquinas, the answer is that, ultimately, 

what makes for our fullest flourishing is knowing, loving, and being loved (with more 

proximate forms of flourishing being in service of these).7 We do best when what we care 

most about (and the reason for our other cares) are relational goods that are inexhaustible 

and teleological. Even our improperly prioritized cares for lesser things (or our cares for 

great things, but not in the right ways) tend to be wrapped up in our desires to know, to 

love, and to be loved.8 As the project proceeds, I will make use of the following insights 

into being knowing, loving, embodied creatures in my analyses of human relationality, of 

the lamentable lacks and corruptions in the fabric of reality that Thomas calls evil, and of 
                                                
7 For more on what makes for human happiness, see ST I-II.1-5; cf. Brian Davies, “Happiness,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas ed. Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2012). 

For general overviews of Aquinas’s anthropology, see Robert Edward Brennan, O.P., 
Thomistic Psychology: A Philosophical Analysis of the Nature of Man (New York: Macmillan, 
1941); Henry J. Koren, C.S.Sp., An Introduction to the Philosophy of Animate Nature (St. Louis: 
Herder, 1955); George P. Klubertanz, S.J., The Philosophy of Human Nature (New York: 
Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1953); and Chapters 6-9 in Eleonore Stump, Aquinas (New York: 
Routledge, 2005). Robert Pasnau’s Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001) is also a useful text, but at times advocates for controversial 
interpretations or critiques of Aquinas, and so, should be used with care. 
8 The narratives, poems, and reflections in Stump’s book do a good job of illustrating this, with a 
particular emphasis on the latter two (the desires to love and be loved). For some compelling 
literature of a different kind that illustrates or embodies the desires for understanding and love in 
the midst of physical, mental, or spiritual pain, see, e.g., C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed (San 
Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996); Ibid., The Great Divorce (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2009); 
Ibid., The Problem of Pain (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001); Ibid., The Screwtape Letters 
(San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001); St. Augustine, The Confessions, trans. Maria Boulding, 
O.S.B., ed. John E. Rotelle, O.S.A., The Works of St. Augustine: A Translation for the 21st 
Century I/1 (Hyde Park, N.Y.: New City Press, 1997); Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987). Of course, these themes are also evident in the great works 
of modern fiction and in various reflections of atheist existentialists. 
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suffering in relation to both of these.  

The human being, for Aquinas, is an unfinished, highly adaptive center (and 

source) of activity. At the same time, there is a core structure to this “being in the process 

of becoming.”9 The dynamism of Thomas’s vision of human nature is clear at the outset 

of his Treatise on Human Nature: He understands the form (the soul) of an animate being 

to be not only an organizing principle, but a principle of action and life.10 To be human is, 

moreover, to have a body informed by a soul that is made in the image of God, viz., 

characterized by “intellectuality, free will, and the ability to act by one’s own power.”11 

As a foundation for the present work, it is important to understand that, for 

Aquinas, (1) the intellect and will are relationally oriented; (2) interpersonal knowing and 

loving are the highest goods for human persons; and (3) these activities should be 

understood in the context of human hylomorphism. In filling out these ideas, we will 

come to see the concert of intellect, will, and body as necessary for uniquely human 

relationality—and flourishing. 

 

1. The intellect and will are relationally oriented. 

                                                
9 Since existentialist philosophies and relational ontologies are often touchstones of debate for 
Thomists, it is worth stating at the outset that the present work does not attempt a revisionist 
rereading of Thomas. Rather, it aims to marshal the resources organically available within his 
works to make headway on contemporary issues that are often couched in terms of ‘becoming’, 
‘individuality’, and ‘relationships’. 
10 ST I.76.3.co (principle of action) and ST I.75.1.co (principle of life): “To seek the nature of the 
soul, we must premise that the soul is defined as the first principle of life of those things which 
live: for we call living things ‘animate,’ [i.e. having a soul], and those things which have no life, 
‘inanimate.’ Now life is shown principally by two actions, knowledge and movement.” Thomas 
says elsewhere that “the soul by its very essence is an act” (ST I.77.1.co). 
11 Citing John Damascene in ST I-II, prologue. Translation mine. The Benziger Brothers’ Latin 
edition (1947), has: “[P]er imaginem significatur intellectuale et arbitrio liberum et per se 
potestativum.” 
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a. The acts of the intellect and will are intimately interwoven. 

First, the intellect (here meaning the cognitive part of the rational soul) and the 

will (the volitional part) are relationally oriented. These two, highly intertwined faculties 

have internal functions, but they are paradigmatically directed outward, toward knowing 

the truth and seeking the good. What I will call the intellectual dyad is the concert of 

intellect and will, which always work in tandem: Hence Aquinas says, for instance, 

“Nothing is loved unless it is known.”12 And yet the will has distinct powers of its own—

for instance, to consent or reject the counsel of the intellect, and to encourage the intellect 

to pursue or forgo a particular train of thought. Thus what the will chooses to love and 

hold on to, in turn, shapes the actions and deliverances of the intellect.13 This applies 

particularly but not only to our moral knowledge, which “depends on love, because our 

loves shape how we view things.”14 

In the back and forth of this intellectual dyad, the rational soul takes in meaning 

and truth15 and is drawn out into the reality it is learning about, reaching out to the good 

                                                
12 ST I-II.3.4.ad 4; cf. ST I-II.1.2.ad 1: “When a man of himself acts for an end, he [first] knows 
the end.” 
13 For a helpful explication of the deeply intertwined activities of the intellect and will, see 
Michael Sherwin, O.P., By Knowledge and By Love: Charity and Knowledge in the Moral 
Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
2005), esp. 19, 22, 81, and the diagram on 84; cf. De Malo 6. 

“At the summit of ethics, . . . both on the human and Christian levels, there stands a vital, 
permanent and dynamic connection between veritas intellectus, and veritas vitae or amoris.” 
(Carlos-Josaphat Pinto de Oliveira, “Ordo rationis, ordo amoris: la notion d’ordre au centre de 
l’univers éthique de s. Thomas,” in Ordo sapientiae et amoris: image et message de saint Thomas 
d’Aquin à travers les récentes études historiques, herméneutiques et doctrinales: hommage au 
professeur Jean-Pierre Torrell, O.P. à l’occasion de son 65e anniversaire, ed. Carlos-Josaphat 
Pinto de Oliveira [Fribourg, Switzerland: Editions universitaires Fribourg, 1993], 297, as quoted 
in Sherwin, By Knowledge and By Love, 117.) 
14 Sherwin, By Knowledge and By Love, 117. 
15 Thomas speaks of this as received forms being taken into the self. Cf. ST I.75.5.ad 1 and I.79.3.  
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via the appetitive faculty.16 The intellectual dyad is not abstractly in act;17 it aims at ever-

deepening relations with reality, and above all, personal relationship with God. The 

causal movements toward the soul’s deepening relations ad extram are found in the 

reciprocal dynamics of the intellectual dyad: “Knowledge has priority,” explains Michael 

Sherwin, “in showing and attaining the beloved, while love has priority in moving toward 

the beloved.”18 

The rational soul can consider universals by contemplating eternal truths and 

deriving rules of action from them (“higher reason”) or dealing with temporal things 

(“lower reason”).19 It is this ability that allows our loving and choosing to be freely 

directed rather than simply driven. “Intellectuality,” explains Gilles Emery, 

implies volition and freedom: it characterizes a way of acting . . . [made 
possible by existing as] beings who [can] recognize and conceive goals in 
their minds and freely direct themselves toward them.20 
 

In Aquinas’s own words, the human intellectual soul is grounded in the body, but “has a 

power of extending to the infinite.” Because of the ability to comprehend universals, the 

human being is much less “limited by nature [than a non-rational animal] to certain fixed 

natural notions” or means.21 We think and act in a manner that opens up a space of 

freedom in relating to ourselves and to others. The intellectual dyad, then, is a crucial, 

underlying condition for properly human relationality. 
                                                
16 ST I.82.3.co: “[T]he action of the intellect consists in this—that the idea of the thing understood 
is in the one who understands; while the act of the will consists in this—that the will is inclined to 
the thing itself as existing in itself.” (Emphases added.) 
17 ST I-II.1.1.co: “[T]he object of the will is the end and the good. Therefore all [properly] human 
actions must be for an end.” 
18 Sherwin, By Knowledge and By Love, 117. 
19 ST I.79.9. 
20 Emery, Trinitarian Theology, 105; cf. ST I.29.1. For more on free will, see ST I.80.1; I.82.1; 
I.83; SCG IV, ch. 19, no. 3558; De veritate 23.1. 
21 ST I.76.5.ad 6. 
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b. Aquinas has broad understandings of rationality, knowing, and loving. 

Our way of relating to God and to the world, then, is thoroughly contextualized by 

being persons—“individual substance[s] of a rational nature,” to use the Boethian 

definition that Aquinas adopts.22 Does “rational” here reduce to navigating through life in 

a detached, mathematically logical manner, as if life (and our encounters with persons) 

were simply a bundle of syllogistic problems to be solved? No, decidedly not. The 

rational soul is not a mere, logical problem-solver. Aquinas also follows Boethius in 

taking up a broad, pre-modern understanding of rationality to indicate not only mental 

activity but “all of the spiritual faculties of the person.”23 Warren Kinghorn puts it 

theologically when he describes the rational soul thus: God “uniquely gifted human 

beings with the faculty by which humans could, in grace, apprehend the truths of God 

and order their lives by God’s ends.”24 

For Aquinas, the human intellect proceeds by abstraction from sense data to an 

ever-deepening understanding (if things go well) of universal and spiritual 

considerations, and of how to navigate well in the world. And yet, this time-bound 

(discursive), hylomorphically contextualized way of being intellectual does not preclude 

a multiplicity of things that are sometimes overlooked when the words “intellect” and 

“rationality” are used. The human intellect’s “knowing” includes (to list some non-

exclusive categories) self-evident first principles, wisdom about the highest goods, 
                                                
22 ST I.29.1; cf. De potentia 9.2; cf. Boethius, Contra Eutyches and Nestorius, ch. 3 (PL 64.1343). 
23 On Boethius, see De potentia 9.2.ad 10; cf. Gilles Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of Saint 
Thomas Aquinas, trans. Francesca Aran Murphy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), 106 
and fn. 13. 
24 Warren A. Kinghorn, Medicating the Eschatological Body: Psychiatric Technology for  
Christian Wayfarers (Th.D. dissertation, Duke University, 2011), 253. 
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contemplation, personal revelation or inspiration, understanding (for Aquinas, 

discernment of the causes of things), awareness and self-awareness, knowledge of 

universals abstracted from particular facts, knowledge of facts as understood through 

universals, insights synthesized via discursive reasoning and the use of other faculties 

(e.g., imagination and memory), intuitions, intimate second-personal or connatural 

knowledge, other potentially non-propositional forms of knowledge, and practical 

wisdom. 

The will’s acts, in turn, can be summarized as “loving,” if the term is understood 

flexibly; for, the will’s acts arise out of love in one way or another. For Aquinas, “love” 

when unqualified is meant broadly—a desire for something perceived as a good—and not 

in its narrow, modern usage. Our “loves,” then, are our likes, our cares, our desires. This 

broad extension allows for analogous uses of the term in reference to goods of very 

different kinds (e.g., the love of sunshine versus the love of one’s parents). 

Love first exists, explains Sherwin, 

as a response to . . . goodness and value. This is love at the level of the 
will’s simplex voluntas arising in response to reason’s recognition of the 
[thing’s] goodness. At this level, [if the thing deemed good is a person,] 
love already contains both its personal (amor amicitiae) and concupiscible 
(amor concupiscentiae) components, but at this point the good that we will 
for the beloved is simply the good of existence. . . . Love at this level is 
the affirmation, “It’s good that you exist.”25 
 

The will’s most basic actions, then, are simple appetitive movements towards the 

intellect’s presentation26 of a fitting good or away from that which seems unfitting, in 

                                                
25 Sherwin, By Knowledge and By Love, 93. 
26 Cf. ST I.79.2; ST I-II.8.1.co; ST I-II.9.1.sc and ad 3. 
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part based on what else the soul loves. These simple appetitive movements are called 

“love” and “hatred,” respectively.27 

There is a second kind of act of the will when we actively love and make choices 

based on our loves—actions that are often couched in terms of “willing” and “choosing.” 

In the particular case of things loved for their own sake (predominantly persons, 

including ourselves), love propels us to will and choose with one of two objectives in 

mind. Sherwin describes it thus: 

Love becomes a principle of action . . . when we recognize that (a) fuller 
union with our beloved is possible through some means, or (b) we can 
attain some good for our beloved (for ourselves or for another) through 
some means. In other words, love becomes a principle of action when we 
recognize our beloved as an end toward which we can order our actions.28 
 

Friendship, moreover, is an instance of loving something for its own sake that 

requires both (a) and (b). (Here the term “friendship” includes—without comprehensively 

describing—loving familial and amorous relationships, and relationship with God 

through Christ.) As Aquinas says in the Secunda Secundae: “[W]ell-wishing [does not] 

suffice for friendship, for a certain mutual love is requisite, since friendship is between 

friend and friend.” To be friendship, “this well-wishing [must be] founded on some kind 

of communication.”29 The surrounding context makes clear that Thomas means to rely on 

two connotations of communicatio: conversation (communicating) and fellowship 

                                                
27 In everyday discourse, “like” and “dislike” are sometimes used as milder substitutes. This is 
also where terms like “desires” or “what we care about” come in. The objectivity of our 
affirmations of basic goodness depends in part on the proper schooling of our likes and cares. 
28 Sherwin, By Knowledge and By Love, 93. For more on Aquinas’s psychology of love, see the 
recommendations in Ibid., 63 fn. 1. 
29 ST II-II.23.1.co and cf. ad 1. 
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(comm-unity). This kind of love requires desiring closeness (as Stump puts it); absent 

extenuating circumstances, desiring the other’s good at a distance is not enough.30 

 

c. Self-awareness accompanies the other acts of the soul. 

Earlier I described Aquinas’s view that the soul’s immateriality and ability to 

contemplate universals opens up a space for freedom of thought and action unique to 

rational beings. Interestingly, these features also enable human beings to consider and 

relate to their own flourishing and suffering. The ability to consider the whole (i.e., to 

make global assessments) and to make choices among particulars from this vantage point 

provides us with a distinct kind of awareness of reality; it is the reason we say 

colloquially that human persons are conscious beings. And for Aquinas (as I will now 

elaborate), part and parcel of this awareness is a self-awareness that accompanies the 

other acts of the soul. These considerations provide a first opening for the inquiry we will 

eventually take up in Part III, beginning with a recovery of the significantly relational 

elements of suffering (in which intellect and will are thoroughly involved), and ending 

with related considerations of awareness, horizons of meaning, and interpersonal, 

relational ends in contextualizing suffering. 

For Aquinas, says Emery, “the person is defined by its existing through itself 

(subsistence), in an irreducible and entirely singular way (individuality), with a freedom 

                                                
30 Cf. Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 93-94. In certain cases, the all-things-considered good 
might require forgoing physical proximity and communication with a loved one. The point here is 
that the absence of any desire for closeness (union) would signal a diminution of interpersonal 
love. And such a love would not meet the requirements of friendship. 
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of action which is drawn from its essence (intellectual nature).”31 And, similarly, Journet 

asks: “What is a person? It is an ‘I’, which can think and love.”32 Journet goes on to say 

that a person can be said to “possess[] the totality of its nature” in a way that only a 

rational being can.33 Interestingly, even with reference to human self-knowledge, Therese 

Scarpelli Cory explains that Aquinas’s “I” is not “a bare ‘self,’ but . . . a first-person 

agent”: 

Aquinas presents the mind as inherently relational, experiencing itself only 
in its engagement with extramental objects. What the human intellect first 
cognizes is not itself: I do not appear to myself as some solitary self-
enclosed being and then proceed to reach out towards the external world. 
Rather, I first encounter myself only in the act of apprehending that which 
is other.34  
 

The human intellect is indeed intrinsically reflexive (as a property of its immateriality): It 

can “bend back” and consider the self as a whole. But that understanding of the self 

happens through our other acts of understanding (as Aquinas describes in ST I, q. 85, a. 

2). As Cory describes it, there is an “ineliminable duality of all conscious thought” in the 

human person, “such that in every intellectual act the cognizer and the cognized are co-

manifested as correlatives.”35 Self-awareness is thus deeply tied to (in fact, arises out of) 

our ways of taking in meaning and truth from reality and reaching out to perceived goods 

beyond ourselves. 

                                                
31 Emery, Trinitarian Theology, 106; Cf. ST I.29.1; De potentia 9.2 and 9.1.ad 3. 
32 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 240.  
33 Journet, The Meaning of Evil, 240 fn. 54, emphasis removed; Cf. ST I.75.4.2.  
34 Therese Scarpelli Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge (New York: Cambridge  
University Press, 2014), 220. Interestingly, Stump (Wandering in Darkness, 614 fn. 48) makes a 
similar point when she argues that “[t]he African proverb that a person is a person through other 
persons is more nearly like Aquinas’s view than is the Delphic” exhortation to “Know thyself.” 
One has more likelihood of success in self-knowledge, she says, if one tries “to know others, God 
most signally, and to be known by others in return.” Focusing one’s efforts instead on knowing 
oneself “is likely to be marked by [too much] self-deception and isolation” to be successful. 
35 Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge, 213. 
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Juan José Carlos Sanguineti adds two interesting twists—still based on Aquinas—

to this picture: 

[A] self-conscious life . . . means a more perfect self-possession. . . . 
However, human self-consciousness is finite, for it needs the external 
world, and also because it has to be developed along the entirety of one’s 
existence according to the truth and goodness of what we really are. 

Additionally, self-awareness includes love of oneself and joy upon 
experiencing one’s own active existence. But human self-awareness is not 
self-sufficient. It needs contact with the world and personal coexistence 
with others as selves, that is, friends. Conscious friendship involves shared 
perceptions, feelings and thoughts, something that can be properly called 
coexistence and coliving. Shared self-awareness, therefore, is the highest 
way of being and living. In a complete and full sense, this requirement can 
be satisfied only in a life of friendship with God. And this implies a life in 
Christian grace, faith, and charity.36 
 

This passage already bespeaks the relational character of human flourishing. This 

flourishing is found to a certain extent in right relations with the rest of created reality in 

general, but particularly in the shared enjoyment of truth, goodness, and communion with 

other personal beings. Above all, human flourishing is found through our natural 

orientation toward our Creator. This natural teleological orientation (which manifests as 

praising and reflecting God’s goodness) is elevated in Christ to the possibility of intimate, 

interpersonal communion with the Trinitarian ground of our being. 

  

2. Interpersonal knowing and loving are the highest goods for human persons. 

The preceding passage also brings us to our second point: namely, that for 

Aquinas, interpersonal knowing and loving are the highest goods for human persons. We 

have already established that the faculties of intellect and will are what make a human 

                                                
36 Juan José Carlos Sanguineti, “The Ontological Account of Self-Consciousness in Aristotle and 
Aquinas,” The Review of Metaphysics 67:2 (Dec. 2013): 311-44, at 343-44; Cf. Ibid., 337-42, 
with reference to Aristotle (NE and EE) and to Aquinas’s In IX Ethic. therein. 
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person a person.37 The terms “knowing” and “loving,” which I described above, are my 

inclusive terms for intellectual and volitional-affective activities, particularly those kinds 

that make for our greatest fulfillment. Here again the dynamism of human nature comes 

to the fore: Being fulfilled as a human is best understood in terms of these open-ended yet 

directed activities rather than in terms of static ends. We can always grow deeper in 

knowledge and in love. 

In what follows, I speak of interpersonal knowing and loving (above all, in our 

relationship with God) as the highest goods for human persons. One might ask at this 

point: Is not God our ultimate good, rather than relationship with God or the activities of 

knowing and loving God? And what of the Augustinian precept that happiness is the final 

end of the human being?38 Aquinas has an answer ready at hand for this kind of query. In 

ST I-II, q. 1, a. 8, co., he distinguishes the twofold nature of our ultimate, teleological 

end: (1) the end “for which” and (2) the end “by which.”39 The first, he explains, is “the 

thing itself in which is found the aspect of good”—in this case, God. The second is “the 

use or acquisition of that thing.” And the way we “acquire” or attain to the good that is 

another personal being is by the activities of knowing and loving that bring us into ever-

deepening communion with the other. Thus “God is the last end of man and of all other 

things.” Yet our “acquisition” of this end is unique to rational creatures. We “attain to 

[our] last end by knowing and loving God.” And this makes for happiness, because 

                                                
37 Aquinas’s account implies that a human being is a person in virtue of his or her rational soul, 
even if a brain-based cognitive impairment significantly prevents the use of the immaterial (but 
hylomorphically dependent) faculties. See Miguel J. Romero, “The Happiness of ‘Those Who 
Lack the Use of Reason,’” The Thomist 80 (2016): 49-96. 
38 ST I-II.1.8.sc, citing Augustine, De Trin. xiii, 3,4. 
39 Citing Aristotle, Phys. ii, 2. The remaining quotations in this paragraph are also from ST I-
II.1.8.co, with italics added. 
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“happiness means the acquisition of the last end.” Thus, knowing and loving God are the 

highest goods for human persons, thought of in terms of activities. They are the ways in 

which we attain to God. And, as a corollary, knowing and loving are also the ways in 

which we attain to the good of other human persons qua persons. 

 

a. The highest flourishing is found in interpersonal knowing and loving. 

 Knowing and loving make human flourishing possible even at the level of 

meeting our survival needs, since we navigate well through the world by means of our 

rational soul’s guidance of the body. However, the knowing and loving that makes for 

our highest flourishing, the kind in which we can imagine always desiring to grow 

deeper, is interpersonal knowing and loving. By this I mean both (i) the direct knowing 

and loving of other persons, and (ii) the shared enjoyment of truth and goodness that can 

arise from loving relations.40  

Stump’s explication of what she calls Aquinas’s “scale of value” and “flourishing 

by degrees” underscores how knowing and loving other persons makes for our highest 

flourishing. First, she says, psychical fragmentation, permanent alienation from oneself, 

and permanent separation from others, especially God, are the worst things that can 

happen to a person on Aquinas’s scale of value: unflagging, self-willed isolation is hell 

itself.41 There are also many things (chosen and unchosen) short of the worst that can 

cause psychical fragmentation and separation from others. In this vein, part of my 

                                                
40 As to the latter, cf. Aquinas, In IX NE, lect. 14, ch. 12, 1949. For more on friendship, see Books 
VIII and IX of the same. Of course, in friendship with God, and in friendship with other human 
beings through love of God, (i) and (ii) are further unified by the fact that God is the uncreated 
Truth and Goodness, and the source of all created truth and goodness. 
41 In this paragraph, I make use of Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 386-88. 
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descriptive project is to suggest how personal and interpersonal aims like holistic 

integration of the self and relationship with others play key roles in causing, shaping, 

exacerbating or mitigating, and healing suffering—even suffering that does not at first 

glance seem intrinsically tied to such considerations. For instance: For patients in serious 

medical situations (and their loved ones), not knowing practically what to do next often 

causes additional, significant distress. This is because lives and deep loves are on the line. 

Medical patients often also long to understand what is happening and why in a broader 

sense, feeling a deep need to incorporate the situation into their worldviews and to 

discern how to move on in their relationships with God and others. 

Let us now return to Stump’s explication and consider the positive contrast case 

of what makes for the height of human flourishing. “[P]ersonal relationship,” says Stump, 

“is the genus within which the greatest goods for human beings fall,” and an unending 

“union of love with God” in heaven is the greatest of all. “The love of one human being 

for another,” Stump goes on to explain, “is a shareable good” both now and in heaven, 

“and human loves can themselves be woven into the shareable love between God and a 

human person.” Furthermore, flourishing by sharing in interpersonal goods of this sort 

can be a matter of degrees, for “it is possible to have more or less of a loving relationship 

in union with any person; . . . closeness can be more or less rich, and in consequence so 

can shared attention.”42  

For Aquinas, moreover, we cannot aim simply and abstractly at these final ends. 

First of all, earthly human flourishing (towards the end of eternal human flourishing) 

requires the fulfillment of other, hierarchically prioritized objective goods. One’s desires 

                                                
42 Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 390. 
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(in the will and the sense appetite) must also be rightly ordered toward what makes for 

one’s objective flourishing, with lower-ordered desires properly subordinated to the 

higher-order ones.43 This subordination may at times entail that a naturally good, “lower” 

desire be qualified by, sacrificed to, or sublimated into a higher one.44 

 

b. Human persons and their flourishing are particularized in several senses. 

Secondly, human flourishing requires a variety of choices among more proximate 

ends, in part due to the particularity of the individual and his or her life circumstances.45 

The fact that we are embodied in time and space, and in particular historical 

communities, is the most obvious source of particularity (and, by extension, the 

particularization of what proximate ends will conduce to the good for a given human 

subject). And indeed, in many places Thomas says that being instantiated in different 

matter is what allows human beings to share a form (to be of the same species) and yet be 

individuated.46 While the “whatness of man,” says Aquinas, is “mortal rational animal,” 

this only tells us “the essential principles of man and excludes all accidents.” Every 

                                                
43 Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 124-27 (on internal integration). 
44 Stump brings up the idea of sublimation in her discussion of deep, unfulfilled desires of the 
heart. She posits that God could rework (“refold”) the even-deeper desires behind those desires 
into a new kind of flourishing for the human person in question, in earthly or eschatological 
perspective. Cf. Wandering in Darkness, 475. 
45 We might also consider this from the angle of the particularity involved in enabling the 
flourishing of others: On “the multiplicity of particulars the charitable person considers when 
ordering his or her charitable actions,” see Sherwin, By Knowledge and by Love, 178-79; and cf. 
ST II-II.31.3 on variations in relationship, proximity, and need. 
46 ST I.76.2; cf. Lawrence Dewan, O.P., “The Individual As a Mode of Being According to 
Thomas Aquinas,” The Thomist 63 (1999): 403-24, who argues that “in diverse levels of being 
there are diverse ‘principles’ of individuation” (424). 
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particular human being, however, is only an actual, whole human being if one includes 

the “accidents [that] inhere” in that individual.47 

Material embodiment allows human beings (unlike angels) to be one species (to 

share an essence) and yet have unique, immaterial souls. Interestingly, however, the 

intellectuality of human nature also conversely allows for a particularity and individuality 

of the human person that goes beyond that of other materially individuated, animate 

natures. In ST I, q. 29, a. 1, co., Aquinas says that  

in a more special and perfect way, the particular and the individual are 
found in the rational substances which have dominion over their own 
actions; and which are not only made to act, like others; but which can act 
of themselves; for actions belong to singulars. Therefore also the 
individuals of the rational nature have a special name even among other 
substances; and this name is “person.” 
 

Thus the individuality of persons is found in the self-dominion bestowed by their 

intellectual natures. That human persons can be one family (one species) and yet can each 

have his or her own “intellectual principle” derives from our bodiliness: the instantiation 

of the one, abstract form in diverse matter.48 The particularization of our proximate 

ends—as means to our ultimate end of relationship with God49—is found in the complex 

of these factors. And in terms of knowing and loving, our personal quests for truth, 

deeper engagement with reality, and loving interhuman relationships are always 

significantly contextualized by our individual identities. Moreover, our activities of 

knowing and loving, as well as our foundational experiences of receiving love, are 

                                                
47 Aquinas, Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, trans. John Rowan (Chicago: Regnery Press, 
1961), Book VII.5, 1378-79. 
48 ST I.76.2. 
49 Cf. ST I-II.1.4-8 on “man’s last end.” 
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personalized in that it is in communion with particular others that we find relational 

flourishing.50 

It is important to realize that these foundational and highest goods for human 

beings are not found in the abstract but are realized in and through particulars: We are 

loved and nurtured by specific people in specific societal contexts. We come to know 

life’s deep truths through everyday experiences and vivid yet concrete moments of 

insight and inspiration. We give glory to God through the particular gifts we each have. 

In other words, to return to Stump for a moment, the abstract, objective goods for human 

persons are realized through individualized particulars. The circumstances and the human 

subject involved affect the concrete shape the goods take, woven into different storylines 

as they are, even as these goods remain objectively recognizable. 

Let us consider one example before moving on. There are things that do and do 

not make for the objective flourishing of spousal love, things that can be spoken of in the 

abstract or with example stories. The exact configuration of these objective goods, 

however, will depend on the circumstances of the situation and on the personalities of the 

spouses that particularize the abstract goods. The personal nature of these goods and this 

love is also inherently particular in that one does not love spousally in general, though 

one can know how to be a good and loving spouse in general. One loves one’s particular 

spouse in a non-substitutable way. 

 

c. A note on the importance of “being loved.” 

                                                
50 Even the universal love of humanity through our love of God is—as Christ admonishes—only 
made real (confirmed, concretized, and further effected) when we engage in particular acts with 
or for the sake of particular others. 
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Before turning explicitly to the importance of embodiment, a brief note is in order 

on what I will hereforward call “being loved” or “being known and loved.” Our 

experiences of receiving love and being lovingly known may not make for our highest 

flourishing. For being loved and known are passive, but our highest flourishing involves 

actively fulfilling our potential. Nonetheless, being known and loved are clearly 

foundational goods for human persons. Aquinas emphasizes the metaphysical and 

theological aspects of this idea more than the (modernly understood) psychological 

aspects. However, as the rest of Part I helps to show, being known and loved—chosen, 

cared for, lovingly known according to one’s particularity, willed the good for—is for the 

human person ontological, practical, and psychological bedrock.51 

 The notion of “being loved,” as I am using it, is shorthand for being a recipient of 

the loving actions of another and having (however inchoately) a positive awareness 

thereof. The element of (cognitive-affective) awareness may be minimal here, the kind 

manifested even in an infant in response to bodily closeness, care, and loving interaction. 

This awareness might even be an externally undetectable, non-propositional inner sense 

of a situation’s goodness. There is a second way in which one’s conscious awareness of 

“being loved” might be minimal: Even we adults often take for granted the loving actions 

that have created us, most supported us, and most shaped who we are. Often, in fact, it is 

only through the contrast case of a lamentable deficiency in being (or feeling) loved, 
                                                
51 Perhaps this is what the Book of Revelation hints at when it says that God has a name, precious 
and secret until the eschaton, for each of His beloved (Rev. 2:17). And perhaps this is what the 
Book of Isaiah reassures us of in the words, “I have called you each by name” (Is. 43:1). Time 
and again the Bible reveals a God whose particularized love for each one of us is so great that He 
would leave the ninety-nine in the pasture to seek out His one, lost child. Even if we cannot 
imagine ourselves worthy (and know that we are not), we long to hear the Eternal One say: “Do 
not be afraid, . . . for I am with you (Jer. 1:8). Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you (Jer. 
1:5). I have loved you with an everlasting love (Jer. 31:3). You are mine. (Is. 43:1).” 
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especially in a core relationship, that we become aware of how foundational this element 

of receiving and knowing the love of some, certain others is to a flourishing human life. 

(It also seems clear that one’s sense of being loved by God can be significantly shaped by 

the extent to which we experience the love of others, especially in early life.) “Being 

loved” comes first experientially, as will be treated below in the discussions of the 

contingency and gift-character of creation (II.C.2), beginning as an utterly dependent 

child (III.B), and the responsive nature of the passions (VI.B). Actively loving others, I 

argue below, begins as a response to certain core relationships and (one hopes) grows 

abundantly from there. From this starting point of being known and loved as the unique, 

irreplaceable human persons that we each are, we feel safe to allow ourselves to be drawn 

into the dynamics of active love—to love ourselves, other human beings, creation, and 

most importantly God (from whom all the rest flows, and towards whom all the rest 

should direct us). 

 

3. Knowing and loving should be understood in the context of human 

hylomorphism. 

Finally, lest the body be forgotten in a work on human suffering, we must also 

explicitly take into account Thomas’s emphasis on the hylomorphic unity of the human 

being. The human person is “neither a bundle of instincts nor an encaged angel, but 

animal rationale—the singular meeting place of the spiritual and the material universe.”52 

Clearly, then, human knowing and loving can only be properly understood in the context 

                                                
52 Reinhard Hütter, Dust Bound For Heaven: Explorations in the Theology of Thomas Aquinas 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 101; cf. ST I.29.4.ad 4. 
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of the human person as a hylomorphic whole. Norris Clarke describes it thus: 

By coming to understand the meaning of the material world and of its own 
self in it, and following out the implications as far as they lead, a human 
being can finally rise to an indirect, analogous knowledge and direct love 
of the Transcendent Spiritual Source of itself and its cosmos, “led by the 
hand by material things,” as St. Thomas graphically puts it.53 
 

The human person, this body-soul composite, has a journey of growth and discovery to 

make, and “fulfills his destiny as a traveler to God through the material cosmos—homo 

viator, man the traveler, as the medieval loved to call him.”54  

 

a. We learn and act through the concert of body and soul. 

As bodily, rational beings, we learn, we seek truth, we love, and we receive love 

through our bodies.55 What happens to our bodies matters: Bodily flourishing is not the 

end-all-be-all, but it does have a qualified importance of its own, as evidenced in God’s 

care for impersonal creation.56 What we do with our bodies also matters: Our voices, 

actions, and ways of life, in everyday matters and more salient ones, point toward truth 

                                                
53 Norris Clarke, S.J., Person and Being, Aquinas Lecture Series (Milwaukee, WI: Marquette 
University Press, 1993), 34. As a general matter, Clarke’s mature writings (which he classifies as 
Thomistic personalism) should be used with care in interpretive matters. For instance, in original 
context, Clarke describes man as a spirit in need of a body—which could be taken as the 
“encaged angel” view that Hütter warns against. However, the selection above seems to accord 
with traditional interpretations of Aquinas’s hylomorphism. 
54 Norris Clarke, S.J., Person and Being, 34. 
55 For an introduction to Aquinas’s hylomorphism, see ST I.75-76; for secondary literature, see 
Jeffrey E. Bower, Aquinas’s Ontology of the Material World: Change, Hylomorphism, and 
Material Objects (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014); David S. Oderberg, Real Essentialism 
(London: Routledge, 2008); and Stump, Aquinas, 191–216. 
56 Material creation, says Torrell, is “not a pure pretext, nor a theater where Christians are merely 
passing figures, but properly the place where God’s salvific will reflects his creating will and 
fulfills it with the real cooperation of man in a unique history of salvation whose salvific 
character does not abolish every day reality” (Spiritual Master, 250). 
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and enact love in varying degrees. The human person, says Aquinas, has “his reason and 

his hands.”57 

 Moreover, bodily flourishing makes a difference in how easy or difficult it is to 

reach our aims that go beyond the body and its senses. The body58 is our access point to 

the world—to reality, to the truths that underlie it, and to other, particular beings we care 

about.59 It is through our bodies that we learn how to navigate reality. And bodily 

existence is our starting point for the contemplation of the higher things—including 

global assessments and spiritual matters—that we, as rational animals, are geared 

towards. It is also through our bodies that we first experience love and learn what it 

means to love others well.60 

It seems clear that people can suffer due to failures at each point described above, 

and the ways we experience suffering will be contextualized by how individual lives 

accord with the vision just described. In the remainder of this project, this hylomorphic 

understanding will be assumed and built upon, first with respect to flourishing, and later 

with respect to evil and suffering. 

 

                                                
57 ST I.76.5.ad 6. 
58 For Aquinas, the body and soul are bound up with each other in a more intimate way than in 
Cartesian dualism, such that neither is a “whole” on its own. For instance, the soul is the life of 
the body, but it might be better to say that the soul is the life of the “matter,” since the soul is 
what also organizes the matter into a body—the body is not an already organized thing that the 
soul takes up. Emery emphasizes this point in Trinity, Church, and the Human Person: Thomistic 
Essays (Naples, FL: Sapientia Press, 2007), 214-28, esp. at 225. 
59 For a brief description of Aquinas’s general cognition theory, see Cory, Aquinas on Human 
Self-Knowledge, 9-12. 
60 Paul Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s Soul in the Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas (2002; 
repr. Scranton: University of Scranton Press, 2009), 108: Thomas’s hylomorphism allows him to 
see “the totality of the human person—body and soul combined—as integrally involved in the 
teleological pursuit of the true end of human life. Aquinas refuses to isolate the sensible 
dimension of human life from the rational and spiritual one.” 
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b. The rational soul contextualizes all aspects of human life. 

 Conversely, our material element is radically contextualized by being “the 

expressive field” of a rational soul.61 As Aquinas says, exploring the meaning of 

personhood: “It is one thing to ask the meaning of the word animal, and another to ask its 

meaning when the animal in question is man.”62 In other words, our human faculties of 

intellect and will contextualize all the rest: 

The flesh naturally desires what is pleasurable to it, through the desire of 
the sense appetite. But since man is a rational animal, the flesh of man 
desires such things according to the manner and order of reason. And in 
this way, the flesh of Christ, through the desire of the sense appetite, 
naturally desired food and drink and sleep, and other such things that are 
desired in accordance with right reason.63 
 

And when warranted, Christ also subordinated his good, natural desires to his higher 

aims. Sometimes for better, sometimes for worse, human desires of the flesh of any 

significant intensity are never simply the desires of an animal’s sense appetite, 

particularly when we consider not just the present appetitive moment but a person’s life 

history and the rational soul’s shaping of these sensory desires (on which more in Ch. 

VI). Matthew Levering puts it succinctly: “Human flesh is rational flesh.”64 

Human rationality fundamentally transforms even basic, animal activities like 

eating. For human beings, meals are not merely mundane, bodily activities to meet 

nutritional requirements. They also involve a diversity of participants, settings, meanings, 
                                                
61 Marie-Joseph Nicolas, “Le corps humain,” Revue Thomiste 79 (1979): 357-387, at 357-58; as 
discussed in Kevin E. O’Reilly, O.P., “St. Thomas on Adoration: Some Reflections,” Nova et 
Vetera, English Edition 16:3 (Summer 2018): 861-79, at 868. 
62 ST I.29.4.co. 
63 Nicholas E. Lombardo, O.P., The Logic of Desire: Aquinas on Emotion (Washington, D.C.: 
Catholic University of America Press, 2011), 209 (emphasis added) and citing ST III.15.2.ad 2 
and John Damascene, De fide orthodoxa, 3.14. 
64 Matthew Levering, “Natural Law and Natural Inclinations: Rhonheimer, Pinckaers, McAleer,” 
The Thomist 70 (2006): 155-201, at 200. Emphases added. 
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and purposes. Consider the extent to which the following meals differ, though human 

stomachs are filled in each: Thanksgiving dinner in a happy family or a dysfunctional 

one; a child eating alone in the school cafeteria; a hearty lunch at the soup kitchen; a five-

course meal among political foes at an international summit; snacking alone in front of 

the television; a sacrificial offering at a temple; a meal made from scratch by Grandma as 

she has done almost every day for the past fifty years; and the most important meal in 

history, Christ’s Last Supper, with the otherworldly love, the ultimacy, the betrayal, and 

the ritual inversions of that climactic night. 

There are two basic points to emphasize here. First, we do not eat the way other 

animals do, nor for the restricted, preset range of reasons that they do. The sharing of a 

meal might have non-nutritional side effects even among a pride of lions (e.g., solidifying 

group dynamics); however, sharing the meal is “just what they do,” and there is a 

restricted range of ways in which they do it.65 Second, the mealtime examples illustrate 

how the intellectual dyad (again, the intellect and will working in tandem) does not just 

rest atop our animal layers, getting involved only when necessary. For rational-material 

hybrids like ourselves, the intellectual dyad does not solely affect life’s heady moments 

of abstract thought or dramatic moral dilemmas. Being intellectual (a thinker, a lover, an 

agent with free choice) suffuses every moment of every day. It contextualizes all aspects 

of human life—including our experiences of suffering, however bodily or spiritual in 

origin.66 

                                                
65 While we can identify much held in common in mealtimes and their underlying meanings 
across the world, cultural variation can also serve to highlight the complexity of eating in 
rational-material hybrids like ourselves.  
66 Cf. VI.A. 
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In this section, we have seen that, for Aquinas, the activities of the human 

intellect and will, undertaken in concert with the body, are uniquely open to and oriented 

towards external relations. We will now turn to considering those external relations 

directly, beginning with the Summa’s relational frame for human nature. 
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II.B. Human Relationality in General 

1. Textual context: the Summa’s relational frame for human nature. 

To understand the place of human relationality in Thomas’s anthropology, we 

should first call to mind the textual context of the Treatise on Human Nature; we must, 

that is, understand the discussion of human nature in qq. 75ff within the broader 

framework of the Summa. Texts on creation and generation—our relations of origin—

surround the articles on human nature, situating the human person and answering the 

questions that naturally follow about the origins of human beings individually and as a 

species.67 Affirmations of our dependence on other human persons and the rest of 

creation can be found throughout the work. And as to our relationships of purpose, 

Thomas reminds us in ST I-II, q. 1, a. 2, co.: “[T]he first of all causes is the final cause. . . 

. [A]n agent does not move except out of intention for an end.” The Treatise’s discussion 

of the intellect ordered to and the will drawn towards their respective objects leads us to 

the further questions of what or who some of those objects might be, with what 

existential priority, and for what ultimate purpose. We find that these are exactly the 

questions to which Thomas next turns (in the Prima Secundae). 

Now let us consider the Summa as a whole, with respect to human relationality. In 

traditional exitus-reditus form, the Summa first examines God in se, since it is God from 

whence we come. By the time we reach questions 20-26 of the Prima Pars, God’s 

                                                
67 Creation: ST I.44-74; The interdependence of the cosmos: ST I.47 (inter alia); Origin and 
generation: ST I.90-93 and 118-19; Original man: ST I.94-102; Purpose (including vis-à-vis God 
and human community): ST I-II. 
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relationship with human beings comes clearly into play.68 The questions do not begin 

with us, however, but with a glimpse of things as if from God’s perspective: God’s love, 

justice, and mercy; God’s providence, predestination, and the book of life; the power of 

God proceeding to exterior effect; and divine beatitude. All these topics come into play 

well before the human person is defined and described at length. The Prima Pars then 

moves to Trinitarian relations, creation (in general, of angels, and of material beings), and 

good and evil. This is the broader setting in which Thomas then places his discussion of 

the essence of the human person, which does not begin until question 75. 

For perspicuity’s sake, in questions 75-89, Thomas maintains a narrow 

understanding of “human nature,” which includes both the form (the soul) and “common 

matter.”69 However, as stated above, Thomas clearly does not intend a static notion of 

“human nature”; he himself defines the soul, at the core of human nature, as a “principle 

of action.”70 Soon Thomas moves on to the individual and corporate origins of the human 

being, human teleology, God’s government of creatures, and the human powers of 
                                                
68 Strictly speaking, Thomas would say that human beings are “really related” to God, but not 
vice versa: “[I]n God relation to the creature is not a real relation, but only a relation of reason; 
whereas the relation of the creature to God is a real relation, as was said above [ST I.13.7] in 
treating of the divine names” (ST I.45.3.ad 1). As Thomas explains in De potentia, q. 7, a. 10-11, 
God’s relatio to the world does not alter God’s being, and as transcendent cause, God is not in the 
same order as creatures. Thus God’s action ad extram is certainly real, but from God’s side, the 
God-creature relation is called “logical” (conceptual). For further discussion, see Emery, The 
Trinitarian Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, 87-88; Emery, “‘Ad aliquid’: la relation chez 
Thomas d’Aquin,” in Saint Thomas d’Aquin, ed. Thierry-Dominique Humbrecht, Les cahiers 
d’histoire de la philosophie (Paris: Cerf, 2010), 132-34; and John Webster, “‘Love is Also a 
Lover of Life’: Creatio ex nihilo and creaturely goodness,” Modern Theology 29:2 (April 2013): 
156-71, at 165. 
69 “Common matter” refers to the material make-up of a human being in the abstract. “Signate 
matter” is the actually individuating matter of a particular person. Cf. ST I.75.4 co.: “[I]n natural 
things the definition does not signify the form only, but the form and the matter.… For as it 
belongs to the notion of this particular man to be composed of this soul, of this flesh, and of these 
bones [signate matter]; so it belongs to the notion of man to be composed of soul, flesh, and 
bones [common matter].” See also ST I.75.2.ad 1. 
70 ST I.76.3.co. 
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change and generation. And the Prima Secundae, focusing on deliberate human action,71 

begins with man’s last end and happiness (viz., God), and ends with law (including 

strongly communal elements) and grace.72 The dynamic relationality of human beings in 

Thomas’s vision also comes out clearly in the latter parts of the Summa: the Secunda 

Secundae, exploring the virtues and gifts that facilitate human life and action, and the 

Tertia Pars, completing the reditus with Christ and the sacramental life in the Church 

that will, Deo volente, lead us home. It is with this scope of vision that a Thomist like 

Josef Pieper can maintain an “essentialist” anthropology and yet say: 

Human ‘nature’ and its ‘nature-given’ will are only, so to speak, 
something tentative and provisional. We only comprehend them properly 
when we understand by human ‘nature’ the sum total of what is suggested 
by virtue of having been created human. By the act of creating him, God 
sets the human being upon the path whose goal is that ‘ultimate’ which 
can be called ‘virtue’ in its true sense: the realization of the divine design 
incorporated in the creature.73 
 

It is worth drawing out the integral connections between nature and relations of 

origin and purpose in Thomas, especially since modern authors sometimes treat his 

questions on essence, powers, and operations apart from their broader context. Consider 

even Robert Brennan’s Thomistic Psychology, a classic among 20th century works on 

Thomas’s anthropology and undoubtedly a helpful resource on the topic.74 The book does 

not delve into formation, developmental stages, or relationships with God, family, 

                                                
71 That is, an actus humanus, not just an actus hominis. (cf. ST I-II.1.1.co. and ad 3). 
72 Law and grace are, respectively, interior and exterior principles of action. 
73 “The Ultimate,” in Josef Pieper, An Anthology. San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1989. E-book 
version, Ch. 1. 
74 Robert Edward Brennan, O.P., Thomistic Psychology: A Philosophical Analysis of the Nature 
of Man (New York: Macmillan, 1941). 
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friends, and community, all of which significantly qualify a human life.75 The present 

project on suffering clearly must take in a broader swath of Thomas’s thought.  

In Thomas’s own work in the Summa, the divine design with respect to human 

beings qua social creatures is laid out most prominently in the questions of the Prima 

Secundae on the natural law, with other references throughout. And working out the 

divine design for the human person with respect to relationship with God is, from a 

certain angle, the aim of the Summa as a whole. As Torrell affirms: 

Consideration of man in the Summa Theologiae is not limited to some 
questions that speak of the human soul and its creation in the image of 
God, which come at the end of the First Part. In fact, the subject continues 
throughout the whole Second Part, where we find some indispensable 
particulars on human acts, liberty, conscience, the passions, virtues, social 
life and the laws that govern it, etc., without overlooking the end of human 
life and the means of grace that allow us to achieve it. We cannot forget 
this without completely misrepresenting the author’s perspective. What we 
find in the First Part is simply the beginning of these reflections, where 
Thomas starts by [speaking of God and then] situating man in the sheer 
vastness of the universe.76 
 

                                                
75 Without detracting from the book’s intent (describing the inner workings of the human 
individual), and acknowledging the presumably broad target audience, it is worth noting what is 
not present in the book. Mention of God is kept to a bare minimum; for instance, even where God 
factors in as the ultimate trajectory of the human soul, substitute phrases like “limitless reality” 
are used where possible. Read apart from other Thomistic works, one might also get the sense 
that human physical, mental, and spiritual development happen in a rather isolated manner, by 
will and natural endowment alone, as Brennan’s account deemphasizes the role of family and 
community in shaping and sustaining the human person. Finally, there are only a few paragraphs 
on love, most of which do not specifically treat love between persons. Topics such as these would 
seem to be part of human anthropology in the broader sense (what Pieper calls “the divine design 
incorporated into the creature,” as quoted above); regardless, they must factor into any account 
that treats certain contemporary psychological concerns about suffering from a philosophical and 
theological vantage point. 

Again, Brennan’s work is a valuable resource. I refer to his book here simply as an 
example of an erudite treatment of human nature that, by choice of style and aims, minimizes 
reference to the relational factors that strongly shape each human person. 
76 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 235. 
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When the present project, then, adverts to human anthropology in the broader sense 

(accounting for the provenance, natural situatedness, and basic aims of human life), I will 

bring in material from across the Summa and works in Thomas’s corpus like his partial 

commentary on the Politics, even though sociopolitical life is not a primary focal point of 

this dissertation. 

 The main parts of the natural law correspond to the relationships of order or 

purpose (as well as those of bodily dependence) to which I will often refer below, 

particularly in the chapters on interhuman relationships and community. Thomas 

provides the following overview of the law of our nature in ST I-II, q. 94, a. 2, co.: 

[A]ccording to the order of natural inclinations, is the order of the precepts 
of the natural law. Because in man there is first of all an inclination to 
good in accordance with the nature which he has in common with all 
substances: inasmuch as every substance seeks the preservation of its own 
being, according to its nature: and by reason of this inclination, whatever 
is a means of preserving human life, and of warding off its obstacles, 
belongs to the natural law. Secondly, there is in man an inclination to 
things that pertain to him more specially, according to that nature which 
he has in common with other animals: and in virtue of this inclination, 
those things are said to belong to the natural law, “which nature has taught 
to all animals” [Pandect. Just. I, tit. i], such as sexual intercourse, 
education of offspring and so forth. Thirdly, there is in man an inclination 
to good, according to the nature of his reason, which nature is proper to 
him: thus man has a natural inclination to know the truth about God, and 
to live in society: and in this respect, whatever pertains to this inclination 
belongs to the natural law; for instance, to shun ignorance, to avoid 
offending those among whom one has to live, and other such things 
regarding the above inclination.77 

                                                
77 Mary M. Keys (Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good [New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006], 70, 101, 117, 137, and 187), Torrell (Spiritual Master, 280), 
and Servais Pinckaers (The Sources of Christian Ethics [Washington, D.C.: Catholic University 
of America Press, 1995], 405-7) note the inheritance from Cicero and the Stoics rather than 
Aristotle on this point. Cf. Cicero, De officiis, I, 4, 11-14 (trans. Walter Miller, The Loeb 
Classical Library [Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968], 12-17), as cited in Torrell, 
Spiritual Master, 286: “. . . Nature had endowed every species of living creature with the instinct 
of self-preservation. . . . A common property of all creatures is also the reproductive instinct (the 
purpose of which is the propagation of the species). . . . Nature likewise by the power of reason 
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I see at least two interesting, conceptual reasons for the textual division between 

human nature and “the law of our nature.” First, recall Thomas’s position that “the law 

denotes a kind of plan directing acts towards an end.”78 As we shall see in the subsection 

on “Considerations of Ontology and Animate Nature” below, the unity of order or 

purpose that refers a human individual to things outside himself or herself is different in 

kind from the internal unity within a living being. Second, Thomas treats the law of our 

nature separately from our nature itself because there is an element of freedom in the 

human person. This freedom means that acting according to the natural law is not an 

automatic entailment of our nature. There is an irreducibility of our acts to our nature 

simpliciter: “[M]an too is the principle of his own acts because he possesses free will and 

mastery over his actions."79 In the chapters on interhuman relationships and community, 

it becomes clear that this element of freedom is one of the important reasons Thomas 

would reject conceptions of the human being that subsume the individual within the 

group.80 These conceptual considerations help us understand the reasoning behind the 

textual division between nature and law in the Summa and (to an even greater extent) 

some of Thomas’s expositors.  

 

2. Considerations of ontology and animate nature. 

                                                                                                                                            
associates man with man in the common bonds of speech and life; . . . Above all, the search after 
truth and its eager pursuit are peculiar to man. . . .” 
78 ST I-II.93.3.co. 
79 ST II, prologue, Torrell translation (Spiritual Master, 238). 
80 Toward this end I make use (in III.B.4-5) of the interesting contrast case of collective guilt in 
Thomas’s writings, which Th. Eschmann, O.P., explores in detail (though not to the same end) in 
“Studies on the Notion of Society in St. Thomas Aquinas: Part I. St. Thomas and the Decretal of 
Innocent IV Romana Ecclesia: Ceterum,” Mediaeval Studies 8 (1946): 1-42. 
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For Thomas, are we first and foremost individuals? In one sense, the answer is an 

easy yes. Individuated substances are real; universals exist separately only in the mind 

(and as ideas in God).81 A specific group of human beings does not have extramental 

reality apart from the individuals and the artifacts they jointly or separately create.82 And 

humanity in general is nothing without its individuals: Natura intendit generare 

hominem, says Thomas, but cannot do so without particulars (hunc hominem).83  

An overwhelming emphasis on individuals as separate instances of a species, 

however, would not paint an accurate picture of Thomas’s view. As to efficient cause, 

clearly our bodily constitutions derive from the generative acts of male-female pairs of 

our species, in a line that Thomas believes can be traced back to the first of our kind.84 

“[A]s God is the principle of the whole universe,” Thomas explains in ST I, q. 92, “so the 

first man . . . was the principle of the whole human race. Wherefore Paul says that ‘God 

made the whole human race from one’ (Acts 17:26).”85 Elsewhere Thomas declares that, 

“[t]he multitude of men born of Adam, are as so many members of one body.”86 

                                                
81 ST I.16.7.ad 2: Universals are “said to be everywhere and always, in so far as universals are 
independent of place and time,” but they are not “eternal, except in an intellect, if one exists that 
is eternal [i.e., God].” See also ST I.15.1-3, on ideas in the mind of God, and how Thomas 
distinguishes his position from that of Plato’s Forms. 
82 However, see the chapters on interhuman relationships and community for significant nuancing 
of this point. 
83 Quaestiones disputatae de anima 18.co. Nature intends to generate “human being,” but it 
cannot do so without this (or that) human being. Here Thomas implicitly adverts to the 
requirements of syntax in order to show the commonsense nature of his claim. 
84 At the most fundamental level of causality, of course, God is the first efficient cause even of 
our bodies. As intellectual creatures, we are also directly ensouled by God, so God is first 
efficient cause in an additional sense (ST I.90.3.co). See also ST I.45.5.co, on primary and 
secondary causes. 
85 ST I.92.2.co. 
86 ST I-II.81.1.co. 
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Descriptions such as these hint at the unity of corporate humanity, both as originally 

designed and given the complex matter of original sin, which affects us all.87  

Furthermore, human beings characteristically mature within the context of a 

family and go on to procreate further species members who cannot physically survive, 

nor mentally and spiritually thrive, alone.88 God’s vision of an interdependent humanity 

is also seen in God’s distribution of different gifts to different people, even among adults. 

On this point, Thomas applies 1 Peter 4:10 to the natural order, saying, “[E]very man 

hath received grace, ministering . . . one to another.”89 The amounts and kinds of 

dependencies among human beings vary greatly, but even as adults, exceedingly few can 

personally thrive entirely alone, apart from any human community.90 It is in this weighty 

sense that Thomas says, following Aristotle: “[M]an is naturally a social being,” and even 

“in the state of innocence he would have led a social life.”91 

Witness, too, the remarkable continuity of the cosmos described in ST I, q. 73, a. 

1, ad 3: 

Some things, indeed, had a previous experience materially, as the rib from 
the side of Adam out of which God formed Eve; whilst others existed not 
only in matter but also in their causes, as those individual creatures that 
are now generated existed in the first of their kind. Species, also, that are 

                                                
87 On original sin, see ST I-II.81ff. Eschmann (“Studies on the Notion of Society”) warns that one 
should not extrapolate from Thomas’s arguments on original sin to other theoretical or actual 
instances of “universal delict” (i.e., communal guilt). 
88 More on this below in the chapters on interhuman relationships and community. 
89 ST I.96.4.co. For an ecclesial example that explores the subtleties of roles, efficacy, and 
worthiness, one might look to ST III.82 (on priests and the sacrifice of the Mass). 
90 Even in the special case of flourishing hermits, such persons required help from others in their 
earlier, physically and spiritually formative years, and they often continue to receive sustenance 
(and sometimes shelter) from others. Writings by saintly hermits also often reveal that living 
apart from human company is considered a great sacrifice (as is the case for celibate priests who 
strongly feel the draw of the goods of marriage), one that is managed by sublimating this natural 
inclination into a deeper relationship with God.   
91 ST I.96.4.co. 
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new, if any such appear, existed beforehand in various active powers; so 
that animals, and perhaps even new species of animals, are produced by 
putrefaction by the power which the stars and elements received at the 
beginning.92 Again, animals of new kinds arise occasionally from the 
connection of individuals belonging to different species, as the mule is the 
offspring of an ass and a mare; but even these existed previously in their 
causes, in the works of the six days. . . . Hence it is written (Ecclesiastes 
1:10), “Nothing under the sun is new, for it hath already gone before, in 
the ages that were before us.”93 
 

Without forgetting the critical proviso of direct human ensoulment,94 quotations like the 

ones above draw our attention to the oneness of physical creation. Furthermore, the 

obverse of material creation’s ordering toward humanity (its “highest part”) is humanity’s 

dependence upon many other non-human parts of the material creation: 

[J]ust as in the generation of things we perceive a certain order of 
procession of the perfect from the imperfect (thus matter is for the sake of 
form; and the imperfect form, for the sake of the perfect), so also is there 
order in the use of natural things; thus the imperfect are for the use of the 
perfect; as the plants make use of the earth for their nourishment, and 
animals make use of plants, and man makes use of both plants and 
animals.95 
 

                                                
92 To get hung up on the medieval biological hypothesis of production by putrefaction would be 
to miss the point of this quotation in present context (the organic unity and continuity of the 
cosmos) and in original context (that creation was, in its essentials, completed in the six “days,” 
even if new individuals and species emerge later). 
93 See also this interesting passage on the human being as a microcosm: Man, says Thomas “is in 
a manner composed of all things, since he has in himself a rational soul of the genus of spiritual 
substances, and in likeness to the heavenly bodies he is removed from contraries by an equable 
temperament. As to the elements [of fire, air, earth, and water], he has them in their very 
substance [in an equitable balance]. . . . [F]or this reason man is called ‘a little world,’ because all 
creatures of the world are in a way to be found in him.” See Torrell, Spiritual Master, 254, for 
more discussion. 
94 Cf. ST I.118.2.co. Thomas also says that God must have directly formed the first human body, 
but his explanation points toward the issue of informing the matter of the first human being, while 
affirming (in ST I.91.1.sc) that Adam was made from the pre-existing “slime of the earth.” 
95 ST I.96.1.co. 
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And again, even in Eden, “[m]an had food to appease his hunger, drink to slake his thirst; 

and the tree of life to banish the breaking up of old age.”96 Does deep interdependence at 

every turn overthrow a metaphysical vision that rests on the idea of subsistent 

individuals? 

Thomas’s metaphysics of substance and accident provides his basic answer. 

Relation in our world is an accident. And accidents can only “subsist in” substances, 

never on their own.97 Now, sometimes the relation, like an accident, “concretely qualifies 

the substance which carries it.”98 Thomas deems this a relatio realis, existing “in the very 

nature of the things themselves.”99 But substance must come first. Thomas follows 

Aristotle’s categories of being in the Prima Pars when he explains that “relative terms by 

their very meaning indicate only a reference to something. . . . To be relative means 

having a relationship to another thing.”100 On this view, we cannot think of relations 

except as pointing to and making connections between things. It is not just that we first 

come upon things and then discover the relationships. It is also that, logically, relation or 

relating cannot be most fundamental.101 And although human individuals are found in 

“deep interdependence” with each other and the wider world, we must recall Aristotle’s 

                                                
96 ST I.97.4.co, quoting Augustine, De Civ. Dei xiv, 26. 
97 Again, the Trinity is an exception to the rule that relation only exists as an accident within a 
substance. 
98 Emery, The Trinitarian Theology of St. Thomas Aquinas, 86. 
99 ST I.28.1. For more on real relations, see IV.B.1. 
100 ST I.28.1 and I.28.2.ob 3. 
101 However much one might want to emphasize the importance of relationships, it seems to me 
that Thomas is right, lest we posit an ontology that is difficult to maintain logically or 
epistemologically. If we try to do otherwise, we end up reifying the relations; the relationship 
itself becomes some third thing. 
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teaching in the Categories: “[T]he fact that a thing is explained with reference to 

something else does not make it essentially relative.”102 

Still, could it be that we have the “wholes” wrong—that what we take to be 

individuals are really only parts of one larger whole? Then we would not be putting 

relation before substance; we would simply be positing that the real subsistent being 

comprises much more than originally thought, and what we took to be relations ad 

extram are actually internal to this mega-individual, be it the human species or the 

cosmos as a whole. Thomas would disagree, of course. Among other concerns with this 

view, such a position would require recategorizing all substantial changes as accidental 

changes within one grand, undefinable substance, providing a much less robust depiction 

of reality and obfuscating the helpful distinctions that his Aristotelian ontology (or even a 

Platonic ontology of Forms) is able to provide. Further, as laid out in our earlier 

discussion of the soul, Thomas posits an internal organization and animating principle in 

living individuals.103 Even if all of creation is interrelated, there is a fluidity to the ways 

in which an individual creature—a horse, for instance—can interact with the rest of 

creation. A horse needs grass (or a close substitute), but the actual grass or pasture or 

country could change while this horse is still maintained.104 The same goes for the 

                                                
102 Aristotle, Categories 7 (8a31), in The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New 
York, 1941). Emphasis added. Two examples of essential relations are (1) the relationship 
between body and soul in an individual, and (2) the relationship in the act of intellection between 
the expressed form in the mind and the external thing. On the latter, see Robert W. Schmidt, S.J., 
The Domain of Logic According to St. Thomas Aquinas (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1966; 
reprinted online by Springer Link), e-book pp. 5-6. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-015-0939-8. 
103 With respect to human beings in particular, cf. ST I.75.1. 
104 Someone might point out that, in our technological era, we could also replace the horse’s body 
parts with artificial or transplanted substitutes. I would argue that the immense efforts of rational, 
human ingenuity required for such biotechnical arts, and the need (in the case of a transplant) for 
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horse’s need (absent human intervention) for other horses, at the very least in its earliest 

stages of life; this horse needs some horses, but not necessarily these horses. The same 

cannot be said for this horse’s relationship to “itself”—to what we commonly consider a 

discrete whole. This horse is itself composite, but it has a distinct level of unity in form, 

purpose, and matter that justifies thinking of it as an individual. We can distinguish 

animal individuals most clearly in virtue of the soul that animates each; the horse species 

may go on, but when the life-principle of this horse is extinguished, we reach a clear 

break-point in reality.105 This extended example aims to highlight the distinguishable 

wholeness of an individual, animated being vis-à-vis any larger “whole” that can be 

spoken of in looser terms. The individuality of living souls, then, is one important point 

of reference for any Thomistic discussion of human relationality. 

A consideration of purpose presses the original issue further, however. While it 

might seem that nature and purpose are separate considerations, for Thomas, final cause 

shapes the form of a thing—in its structure, its drives, and so on. Further, he argues that a 

created being is “incomplete” unless it reaches the ends that perfect it. In virtue of its 

substantial form, “[e]verything is said to have being simply.” (Thomas calls this “primal 

actuality.”) However, what completes a substantial being—what makes it a “good” 

specimen of its kind—is acting on the potencies of its form towards the ends for which it 

was made. In fact, Thomas speaks of the perfection—the goodness—of a thing as its 

                                                                                                                                            
the living organism to accept the organ as its own, among other things, indicate a difference in 
kind between the replacement of a food source and the replacement of a limb or organ. 
105 In practice, distinctions are more difficult in the case of some lower life forms. 
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“complete” or “superadded actuality.”106 A thing fully “is” only when it is fulfilling its 

purpose.  

We need to consider, then, the extent to which our individualness is qualified by 

the fact that, as to purpose, we are parts of a larger whole. “[T]he world is one,” Thomas 

himself declares, “because all things must be arranged in one order, and to one end.”107 

He goes on to say, too, that an individual (of any material species108) exists for the sake 

of the species, which exists for the sake of the good of the universe, which exists for the 

sake of the glory of God.109 What “God principally wills,” says Thomas in the Summa 

contra gentiles, is “the good of the whole of his effects rather than any particular 

good.”110 Even in the case of “intellectual natures sought for their own sake in the 

universe,”111 Thomas clarifies that they are still “further referred to God and to the 

perfection of the universe.”112 Since form follows purpose, and beings are only 

“complete” when fulfilling their purpose, it could seem that individuals are conceptually 

inseparable from the entire cosmic order, even if there is strong reason to maintain 

Thomas’s conceptual ordering of substantia before relatio.  

Here are two of Thomas’s conceptual keys for understanding the “oneness” of the 

world in a way that takes in the broader reality without resigning us to a helplessly 

impressionistic picture. First, throughout Thomas’s thought, he distinguishes oneness of 
                                                
106 ST I.5.1.ad 1 and ad 3. 
107 ST I.47.3.ad 1. 
108 The issue only applies to materially instantiated beings, since angels are each one-of-a-kind. 
See ST I.50.4. 
109 ST I.65.2.co. 
110 SCG I, c. 85, 712 (Marietti edition).  
111 SCG III, c. 112, 2858. 
112 SCG III, c. 112, 2865. This point becomes important when comparing various contemporary, 
broadly Thomistic authors in their valuations of the importance of individual human happiness 
(or woe). It is, however, only one piece of the puzzle. 
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being (like that of a living organism, discussed above) from oneness of order. All that is 

good and appropriate and fulfilling for an individual or species flows like streams into the 

broader river of universal purpose, toward the end of all ends, viz., the magnification of 

the Creator’s goodness.113 Notice the emphasis on order as the principle of unity in the 

following excerpt, drawn from the same question as the previous “one world” quotation: 

“[W]hatever things come from God have a relation of order to each other, and to God 

Himself, as shown above. Hence it must be that all things should belong to one world.”114  

A second conceptual key with respect to the oneness of the material world is that 

of multiple levels of causality. Thomas strongly affirms that, while God is First Cause of 

all things (the form of things, their matter, and their existence), God’s glory is all the 

greater for creating a cosmos within which created realities have their own proper 

(though secondary) causality.115 Thomas sees a beauty in the unfolding of the universe, in 

which certain created entities cause others, and in which the corruption of certain 

substantial forms makes way for the matter to be taken up into new forms: “For 

goodness, which in God is simple and uniform, in creatures is manifold and divided and 

hence the whole universe together participates [in] the divine goodness more perfectly, 

and represents it better than any single creature whatever.”116 Notice that the affirmation 

of proper, secondary causality inherent in distinct, extant substantial forms helps make 

sense of the simultaneous continuity and discontinuity we witness in material creation. 

                                                
113 ST I.65.2.co. 
114 ST I.47.3.co. Emphasis added. 
115 SCG III, c. 69, 244-46. 
116 ST I.47.1.co. 
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The foregoing discussion brought to light some reasons why Thomas maintains an 

ontology of substantial forms even while recognizing the deep relationships between 

humanity and the rest of the universe. He is particularly keen to recognize ensouled 

beings (i.e., living things) as special kinds of unities that exist within the looser unity of 

the world. An organism is not simply a complex amalgamation of particles, for it has an 

individual life-force in a certain, species-dependent configuration.117 

Now, in the case of human beings there is a further reason why the vision of the 

individual as simply part of a larger, cosmic whole is insufficient. Beyond contributing to 

the good of the species and universe, human individuals can directly contribute to the 

ultimate end of manifesting God’s goodness in virtue of their potential to know and love 

God.118 “In this way,” explains Robert Pasnau, “we have worth as individuals that 

transcends the abstract perfection displayed by the chain of being.”119 Pasnau’s diagram 

of Aquinas’s account is helpful here: 

 
                                                
117 See ST I.75.1-4 on the soul. 
118 Cf. Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 402. And in Thomas’s own words (ST 
I.65.2.co): 

[T]he entire universe is constituted by all creatures, as a whole consists of its parts. Now 
if we wish to assign an end to any whole, and to the parts of that whole, we shall find, first, that 
each and every part exists for the sake of its proper act, as the eye for the act of seeing; secondly, 
that less honorable parts exist for the more honorable, as the senses for the intellect, the lungs for 
the heart; and, thirdly, that all parts are for the perfection of the whole, as the matter for the form, 
since the parts are, as it were, the matter of the whole. Furthermore, the whole man is on account 
of an extrinsic end, that end being the fruition of God. So, therefore, in the parts of the universe 
also every creature exists for its own proper act and perfection, and the less noble for the nobler, 
as those creatures that are less noble than man exist for the sake of man, whilst each and every 
creature exists for the perfection of the entire universe. Furthermore, the entire universe, with all 
its parts, is ordained towards God as its end, inasmuch as it imitates, as it were, and shows forth 
the Divine goodness, to the glory of God. Reasonable creatures, however, have in some special 
and higher manner God as their end, since they can attain to Him by their own operations, by 
knowing and loving Him. Thus it is plain that the Divine goodness is the end of all corporeal 
things.  
119 Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 402. 
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_______________________________________________________________________ 

  --> [Participating in/reflecting/displaying] God’s goodness 
             /\              ⇑ 

|  Perfection of the universe 
 |          ⇑ 

| Rational species | Nonrational species 
 |  ⇑   ⇑ 

<--  Rational individuals | Nonrational individuals 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 1: Pasnau’s diagram of the teleological ordering of creation.120 
 

Rational individuals therefore play a dual role in contributing to the ultimate 

good—one subordinated to the order and perfection of the universe, both subordinated to 

what makes for the glory of God. We and our happiness are never the ultimate end—God 

is—but “at least we are now only one step away.”121 This double purpose is key to 

understanding how Thomas can say both that singulars in nature contribute only as part 

of a species,122 and that the image of God (which gives special purpose and dignity to 

each recipient) is found in human beings individually not jointly.123 The possibility of 

                                                
120 Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 401, slightly modified (as indicated in brackets). 
121 Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 401. Pasnau insists on God’s glory over human 
fulfillment as the ultimate end of the human being in Aquinas—not that the two are substantively 
at odds. In this regard he may provide a useful corrective within the analytic Thomist school to 
what seems at times an exclusive emphasis on human dignity and happiness (with little attention 
given to the concept of God’s glory). 
122 QDA 18.co: “Singulars are part of the perfection of nature not intrinsically [propter se] but 
derivatively [propter aliud]—inasmuch as the species that nature intends are preserved in them. 
For nature intends to generate human being, not this particular human being—except insofar as 
human being cannot exist except as this particular human being.”  
 Cf., however, ST I.98.1.co: “Therefore, since in things corruptible none is everlasting and 
permanent except the species, it follows that the chief purpose of nature is the good of the 
species; for the preservation of which natural generation is ordained. On the other hand, 
incorruptible substances survive, not only in the species, but also in the individual; wherefore 
even the individuals are included in the chief purpose of nature.” 
123 ST I.93.6.ad 2. 
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beatitude at once affirms the need to consider human individuals first of all as individuals 

and to consider the relational nature of their teleology.  

In light of these nuanced metaphysical positions, it would be a mistake to assume 

from Thomas’s “essentialist” ontological language a modern anthropology of radically 

self-sufficient individuals (as the reality or the ideal).124 Human nature, for Thomas, 

presupposes and points to relationships with others—with family and human community, 

with other life-forms that sustain and enhance us, with the rest of the cosmos, and with 

God. We would be missing a major component of what it means to be human if we were 

to neglect discussion of where we come from, what we are made for, and how human 

community and the rest of creation help us get there. 

                                                
124 C. C. Pecknold argues that avoiding an “individualistic” anthropology was the intent of Josef 
Cardinal Ratzinger’s pre-papal emphasis on relation: “Ratzinger’s original concern [was] not to 
privilege relation over substance but rather to overcome, or resist, a philosophical and theological 
hermeneutic that authorizes modern (post-Kantian) individualism.” See Pecknold, “‘Man is by 
Nature a Social and Political Animal’: Essential and Anti-Essentialist Relational Ontologies 
Revisited,” The Heythrop Journal 54:2 (2013): 883-99. 
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II.C. The Relation of Rational Creatures to their Creator 

 Having established the general points above, we can consider three specific ways 

in which human beings, for Thomas, are profoundly relational. First, they are creatures, 

with all the theological entailments thereof. Second, at every level of their being, they are 

naturally directed towards other aspects of creation that make for their fulfillment; this 

point has already been developed in the earlier section on cognition and volition. Third, 

they exist ab initio (and flourish within) human communities. While Thomas considers 

the second and third points to be well supported by common experience, it is in fact the 

first that grounds the other two.125 

We should first, then, consider some of what it means to be creatures, on an 

orthodox Christian understanding of creaturehood. There are four points worth 

establishing for the investigation of suffering to follow. 

 

1. Creation as a limit case for substance and relation. 

First, creation tests the limits of the idea that substance precedes relation. 

“Creation in the creature,” says Thomas in ST I, q. 45, a. 3 co., is “a certain relation to the 

Creator as to the principle of its being.” The creature is the subject of the accident 

“created,”126 and therefore the creature is “prior in being.” Nevertheless, Thomas 

                                                
125 Another means of exploring the prime human relationships would be via the following, 
slightly different categorization: (1) Founding relationships: (a) creation with respect to existence, 
(b) creation with respect to essence and the imago Dei qua exemplar, and (c) community of birth 
via human generation. (2) Relationships of purpose: (a) in context of the universe (b) in human 
communities (given, chosen, natural and ecclesial)  (c) return to God (including the overlapping 
considerations of imago Dei qua finality, the indwelling of the Trinity, and the beatific vision). 
126 “Created” is only an “accident” in the strict Aristotelian sense of qualifying the being, 
implying no connotation of mere coincidence. 
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explains, from the perspective of the Creator’s act, “creation has a certain aspect of 

priority” with respect to “the object to which it is directed, which is the beginning of the 

creature.”127 

In his Commentary on the Sentences, Thomas explains the seeming paradox with 

the following example: “[S]onship is in Peter insofar as he receives human nature from 

his father,128 but [the property of sonship] is not prior to Peter himself.” Peter (and his 

sonship), however, “follow upon the [father’s] action and motion which are prior.” There 

is a certain disanalogy, of course, because creation, unlike the action of Peter’s father, is 

not a motion in God: “The relation of creation[, however] . . . does not follow upon 

motion, but only upon the divine action, which is prior to the creature.”129 On the part of 

the creature, moreover, “creation is not the sort of making that is properly speaking a 

change, but is rather a certain receiving of being. Hence . . . [creation] is not ‘out of’ non-

being, except insofar as it is after non-being, as night is ‘out of’ day.”130 Thomas calls us 

to take in the most radical way the idea that the existing creation comes out of absolutely 

nothing. 

                                                
127 ST I.45.3.ad 3. Cf. In Sent. II, d. 1, q. 1, a. 2, ad 4, in Thomas Aquinas, Aquinas on Creation: 
Writings on the Sentences of Peter Lombard 2.1.1 Mediaeval Sources in Translation 35, trans. 
Steven E. Baldner and William E. Carroll (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 
1997), 77. 
128 We would, of course, say “his father and mother,” based on modern biological findings. 
129 In Sent. II, d. 1, q. 1, a. 2, ad 4 (trans. Baldner and Carroll, 77). Emphases added. Thomas 
would not predicate “motion” of God because Thomas’s concept of motion implies a change in 
the agent, which cannot be predicated of the eternally perfect God, who is always already fully in 
act. There are many discussion of Thomas on impassibility, including Michael J. Dodds, O.P., 
The Unchanging God of Love: Thomas Aquinas and Contemporary Theology on Divine 
Immutability (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America, 2008), and Ibid., “Thomas 
Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging God of Love,” Theological Studies 52 (1991): 
330-44. 
130 In Sent. II, d. 1, q. 1, a. 2, ad 2 (trans. Baldner and Carroll, 76). Emphasis original. 



 
 
 

100 

Clearly, creation is a unique case among things that can happen “to” a creature. 

While Thomas distinguishes the receptive relation “being created” from the created 

essence itself, this relation is no mere addendum. God’s act of creation imparts being 

itself; the creature in no way exists before or apart from the watershed act of creation, 

except in the atemporal mind of God.131 Thus Thomas would agree with the heart of the 

colloquially-put message that “relationship with God is foundational for the human 

person,” even while cautioning against the inherent pitfalls of such a formulation.132  

Torrell explains the dynamic between creature and creaturehood thus: 

The posteriority of the relation of creation to the existence of the thing 
whose dependence the relation emphasizes, fully brings to light the 
substantiality of the creature, which is to say the fact that the creature is an 
in itself with its own proper autonomy. . . . [But] the fact that the 
substantial being thus established [by God] in its autonomy is equally 
constituted in a relation of total dependence with respect to its source 
manifests the relational character of its being and action. . . . The creature 
finds in this very relation the reality and the truth of its condition of being 
finite and dependent.133 
 

There is a great need for caution in our use of language here. Consider the 

following, similar quotation from John Webster: 

By the work of divine love, finite things come to share in the universal 
good of being, but only in a finite manner, and only as they stand in 
relation to the creator God, the source of being. This relation constitutes 
creatures. Every element of creaturely being and action is what it is in “the 

                                                
131 For more on creatio ex nihilo, see Norman Kretzmann, The Metaphysics of Creation: 
Aquinas’s Natural Theology in Summa Contra Gentiles II (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999): 70–
100, and Webster, “Love is Also a Lover of Life.” 
 The word “before,” of course, is a concession to our inevitably temporal way of thinking, 
since on Thomas’s understanding, time (as a measure of change) “began” with the creation of 
changeable beings. 
132 It should be clear from what was already laid out above that creatures are not “subsistent 
relations.” They are subsistences with deeply embedded relations. They are related to God with 
respect to their origin, their esse, their telos, etc. 
133 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 233-34. 



 
 
 

101 

very dependency of the created act of being upon the principle from which 
it is produced” [SCG II, c. 18, 2].134 
 

The thrust of Webster’s passage accords with the relational emphasis in Thomas that I 

want to be sure we do not overlook. There is one problem, however: Thomas would agree 

that human beings are “constituted” (in the sense of “established”) by God’s action, but 

strictly speaking, Thomas would say that—from the creature’s side—the relation of 

origin “within” the creature is predicated upon there first (even if simultaneously) being a 

creature. It is important to note, however, that Webster, following Aquinas, does not set 

up relation as over and against a nature (principle of action) intrinsic to the human being. 

In fact, far from mutually excluding each other, “subordination and proper agency” 

follow from a proper understanding of God’s creative power. “Created integrity,” 

Webster explains, “includes created act. God creates agentia ordinem habentia, 

‘subordinated active things’ [Aquinas, Compendium of Theology §103].”135 

Thus, C. C. Pecknold, another voice in the contemporary literature, would agree 

with the thrust of Webster’s argument; but notice the difference in Pecknold’s use of 

“constituted”:  

Human persons, though, are not “subsistent relations.” Only in God does a 
relation subsist. We are constituted by our bodies.136 Our relation to God is 

                                                
134 Webster, “Love is Also a Lover of Life,” 164. For more on relational ontologies, one might 
begin with Pecknold, “Man is by Nature a Social and Political Animal.” Pecknold locates the 
roots of “anti-essentialist relational ontologies” in the influential nineteenth century typology of 
Theodore de Régnon, S.J., which set “Greek personalism against Latin essentialism” (1). Régnon 
believed the Latin theologians had overemphasized God’s unity “at the expense of an Eastern 
emphasis on the immanent and economic processions of the three Persons” (1). Some authors 
also refer to the de-hellenization movement, but Pecknold mentions this only in passing (14). 
135 Webster, “Love is Also a Lover of Life,” 169. 
136 Pecknold’s use of “constituted” also presents some risk of causing confusion. Here 
“constituted by our bodies” points to the way we are individuated by our bodies; i.e., (in accord 
with Thomas) the human form has no existence beforehand. Pecknold’s usage could suggest, 
however, that we are nothing but our bodies—a contemporary theological trend important to 
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always already implied in being the creatures that we are, but our relation 
to God follows on the being of the creature[;] relationality is the flowering 
of our nature. We could not even be “restless,’ nor could we hope for a 
bodily resurrection in the beatific vision unless we were substantially 
constituted to begin with.”137 
 

Pecknold’s point—that being precedes relationality—must be kept in mind if one is 

properly to work out the rest of Thomas’s complex but lucid and Christianly faithful 

account of the human being. The “ontological thickness”138 of created natures on 

Thomas’s vision takes nothing away from God’s glory, for God’s creative action is all the 

greater if what God creates has its “own proper action”: Deus qui est institutor naturae 

non subtrahit rebus id quod est proprium naturis earum.139 

 With adequate qualification, then, we can affirm the first point about creation: 

The basic Christian principle that human existence is relational in its very source is no 

mere addendum in Thomas’s anthropology. God’s action explains man’s being, without a 

conflation of the two. It is thus that Torrell, speaking for Thomas, can say in what seem 

                                                                                                                                            
distinguish from Thomas’s vision. The third (and perhaps safest) option would be to reserve the 
term “constitutes” to the usage whereby we are “constituted by” (made up of) our bodies and 
souls, or, our in-formed bodies. 
137 C. C. Pecknold, “Communion and Catholicity,” in The Hermeneutics of Tradition: 
Explorations and Examinations ed. Craig Hovey and Cyrus P. Olsen (Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2014), 41. To understand the importance of subtle differences in language and emphasis in 
these debates, one should know that Pecknold’s immediate interlocutor here is Cardinal 
Ratzinger, in “the middle period of his theological development.” Pecknold sees in Ratzinger’s 
later writings as Pope Benedict XVI a favorable, corrective turn towards affirming “the 
metaphysical priority of nature, as the substantial ground for the flowering of human relations, 
without ever diminishing the truth that our rational subsistent natures would not be natures at all 
without the love and truth of God who has called us into being for communion with himself” 
(44). 
138 As Torrell calls it. Spiritual Master, 238. 
139 SCG III, c. 69, 2445-46; SCG II, c. 55, 1310. “God, who is the Author of nature, does not take 
from things that which is proper to their natures.” (SCG II, c. 55, 14 in the Anderson translation.) 
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to be surprisingly existentialist terms: “From its first arising, the real appears thus as 

being ‘toward’ the other and, in the present case, ‘of’ the Other.”140 

 

2. The contingency and gift-character of creation. 

Now to the second point about creation. Thomas’s conception of creation carries 

with it the important implication that our coming into existence (jointly and severally) 

was chosen, not necessary. On the basis of what Thomas has already established about 

God’s nature, Thomas affirms the free gift of creation in ST I, qq. 25 and 45. God creates 

by the power of God’s free will—not by any necessity (ST I, q. 25, a. 5 co.), nor from any 

pre-existing matter (ST I, q. 45).141 This free creatio ex nihilo implies that we, and the 

universe as a whole, did not have to exist. Our existence is contingent, not necessary. 

Furthermore, while God always acts optimally in the “adverbial” sense—that is, 

with the utmost wisdom and goodness (ST I, q. 25, a. 6, ad 1)—God could always have 

created creatures with more or different abilities, or simply more in quantity. There is no 

upper limit to the size of creation or the perfections found within it, as long as such 

number and diversity of creatures would make for an eminently wise balance, towards the 

harmonious end of God’s glorification. To think otherwise is—perhaps surprisingly—to 

esteem God’s power too little. For “the divine goodness is an end exceeding beyond all 

proportion things created. Whence the divine wisdom is not so restricted to any particular 

                                                
140 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 234. Cf. Thomas in ST I.8.3.ad 1: “God is said to be in all things by 
essence, not indeed by the essence of the things themselves, as if He were of their essence; but by 
His own essence; because His substance is present to all things as the cause of their being.”  
141 And at a certain point in time (so to speak). Cf. ST I.46 on the beginning of creation as an 
article of faith. Thomas argues that a temporal beginning to creation is known solely by faith, but 
he argues for the necessity of an uncaused Cause of all that exists on philosophical grounds. 
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order that no other course of events could happen.”142 Considered in tandem with the 

doctrine of creatio ex nihilo, the principle of God’s ever-exceeding store of goodness 

implies that the particular configuration of the cosmos with you and me in it was also 

optional. We will have much more to say about necessity and contingency in subsequent 

chapters on evil and suffering, but my present emphasis is on the preciousness of our 

existing in the first place—the way each individual human person (along with humankind 

as a whole) did not have to be. Reflection on the act of creation gives us a glimpse of the 

love, the gift, the could-have-been-otherwiseness in our very origin. As Thomas explains 

in ST I, q. 44, a. 4, ad 1, God “alone is the most perfectly liberal giver, because He does 

not act for His own profit, but only for His own goodness.” And even God’s goodness in 

no way impelled God to create in just this way (with us in it).  

 

3. “In Him we live and move and have our being.”143 

The third point extends the previous two into every moment of our existence. For 

Thomas, if we correctly understand what it means to be created, we will see that our 

existence remains at all times contingent—dependent on the One who sustains our being. 

Thomas’s real distinction between esse (existence) and essentia (essence) makes it 

straightforward for him to argue that creaturely existence is a separate endowment in 

constant need of a first cause. Citing Gregory (Moral. xvi), Thomas affirms: “For the 

being of every creature depends on God, so that not for a moment could it subsist, but 

would fall into nothingness were it not kept in being by the operation of the Divine 

                                                
142 ST I.25.5.co. 
143 Acts 17:28. 
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power.”144 Every creature has its being by participation in God’s own (necessary, 

essential) being, Thomas goes on to explain, like the air which is enlightened by the 

ongoing action of the sun.145 The analytic tone of Thomas’s writing can make it easy for 

readers to miss the great dynamism in his vision of the relation of humanity to God. And 

while Thomas is often characterized as a champion of human capabilities, passages like 

the aforementioned reveal his sense of the awesome power of God and utterly dependent 

relation of every woman and man.  

 

4. The relational thrust of the imago Dei. 

Finally, Thomas’s treatment of the imago Dei in ST I, q. 93 highlights the 

exemplary and teleological dimensions of humanity’s relationship with the divine. 

According to Genesis 1:26, we are patterned after God’s own Triune, personal way of 

being.146 While all things are “like to God” because they exist, and some because they 

live, only intellectual creatures understand and can thus be designated as “made to God’s 

image.”147 There is, so to speak, something more of God in us than in non-personal 

creatures. God is knowing, self-reflective, free, self-moving, loving, and creative.148 As 

created and materially instantiated persons, we reflect these limitless attributes, albeit in a 

much qualified way.149 While the following quotations from the Fathers appear in the 

                                                
144 ST I.104.1.co. 
145 ST I.104.1.co. 
146 While contingent existence can be the subject of philosophical discussions, Thomas’s 
understanding of “the image of God” as central to human personhood derives from the Church’s 
scripture and theological tradition. 
147 ST I.93.2.co. 
148 Clearly there is overlap among these descriptors, but they highlight slightly different things.  
149 ST I.93.1.co: “[I]n man there is some likeness to God,” but God, the exemplar, “infinitely 
excels [the human] copy.” 
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objections of ST I, q. 93, a. 5,150 Thomas himself agrees that “the image of God in man 

belongs to him as ‘an intelligent being endowed with free-will and self-movement’” 

(Damascene, De Fide Orth. ii, 12). Further, the immortality of the soul reflects God’s 

eternity (Damascene, De Eccl. Dogmat.). And “human nature was made a participator of 

all good: for the Godhead is the fullness of goodness” (Gregory of Nyssa, De Homin. 

Opificio xvi). Finally, “man can know himself by his natural reason,” in an imperfect 

reflection of God knowing Godself. Thus, following Augustine, Thomas understands 

human beings as “made to the image of God” in the nature, activity, and telos of their 

rational souls.151 

The Trinitarian imago Dei language points both to an indelible pattern within us 

and to the ultimate end of our signature faculties. Witness the following, from ST I, q. 93, 

a. 4, co.: 

Since man is said to be the image of God by reason of his intellectual 
nature, he is the most perfectly like God according to that in which he can 
best imitate God in his intellectual nature. Now the intellectual nature 
imitates God chiefly in this, that God understands and loves Himself. 
Wherefore we see that the image of God is in man in three ways. First, 
inasmuch as man possesses a natural aptitude for understanding and loving 
God; and this aptitude consists in the very nature of the mind, which is 
common to all men. Secondly, inasmuch as man actually and habitually 
knows and loves God, though imperfectly; and this image consists in the 
conformity of grace. Thirdly, inasmuch as man knows and loves God 
perfectly; and this image consists in the likeness of glory. 
 

Alluding to Augustine’s most developed triad in De Trinitate, Thomas here depicts the 

God Who Is, knowing and loving Godself. In the created analogy of the Trinitarian 

                                                
150 ST I.93.5.ob 2 and 3. 
151 Cf. John P. O’Callaghan, “Imago Dei: A Test Case for Aquinas’s Augustinianism,” in Aquinas 
the Augustinian, ed. Michael Dauphinais, Barry David, and Matthew Levering (Washington, 
D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2007), 100-44. 
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imago, the human person exists as one who (imperfectly) knows and loves self and 

world,152 and whose ultimate fulfillment lies in an ever-deeper knowing and loving of 

God. It is for this reason that Juvenal Merriell attributes a “trinitarian" model to Thomas’s 

anthropology.153 Merriell goes so far as to say: 

In his fundamental being, man is oriented to God and capable [K.R.: if 
elevated by grace] of sharing the trinitarian life of God. The very structure 
of man’s being as an intellectual creature is an image and imitation of 
God’s interpersonal life of knowing and loving. . . . [Furthermore,] the 
image of the Trinity is [fully] actualized in the soul that is turned to God 
by grace and led toward the supreme assimilation to God in the glory of 
heaven.154 
 

More would need to be said in order properly to qualify the nature-grace distinctions 

implicit in Merriell’s description. For present purposes, it is enough to take from Merriell 

that Thomas’s doctrine of the imago Dei powerfully fleshes out several dimensions of our 

relationship with “the God who is the source and completion of human existence.”155 

 In sum, a focused look at Thomas’s writings on creaturehood and Trinitarian 

image bring to the fore some deeply relational aspects of being human. These writings 

also reveal the initial human stance of receptivity: All we are, all we have, is gift, to 

                                                
152 Cf. ST I.93.5: Man can know himself by his natural reason (ob. 3). However, (ad 3) the 
Trinitarian character of the imago does not require that we can know the Divine Trinity by natural 
reason, since the image of God in man does not represent God in a perfect manner. Thomas here 
quotes Augustine, De Trin. xv, 6: “We see, rather than believe, the trinity which is in ourselves; 
whereas we believe rather than see that God is Trinity.” 
153 Here “trinitarian” refers to a pattern reflected in the composition of the human soul, and not to 
any conflation of man with God (as if the Trinity were somehow part of the human essence or its 
esse). Cf. Pecknold, “Man is by Nature a Social and Political Animal,” for a discussion of certain 
limits Thomas would place on a “trinitarian” anthropology. 
154 D. Juvenal Merriell, C.O., “Trinitarian Anthropology,” in The Theology of Thomas Aquinas, 
edited by Rik Van Nieuwenhove and Joseph Peter Wawrykow (Notre Dame, Indiana: University 
of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 138. Assimilation to the Trinity must also take into account the 
doctrine of indwelling, which Merriell discusses in the same article (citing ST I.43.3.co). Merriell 
points out (141-42) that Torrell goes further, calling “the doctrine of the indwelling of the Trinity 
the crowning glory of the doctrine of the image of God” (Torrell, Spiritual Master, 120-21). 
155 Merriell, “Trinitarian Anthropology,” 138. 
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which we then respond. Further, we exist at this moment only because our Maker chooses 

us. God’s will freely creates us and continues to aim its desire at us. To put it another 

way, being loved by God is the vital relation within us that corresponds to the divine act 

by which we even exist. (I will later argue for some of the psychological ramifications 

thereof.) These points on gift and response, and on knowing, loving, and being loved will 

become crucial when reflecting on the nature of human suffering in Chapter VI. 
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Chapter III: Introducing the Social Dimension of the Human 
Being 
 

“Among all the things that man needs, other men are the most necessary to him.”1 

 

Contemporary discourse in the humanities is replete with admonitions to account 

for the interhuman relational dimension of the human person. For instance, political 

theorist Michael Sandel argues that “[w]e need to recognize the existence of 

‘intersubjective selves’ or ‘constitutive communities’ that go deeper into the identities of 

their members than the liberal model of voluntary association for the mutual securing of 

individual advantage.”2 Sandel contends that even John Rawls, often seen as a strong 

champion of thinking communally, actually has “a mainly contractual model of society” 

based on human beings as “radically individuated” selves underlying his social vision.3 

Sandel, explains Mary Keys, “aim[s] at a middle course between the Scylla of the 

radically separated individual and the Charybdis of the ‘radically situated subject, 

absorbed entirely into a communal entity.’” It is a “middle course” that, ultimately, Keys 

believes can be better navigated with the equipment Aquinas’s enhanced Aristotelianism 

has to offer.4 

The present work is not political in aim, and we need not weigh the merits or 

                                                
1 SCG III 121, n. 3001. As cited in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 281 fn. 18. Aquinas means, of 
course, among all the created things that the human person needs. 
2 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 45. 
3 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 44, explaining and citing 
Michael J. Sandel, Liberalism and the Limits of Justice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1982), 149. Sandel’s claim is contentious of course. Robert Nozick, in contrast, argues that Rawls 
underemphasizes the separateness (and rights) of individuals. 
4 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 46. 
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disadvantages of modern communitarianism (or “civic republicanism,” as Sandel would 

term it). This example simply serves to show that the concern to explain just how human 

persons are both parts and wholes is a salient feature of today’s discourse across the 

disciplines. 

Clearly, for Thomas, human beings exist ab initio and flourish within human 

communities. Human beings are profoundly shaped by their families and communities of 

origin. They reach many of their purposes within and by means of combined efforts, 

mutual support, and the benefits of tribe, polis, and—often—religious community. And 

many important human purposes are themselves relational or communal. In what follows, 

I aim to show how Thomas establishes the human individual as bound up with but never 

subsumed in human relationships, communities and communal aims. It also underscores 

the importance of our social dimension for individual flourishing and self-understanding. 

While an in-depth, positive account of the person in community may seem a bit 

far afield from an analysis of individual suffering, it is quite important to have a nuanced 

vision of the way things look when life goes well before any attempt to diagnose the kinds 

of damages we are really looking at in occasions of deep suffering, and the kinds of 

solutions that speak to the complex, underlying social, psychological, ideational, and 

physical causes. Also note that certain descriptions below (like the extended parent-child 

example) may seem idealized. We should, however, keep in mind that Thomas’s typical 

modus operandi is to describe the positive principle and then deal with exceptional or 
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deficient cases as needed, rather than incorporating the limit cases and their solutions into 

his basic principles.5 

 

III.A. The Depth of Relations between Human Persons 

1. Is Thomas’s anthropology too individualistic? 

For Thomas, as previously discussed, we human beings are not minds that happen 

to have bodies attached—we are truly hylomorphic creatures. In a similar vein, we do not 

arrive in this world as fully formed, unattached adults who then form relationships with 

other human beings if and as they choose. While no one would deny this if pressed, it is 

worth guarding against an abstract model that moves us in this direction by what it 

neglects.  

Unfortunately, certain passages in well-wrought textbooks on Aquinas’s 

anthropology come across as unwittingly individualistic. Consider George Klubertanz’s 

description of why man needs fellow man: 

Man begins his life without any inborn knowledge, and so in the state of 
potency to acquire his perfection as a man. Yet knowledge and virtue are 
his human perfections, and so it is his task to acquire them as best he can. 
Now, if every man began in the state of sheer potency, and could hope to 
gain only what he could achieve by his isolated efforts, a normal span of 

                                                
5  For an example of Thomas distinguishing between an in-principle position and an awareness of 
the de facto realities, consider the following: Thomas notes in ST II-II.26.10.co that “virtue and 
vice may make such a difference” in matters like prioritizing our love for various persons “that 
friendship may be diminished or destroyed, as the Philosopher remarks (Ethic. viii, 7).” In 
context, “friendship” can mean any interpersonal relationship of love, care, respect, and 
responsibility, whether natural or chosen. Hence, although in principle our obligations of care 
towards our children are greater than those towards our employees, Thomas approves of 
Ambrose’s dictum that “[g]ood servants should be preferred to wicked children” (Cf. Origen, 
Hom. ii in Cant.). 
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life would find him still struggling with the barest rudiments of 
civilization.6 
 

While the author aims to underscore the importance of sociality, he does not go far 

enough. Any experienced parent would point out that the hypothetical subject in question 

would never even have survived to the point of “struggling with the barest rudiments of 

civilization” had it not been for the constant, intimate care of others in his or her earliest 

days. To say that “man needs fellow man” implicitly frames the issue in terms of the 

adult’s need for other human beings, causing us to forget the life-stages of most intense 

dependency, stages like that of the fetus, infant, and young child in which any pretense to 

self-sufficiency would be absurd. 

 Let us take one more example of a passage from a 20th century Thomistic 

anthropology that is in need of a relational counterbalance—this time, a quotation from 

Brennan: “[O]nly with time and industry and enterprise, . . . can [a human being] be said 

to have developed either a personality or a character.”7 Here Brennan brings in the 

temporal element, but passes over the relational aspects of human growth and 

development. 

Now, a “basic” anthropology might legitimately focus on the human being qua 

30-year-old adult with “full” capacities, in order to “start somewhere.”8 We are, however, 

                                                
6 George Klubertanz, The Philosophy of Human Nature (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 
1953), 352. Emphasis added. 
7 Brennan, Thomistic Psychology, 292-93. 
8 In fact, a “basic” anthropology of this kind may unwittingly focus even more narrowly on the 
adult male of full capacities in his prime. From such a perspective, explicit consideration of the 
adult female can erroneously be seen as complicating the picture rather than introducing a 
necessary consideration of, for instance, the deep physical and psychical interdependencies (and 
vulnerabilities) that come with pregnancy, nursing, and having young dependents. This is not to 
imply that (a) men ought not be an integral part of the interdependencies and responsibilities of 
child-rearing or (b) women should be thought of only in light of their capacities to bear and raise 



 

 
 
 
 

113 

time-bound, ever-changing, interdependent creatures—and these qualifiers are far from 

secondary to an understanding of the human person, let alone the human person in 

relation to suffering. Consider the overly individualistic statements above. And consider a 

narrow understanding of the Aristotelian-Boethian definition of the human person as an 

individual substance of a rational and animal nature.9 Might the seeming emphasis on the 

individual, apart from the broader context of Thomas’s corpus, partially account for the 

paucity of engagement with Thomistic thought in some contemporary discourse on 

suffering? 

 

2. A first reply: communal locus assumed. 

While some contemporary critics may worry about Thomas’s explicit emphasis 

on the individual, the assumed locus for his depiction of the human person is a highly 

communal one. He takes it for granted, for instance, that our dependence on others is with 

us from the start.10 We all come from parents and receive the bulk of our formation 

                                                                                                                                            
children. The point is that we should not conflate theorizing about masculus sapiens with 
theorizing about homo sapiens. 
9 Working from Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Thomas says that the human being is a “mortal rational 
animal” (Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, translated by John Rowan, [Chicago, 1961], 
Book VII.5, 1378-9.) And from Boethius’s De Duab. Nat., as quoted in ST I.29.1.ob 1 (affirmed 
in Thomas’s reply):  “A person is an individual substance of a rational nature.” 
10 While many examples of early, natural dependency are available in Thomas’s corpus, consider 
the following, rather poetic passage on childhood catechesis and spiritual dependence: “Just as 
Mother Church, as stated above [III.69.6.ad 3, citing Augustine], lends children another’s feet 
that they may come, and another’s heart that they may believe, so, too, she lends them another’s 
ears, that they may hear, and another’s mind, that through others they may be taught. And 
therefore, as they are to be baptized, on the same grounds they are to be instructed” (ST 
III.71.1.ad 2). 
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within the context of a family (or the closest possible surrogate, in unfortunate 

situations).11 

The Catholic locus of Thomas’s thought should also mitigate concerns about 

Thomas as an anthropological individualist; medieval, orthodox Christianity was an 

unavoidably communal affair. It is unlikely that Thomas, always known as an integrative 

and comprehensive thinker, would write about and be immersed in the Church’s highly 

communal sacraments (esp. baptism and the Mass) and the Dominicans’ communal way 

of life and yet remain oblivious to the importance of community in his anthropological 

reflections. 

In Thomas’s day, moreover, the colloquial “self-sufficient individual” was much 

less of a possibility nor was it typically idealized as a model for which to strive.12 Almost 

all people, as they came of age, started families of their own or joined analogically 

“familial” communities, and always with an inescapable if tacit sense of their 

situatedness within a broader community.13 It is thus less likely, prima facie, that Thomas 

dramatically underappreciated the social dimension of the human person. 

We could, in fact, turn the issue on its head and argue that an overly 

individualistic anthropology is, by and large, a peculiarly modern problem. What 

Tocqueville noted in the nineteenth century comes out even more clearly in our own, 

postmodern era, as put rather sharply by William O’Neill: 

                                                
11 As the questions on baptism in the Tertia Pars and on family in the Supplementum make clear. 
12 See later footnote qualifying the phrase “he suffices himself” from ST I-II.4.8.co. 
13 The few hermits who completely sublimated the need for community into relationship with 
God did so with a clear awareness of the benefits and supports they were giving up; the life of a 
truly flourishing hermit ought not be conflated with misanthropy or social maladjustment. (Cf. ST 
II-II.188.8.ad 5.) 
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With the eclipse of the traditional, ethical ideal of the common good, we 
typically think of the [human] actor as an ‘atomistic’ individual, abstracted 
from the ensemble of social relations and belonging to none but [perhaps, 
if one likes, a] ‘little society’ of family or friends [formed to one’s own 
taste]. Social bonds, once derived from the biblical ideal of Covenant 
fidelity or the medieval bonum commune (common good), are now 
‘constructed’ through the exercise of individual will, e.g. in the 
distinctively modern device of a ‘social contract’ of sovereign selves. 
[Acting with the good of interpersonal relationships in mind] is 
accordingly confined to the private realm—to [deontological or 
consequentialist] norms of loyalty, probity, and fidelity . . . —while 
questions of public policy are consigned to the realm of Realpolitik.14 
 

A person familiar with the breadth of Thomas’s corpus will likely agree that 

Thomas’s own vision lies far from this description (albeit highly stereotyped) of many 

modern and postmodern views of the human person. The givenness of community as a 

backdrop for Thomas’s anthropology is clear, if at times implicit. Common good 

conceptuality pervades his thought. And Thomas would not agree with an ethics that 

divorces the private from the public self. The present chapters aim to fill out these points 

and go beyond—explicitly probing the status, in Thomas’s thought, of human 

relationships and communities vis-à-vis the persons composing them. 

 

3. God’s social blueprint for humanity: a shared origin and essence. 

                                                
14 William O’Neill, S. J., “Children of Babel: Belonging in a Postmodern Society,” Way 38 (Apr. 
1998):150-59, at 154. I have slightly modified the quotation for my own purposes; for instance, I 
replaced “moral” with “human” in order to avoid restrictive, modern connotations of “moral,” 
and to emphasize Thomas’s position that aiming for the good is part and parcel of all truly human 
action. “Formed to one’s own taste” (Alexis de Tocqueville) comes from a quotation in O’Neill 
that immediately precedes the passage quoted above. O’Neill follows Karl Rahner more than 
Thomas in his article, but the concern voiced in this modified quotation is nonetheless relevant to 
our present inquiry.  
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Thomas follows Aristotle in understanding the human being as an irreducibly 

social animal.15 For Thomas this means understanding the human person not only as an 

individual but also as inclined toward parthood in16 (and typically already immersed in) a 

family, a polis, various friendships and secondary communities, and the Church or some 

natural precursor.17 Thomas, like Aristotle, took sociality for granted, and the 1912 

Catholic Encyclopedia follows this tradition:  

[A] society is a stable union of a plurality of persons cooperating for a 
common purpose of benefit to all. . . . The character, as well as the 
existence of most of them, is left in full freedom to human choice. These 
may be denominated conventional societies [e.g., “a reading circle, a 
business partnership, or a private charitable organization”]. . . . [On the 
other hand,] a society . . . is natural by mandate, when the law of nature 
sets the precept upon mankind to establish that society [e.g., “the family, 
the State, and the Church”]. The precept is recognized by the natural 
aptitude, propensity, and need in men for the establishment of such a 
union. From this point of view the gift of speech alone is sufficient to 
show man’s aptitude for fellowship with his kind [K.R.: Cf. In Polit. I, 
1/b, Leonine, vol. 48, pp. A 78-79]. [The precept to establish natural 
societies] is [also] emphasized by his manifold perfectibility through 
contact with others and through their permanent companionship. 
Furthermore his normal shrinking from solitude, from working out the 
problems of life alone is evidence of a social propensity to which mankind 
has always yielded. If again we consider his dependence for existence and 
comfort on the multiplied products of co-ordinate human effort; and his 
dependence for the development of his physical, intellectual, and moral 
perfectibility on complex intercourse with others, we see a need, in view 
of man’s ultimate destiny, that makes the actualization of man’s capacity 
of organized social co-operation a stringent law upon mankind. Taking 
then the kinds of social organization universally existent among men, it is 

                                                
15 ST I-II.72.4; SCG III.85.11. 
16 That is, toward being a part of. 
17 Thomas understands the family as the basic building block of natural society, stemming from 
the conjugal communion. The polis is the earthbound “perfect society”—perfect in the sense that 
it is of adequate size to make possible various complex, human endeavors. And the Church is the 
divinely oriented society instituted by Christ. 
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plain not only that they are the result of natural propensities, but that . . . 
they are a human need. . . .18 
 

Sociality is understood in classical Christian thought as a propensity, a need, and 

an important part of God’s plan, as seen in scriptural history as far back as Genesis. In ST 

I, q. 92, which takes up the second Genesis account, we can already see the careful 

balance between individual and human family that Thomas aims to strike in the Summa. 

Adam and Eve, and the great human family that eventually flows from them, are meant 

for each other from the beginning. “It is written,” quotes Thomas: “‘It is not good for 

man to be alone; let us make him a helper like to himself’ (Gn. 2:18).”19 God built up Eve 

from Adam’s rib so that “the whole human race” would be from one principle.20 God did 

this so that, inter alia, “man might love woman all the more, and cleave to her more 

closely,” especially as they, unlike other animals, “live together for life,” and not just for 

generative purposes but also “for the purpose of domestic life.”21 While these 

descriptions risk diverting our attention to questions of specifically male-female 

relations,22 my present emphasis is on this first couple as a key to understanding 

Thomas’s biblical understanding of human sociality more generally—a social patterning 

which flows from this primordial unity. We are formally one species, whether we are 

male or female (and a fortiori, for Thomas, nor can any other natural or social distinction 

                                                
18 Charles Macksey, “Society,” The Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. 14 (New York: Robert Appleton 
Company, 1912). Online publication 26 April 2010. 
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/14074a.htm. 
19 ST I.92.1.s.c. 
20 ST I.92.2.co., quoting Acts 17:26. 
21 ST I.92.2.co. 
22 In regard to male-female differences and exclusive roles, Thomas’s already modified 
Aristotelianism (which is perhaps at times more of a concession to the Philosopher or the 
mainstream of thirteenth century thought than indicative of Thomas’s own strongly held beliefs) 
requires a carefully updated account that I cannot here provide. My sense, however, is that it can 
be done without integral damage to Thomas’s overall anthropology. 



 

 
 
 
 

118 

among human beings fundamentally divide the race).23 Were it not for sin, fellow human 

beings would immediately be recognized as “flesh of my flesh.” One might even say that 

we are materially one, in the very loose sense of having an element of shared physical 

lineage with its ultimate origin in the first of our kind.24 

Genesis’s emphasis on the unity we have through Adam25 stands alongside the 

picture of a fragile, primordial harmony: the communion of Adam and Eve that initiates 

and patterns the human race. For all our basic sameness, which allows us to recognize the 

self in the other, uniformity is not the goal. In fact, similarity and difference are both 

needed to make us perfect for the others in our midst. Our origin in the procreative 

binding together of the first couple, and that of every successive generation, marks us 

from the start as creatures derived from social relations. Such creatures can flourish when 

an affirmation of their basic sameness, which serves as a foundation for deep interaction, 

does not crush the secondary diversity that allows for rich harmony and communion. The 

Genesis 2 episode signals that we are, at a very deep level, made for each other, in the 

sense of a propensity and a need. And not only that—we are made from each other, in a 

profoundly significant though qualified sense. 

On the other hand, Thomas goes on to make clear in subsequent articles that 

Adam and Eve are ontologically separate beings—and the same goes, a fortiori, for the 

rest of us. Although Genesis describes the first female as made from the rib of the first 

male, Thomas emphasizes that Eve, too, was formed directly by God: “God alone could 
                                                
23 Cf. Gal. 3:28. 
24 I say shared physical “lineage” rather than shared matter, since there is a certain material 
continuity, but the actual biological material is constantly being turned over, even within a single 
individual. 
25 On membership in the “body” of humanity via Adam, see also Aquinas, De Malo 4.1.co. (On 
Evil, trans. Jean T. Oesterle [Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1995].) 
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produce either a man from the slime of the earth, or a woman from the rib of man.”26 She 

was in no sense only derivatively human: “The rib belonged to the integral perfection of 

Adam . . . as the principle of the human race,” and “not as an individual.”27 Sin, of 

course, introduces entirely new kinds of separation between persons—to such an extent 

that sin can even obscure harmony and communion as an ideal for which to aim. For 

now, however, let us remain with the positive account. 

 The principle of a common origin leads into the idea that we are, moreover, 

linked to our fellow human beings by a shared essence. As Torrell points out, 

it is common possession of human nature that inclines men to live in 
society; by underscoring three times that there is a communicatio at the 
base of each inclinatio, Thomas finds here the koinônia postulated by 
Aristotle at the starting point of all social amity.28 
 

Here Torrell refers to “communication” in its medieval sense. This communicatio does 

not merely refer to the passing back-and-forth of useful information.29 It is the capacity 

for deep interaction based on an inherent, preliminary level of communion with other 

human beings—the communion of sharing in one species and in personhood. We are 

inclined to foster community because we are from the start linked by a common essence 

that allows for such. 

 

4. Also linked together by finality and existential ties. 

                                                
26 ST I.92.4.co. 
27 ST I.92.3.ad 2. 
28 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 286. Cf. ST I-II.94.2. See note above (in Ch. II) on Cicero and the 
Stoics (not Aristotle) as the speculated original sources of Thomas’s view of the natural law. 
29 Cf. Commentaries on the Politics I.1.37, on communication. 
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 In Thomas’s thought, human beings are not only bound together by a common 

origin and essence. We are also linked together by common purposes and existential ties. 

As discussed in the previous chapter, Thomas develops his basic understanding of 

social relations most explicitly in his questions on the natural law in the Prima Secundae. 

Here again is a (non-exhaustive) list of the “great natural inclinations,” or, we might say, 

the key callings of the individual, beyond self-preservation:  

to achieve the good everywhere we recognize it, to serve life under all its 
forms; to found a family; to raise children; to seek truth; to transmit 
knowledge by teaching; to increase it by research; to struggle for a better 
division of the goods of the earth; to serve one’s country by political 
engagement, or humanity by maintaining peace among nations; not to 
forget the goods of friendship at the level of interpersonal relations; etc. 30 
 

Notice that these natural inclinations have predominantly relational aims, and they are 

fulfilled largely through joint efforts with others. Notice also that Thomas’s exposition of 

the natural law does not simply rest atop an already completed picture of the human 

person; natural law fills out his anthropological understandings. Since final causes (ends) 

govern form, we cannot treat what we are made for as a mere postscript to understanding 

who and what we are. 

 Still, in a Christian context, where communion with God has already been 

established as paramount, how are most of the natural law inclinations not reduced to 

mere drives, of at most neutral value? Do interhuman, natural law inclinations maintain 

their legitimacy and import, both in and of themselves and as things that point us to God? 

Torrell explains how, for Thomas, the answer is emphatically ‘yes’: 

The creation, willed by God to show and communicate his goodness, but 
also for itself with its own consistency and laws, is not a pure pretext, nor 

                                                
30 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 250. 
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a theater where Christians are merely passing figures, but properly the 
place where God’s salvific will reflects his creating will and fulfills it with 
the real cooperation of man in a unique history of salvation whose salvific 
character does not abolish every day reality. [H]uman [beings] . . . can 
give specific aims [to their activity] that, though not the final end, are still 
intermediate ends that are worth pursuing in themselves. . . . All these 
objectives represent true goods that deserve to be sought out and served. 
Far from diverting us from our final end, they orient us toward it.31  
 

Thomas qualifies: It is possible to find eternal happiness while using the things of this 

world provided that we do not make them into our ultimate ends.32 

It is worth filling out the understanding of “inclination” here. Within a four-cause 

metaphysics, where final causes draw agents towards ends, these natural law inclinations 

are not mere urges or neutral possibilities. J. Darlington argues that the interdependent 

constitution of the physical world is Thomas’s model for “the spring of [ethically 

relevant] action in the rational appetite or will” as well. To this end, Darlington gives the 

example of the physical desire for hydration: A drink is the “necessary complement” to 

the human person here. Before consumption, this drink is not part of our substance, but it 

is certainly not an optional extra. Thus the thirst-drive is indicative of something that will 

contribute to our flourishing. Further, the type of drink is not specified in every respect, 

but there are some things that will do the job and some that will not.33 To put it another 

way, A (the person) and B (the drink) complete a puzzle together. B (before 

consumption, anyhow) is ontologically separate from A. But A needs B (or similar) in 

order to flourish. Now, returning to the interhuman inclinations of the natural law, these 

                                                
31 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 250. See also W. H. Principe, “Aquinas’ Spirituality for Christ’s 
Faithful Living in the World,” Spirituality Today 44 (1992): 110-31. 
32 ST I-II.108.4.co. 
33 J. Darlington, “A Philosophy of Duty,” The New Ireland Review, xix (Mar. 1903), 15-16. 
Darlington’s article is of mixed quality, but the example in question is useful. 
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inclinations towards others and their good are not just blind drives or entirely subjective 

preferences. They point us toward what makes for our good. They are something like 

overridable instincts, but they draw us towards ends as much as they drive us forward.34 

There is an important difference, of course, between the inclination for drink and the 

various individual inclinations toward human communal flourishing. In the case of drink, 

we aim at consumption (acquisition, use, ingestion), whereas in interpersonal matters, we 

must work hard to stay within the paradigm of communion. 

A further question arises as to how these natural law inclinations are a part of (or 

separate from) our nature itself: Is the natural law in us only as information we attain, or 

is it also inscribed in us by form? Thomas certainly acknowledges that one’s 

understanding of the natural law is deepened by one’s interactions with parents, the 

broader community, and experiences over the course of one’s life. One’s understanding 

of the natural law is also further clarified and in many ways re-righted by Revelation. 

Conscience, to the extent that it is a direct experience of the divine,35 would also seem to 

be informed from without. 

Even so, the natural law is not only in us as “information.” From the beginning, 

the first practical principles and a rudimentary sense of the natural law are with us 

                                                
34 On “animal instinct,” the “instinct of [human] nature,” the “instinct of conscience,” and 
synderesis in Thomas’s thought, see Mika Ojakangas, The Voice of Conscience: A Political 
Genealogy of Western Ethical Experience (New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013), 54-55. Cf. 
De veritate, q. 16, a. 1, and SCG III.123.  
35 Cf. Ojakangas, 55: Conscience as “divine instinctual pressure.” Cf. De Veritate q. 16, 1, co.: 
Conscience as the “angelic” part of the soul. In Thomas we see intimations both of conscience as 
a point of direct interaction with God and of conscience as an inborn, godly faculty we are 
responsible for forming or maintaining. 
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because they are inscribed in our form.36 Our physical, mental, and volitional faculties are 

formed in such a way that we are always already inclined towards certain ends, even if 

further growth and further, external data is required for their realization. For Thomas, 

moreover, the first practical principles, which give a “light” to the intellect, also describe 

the natural orientation of the will.37 The major inclinations of the natural law instantiate 

these first practical principles, this natural orientation of the will, by mapping them on to 

the complexity of our creaturely, personal, animal constitutions. Thus the “law within” is 

not within us only as rules we have gathered from without. By our very constitution we 

feel drawn to those things that help make for our completion. And, as noted above, these 

inclinations, and the ends towards which they draw us, predominantly concern 

interhuman relations. Our complex form overall, and our “intellectual appetite” in 

particular, draw us towards other human beings and connect us via common finalities.  

 We are, moreover, linked to each other by existential ties, both by those of time 

and place—which bind together the material world—and by our membership in families 

and other communities. If we keep in mind Thomas’s strong affirmations that humanity 

                                                
36Aquinas’s affirmation of the intellect as a tabula rasa cannot be understood in the way some 
modern empiricist use the term. The human intellectual soul is already significantly shaped as to 
how it will proceed. It has, from the start, a particular form, and inborn habits like synderesis that 
flow from that form. Pasnau, Human Nature, 332, uses the metaphor of the natural light of reason 
as a way to explain this. (In contrast, Ojakangas, 63 fn. 208, argues that Aquinas’s affirmation of 
the inborn habit of synderesis tells against his affirmation of the intellect as a tabula rasa.)  
 Ralph McInerny approaches the question from a different angle: Like the principle of 
non-contradiction for thinking in general, the first practical principle that “good is to be done and 
evil avoided” does not come chronologically first. Rather, it is “latent in, embedded in, each and 
every practical judgment” (“What Do Communities Have in Common?”, in What Right Does 
Ethics Have? Public Philosophy in a Pluralistic Culture, ed. Sander Griffioen [Amsterdam: VU 
University Press, 1990], 58). 
37 Anders Schinkel, Conscience and Conscientious Objection (Amsterdam University Press, 
2006), 178ff. 
See also Douglas Langston, Conscience and Other Virtues: From Bonaventure to MacIntyre 
(University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001), 39. 
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was originally created as one human family (whose Fall also corporately marked the 

race), we might even say that humanity as a whole is bound together by certain existential 

ties—albeit very loosely in some cases. 

Faced with this vision of reality, a Thomistic analysis of social relations ought not 

lament any givenness that precedes us (as if givenness is inherently problematic). Rather, 

Thomas would insist that God made us within a certain family and as part of one broader 

human family; that we always already are in relation to each other (though perhaps not as 

we should be, and not in all its fullness); and that God made us to become even more 

deeply in relationship to others. Thence flows the natural law, which is there to guide us 

in these trajectories.38 

Along similar lines, we might say that a Thomistic ethics should avoid 

approaching social relations as if everyone begins as an absolute stranger to the others in 

his or her midst. Consider the following reflection, from O’Neill: “To the lawyer’s 

question in the parable, ‘Who is my neighbour?’—seeking a precise delimitation of rights 

and duties—Jesus replies with a question of his own, ‘Who is it that proved himself 

neighbour?’”39 Read in a certain light, this passage can highlight the way in which Jesus 

calls us to live up to the call of the already present basic relations of human being to 

fellow human being. And again, from O’Neill: “[T]he question posed in Jesus’ reading of 

the law is not finally ‘Whom shall I love?’ as if I were myself the still point from which 
                                                
38 As McInerny puts it: “Persons do not drop from the sky but are born into families, quite 
particular families, at quite particular times and in quite particular places. We grasp who and what 
we are in these contexts and there is nothing to be gained except distortion by imagining human 
agents unencumbered by their settings and traditions” (“What Do Communities Have in 
Common?”, 54). McInerny goes on to warn that both the universalism of rights-based views and 
the particularism of communitarian views require tempering in a Thomistic context. 
39 O’Neill, 155; in part following Søren Kierkegaard, Works of Love, trans. Howard and Edna 
Hong (New York: Harper and Row, 1962), 38. 
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love radiates, but rather ‘Who shall I become ([and] prove myself to be) in loving?’.”40 

Here we see the draw and the possible tension of the already (“who I am, as a human 

being”) and the not-yet (“who I am called to be”). 

 

5. “Natural” sociality disambiguated. 

 Following on the last point about our existential ties to our fellow human beings, 

it is worth underscoring that, for Thomas, we are not first individuals who then enter into 

social relations only if and as we choose. He strongly affirms that we are naturally social 

beings.  

One might think it is otherwise, since in the Summa (after describing God and 

creation) Thomas first takes up individual anthropology. Later, in the Prima Secundae, 

Thomas continues to say things like “each man is a law [un]to himself, in so far as he 

shares [viz., participates with knowledge and free will in] the direction that he receives 

from [the] one who rules him.”41 Here Thomas contrasts human beings with brute 

animals who receive information from without and process according to standardized, 

God-given processes, but have no personalized, intellectual correspondence within. Brute 

animals act upon their instincts, sometimes in complex and impressive ways, but only 

persons take the law upon themselves as their own, discerning how and whether to play 

along. In what ways, then, are we “naturally” social as opposed to first individual? 

Thomas says that, with respect to other human beings, human persons in our 

world are autonomous (self-governing) but not autarkic (self-sufficient) except in certain, 

                                                
40 Ibid. 
41 ST I-II.90.3.ad 1. Italics added. 
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limited senses.42 Furthermore, they are capable of acting independently, but they are not 

self-constructed. First of all, they are not causa sui, since they are created by God with 

the procreative cooperation of other people. They are not autocephalous, since they are 

subject to God’s “external” authority. And as to human community, it is not just that they 

have a need for and desire for others, but also that they are dramatically molded by the 

others in their midst and those who came before them. “[M]an is naturally a civic and 

social animal,” declares Thomas, citing Aristotle’s Politics i, 2.43 To put it another way: 

The human being “is a being destined by nature to live in a city.”44 Thus, “a third order is 

necessary, whereby man is directed in relation to other men among whom he has to 

dwell.” This order is a necessary, ever-present supplement to the order of reason and the 

order of Divine Law, because the human person is not “by nature a solitary animal.”45 

The order of social relations is another, overlapping dimension of our existence.46  

                                                
42 In ST I-II.4.8, Thomas says that the happy man “suffices himself,” but in context, and with 
further reference to Ethic. ix, 9, we see that this claim of self-sufficiency is restricted to the 
understanding that the deepest kind of friendship goes beyond friendship of utility and, for that 
reason, requires (1) self-sufficiency with respect to that friend and (2) the freedom (which 
Aristotle calls “self-sufficiency”) that accompanies perfect virtue. Even in heaven, while other 
human beings are not strictly necessary for one’s eternal bliss in God’s company, it is highly 
fitting, says Thomas, that there will be a multitude of human persons rejoicing together. 
43 ST I-II.72.4.co. 
44 “Physei politikon zoon” (Politics I, 2). Torrell, Spiritual Master, 279, cautions that translating 
this phrase as “by nature a political animal” risks equivocation, and argues that the translation 
above is more accurate. 
45 ST I-II.72.4.co. 
46 It is important to note that Thomas does not adopt Aristotle’s views of sociality wholesale. For 
instance, (1) in contrast to Aristotle’s hierarchy of friendships, Thomas considers “the greatest 
friendship [to be] between husband and wife” (SCG III.123.6). This is possible only because 
Thomas views husband and wife as equals (which allows the union to be free), even though he 
maintains that they each have particular roles. For Aquinas, unlike Aristotle, equality and fidelity, 
not simply naturalness, are necessary to the institution of marriage in its highest form. Equality 
and fidelity give marriage the Christian character of a free gift and a free, lifelong pledge through 
which can flourish an intimate, reliable friendship. (From Montague Brown, “Aristotle and 
Aquinas on the Family and the Political Community,” The Family in the New Millenium: World 
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On the other hand, the natural law is not reducible to a physical law or a primitive 

state. M.-Michel Labourdette warns against certain crucial misunderstandings that must 

be avoided when affirming that sociality is “natural” to the human person: 

In the sense in which we take it, “natural” refers neither to the world of 
material nature as opposed to the world of the spirit and freedom, nor to 
the “historical” notion of a human state allegedly anterior to “culture.” We 
are talking about the need to flourish proper to human nature. . . . [A] 
personal, free being . . . cannot fully become what it is [meant to be] 
except in the course of a history that it must take in hand and guide. 
Neither angel nor beast, he is man and must become man: that demand 
which, because he is free, he may fail at, is his “natur[al law].” Because 
man is complex, the demand of his nature is specified in his various arenas 
of action, calling upon him to become unified in what is most human in 
him. It is this internal demand that we call “natural law.”47 
 

For Thomas, there is no “state of nature” that historically or theoretically precedes 

socialization.48 Nor is the natural law a simple, unavoidable physical trajectory for the 

human person.49 “[A] social life,” however, “is necessary for the practice of perfection.”50 

                                                                                                                                            
Voices Supporting the “Natural” Clan, Vol. 3: Strengthening the Family, Ed. A. Scott Loveless 
and Thomas B. Holman [Westport, CT: Praeger Perspectives, 2007], 11-12.) 

(2) As a Christian, Thomas rejects Aristotle’s sidelining of women, slaves, and 
foreigners. Among the subtle transpositions in Thomas’s writings is his frequent use of the word 
social instead of (or, at times, in addition to) political, which “seems to reflect a personal choice 
and expresses another influence than Aristotle’s” (Torrell, Spiritual Master, 279). Torrell goes on 
to explain: “Sociale translates koinônikon, a term used by the Stoics to mean that man is the 
citizen not merely of some city, but of the oikouménè, the entire inhabited world of his time. We 
might translate this today as ‘citizen of the world.’ In fact, the Aristotelian city, the polis, has 
much too narrow a horizon for a Christian—slaves and women were excluded. Thomas felt more 
at ease with the universalism professed by the Stoics, without turning them into Christians” 
(Torrell, Spiritual Master, 279-80). (For Thomas’s indebtedness to Cicero and the Stoics, see 
previous footnotes in Chapters II and III.) 

Furthermore, (3) the shift from “political” to “social” reflects the fact that the political 
community is not, for Thomas, the only nor the ultimate community of import. 
47 M.-Michel Labourdette, O.P., “La morale chrétienne et ses sources,” Revue thomiste 77 (1977), 
631. As translated in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 284. I have modified the passage slightly to 
maintain Thomas’s clear distinction between “nature” and “natural law.” 
48 Here I simply aim to situate Thomas’s thought, not to engage in passing critiques of other 
highly developed schools of thought. 
49 For exceptions, see Sententia libri Politicorum (In Polit.) I, l/b, Leonine, vol. 48, p. A 78-79. 
As cited in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 279.  
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Torrell perhaps puts it best when he describes Thomas’s natural law as at once “the call 

of a dynamism inscribed in the heart” of the human person and “a promise of [the 

possibility of] fulfillment.”51 

 

6. Responsibility and dependency. 

In what ways, then, would Aquinas say we are formed by, situated in, oriented 

towards, and yet separate from the human relationships in which we find ourselves? The 

section on “Considerations of ontology and animate nature” in Chapter II already pointed 

to some important features of our relatedness to other people: one principle in Adam, 

generation from male-female pairs, diversity of gifts. More, however, can be said.  

In our current age of rights, responsibility and dependency are sometimes 

overlooked or felt to be discomfiting terms. They are, however, of clear import for 

considerations of the human social dimension with respect to myriad instances of 

suffering. First, responsibility: “[A]mong all others, the rational creature is subject to 

Divine providence in the most excellent way, in so far as it partakes of a share of 

providence, by being provident both for itself and for others.”52 We know it to be the case 

that what we do affects others, in ways amazing, terrible, and mundane. Yet the 

quandaries raised by the fact of shared providence—and concomitant responsibility—are 

numerous. 

Second, dependency: The dependency of the young and those with severe relative 

disadvantage (physical, mental, financial, or otherwise) is readily apparent. We are often 

                                                                                                                                            
50 ST II-II.188.8.co. 
51 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 284. 
52 ST I-II.91.2.co. 
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blind, however, to the pervasive interdependence that all human beings experience. This 

interdependence should be taken more as a simple, God-designed fact than as a liability. 

Our dependencies run deep, and continue (for all) into adulthood. As described by John 

Haldane: 

The virtuous man must needs be disposed graciously to receive, and he is 
already indebted to others for his formation and for the social dimension 
of his life. From conception, through gestation, in birth and in infancy, 
through our inclining and in our declining years, we depend on others 
materially, educationally, intellectually and morally. We are, in the terms 
of Maclntyre’s title, ‘dependent rational animals’. Furthermore our 
rationality is developed in dependence on others, and antecedent to it is an 
animal nature aspects of which we share with other species.53 
 

We are at no time fully formed, static beings who then enter into or maintain 

relationships. The feedback loops, the ongoing shaping or deformation, continues across 

our lifetimes. Furthermore, the fascinating recent Christian academic literature on 

disability—from the writings Stanley Hauerwas and Jean Vanier (founder of the l’Arche 

communities) to recent Thomistic accounts—bring out the ways in which we often forget 

that able-bodied, able-minded adults are also limited, interdependent beings, each with 

abilities and hindrances of diverse kinds.54 We are dependent at all stages of life, albeit in 

substantially different ways. 

                                                
53 John Haldane, summarizing MacIntyre in Review of Alisdair MacIntyre, Dependent Rational 
Animals—Why Human Beings Need the Virtues, Mind 110, 437 (Jan. 2001), 226. Emphasis 
added. Haldane has some seemingly valid concerns about certain later conclusions in MacIntyre’s 
book, but this particular description is quite helpful. 
54 Cf. Stanley Hauerwas, chapters on “The Church’s Hospitality: Christian Ethics after ‘Medical 
Ethics,’” pp. 537-622, and in particular, the bibliography on p. 576, in The Hauerwas Reader, ed. 
John Berkman and Michael Cartwright (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2001); Jean 
Vanier, From Brokenness to Community (New York: Paulist Press, 1992); Disability in the 
Christian Tradition: A Reader, ed. Brian Brock and John Swinton (Eerdmans, 2012); Miguel J. 
Romero, “St. Thomas Aquinas on Disability and Profound Cognitive Impairment,” dissertation, 
Duke University, 2012; Warren A. Kinghorn, “Medicating the Eschatological Body: Psychiatric 
Technology for Christian Wayfarers” (Th.D. diss., Duke University, 2011). 
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III.B. The Parent-Child Example 

At this point, I would like to bring in an example of the extent to which, on 

Thomas’s view, we are bound up in interhuman relationships. The following parent-child 

example illustrates that: we begin our lives in relationship; there can be a quasi-

metaphysical connection between persons; there is always a precariousness to these 

relations; we are made for each other; the bond of communion is also a call from within; 

and duties are written into our being and triggered by chosen or received roles. Finally, 

this example illustrates how “what” (basic anthropology) and “who” (individual 

specification and circumstances) we are informs what will make for our completion or 

hold us back. 

 

1. Early life: we are begotten, made, and dependent. 

A new human person follows upon a unique kind of intimate, interpersonal 

relations between two other human beings, paradigmatically within the context of a deep 

and abiding communion of persons in the things of the body and of the soul—a life 

together.55 Consider how closely bound up in human relationships we are from our very 

beginnings: 

In [the second, proper] sense [generation] . . . belongs to living things; in 
which sense it signifies the origin of a living being from a conjoined living 

                                                
55 See the previous footnote on Thomas’s elevation of the friendship between husband and wife. 
Two other notes: First, Thomas would likely think of conception and implantation technologies as 
providing workarounds in certain cases rather than revolutionizing the basic paradigm of human 
generation. This is not to comment on the ethics of these technologies, but simply to note that the 
presence of these new technological possibilities does not imply that the basic paradigm must be 
overhauled. Second, one might worry that the brief description above ignores the reality of rape. 
Thomas would of course categorize non-consensual sexual relations as a grievous moral violation 
of “the natural course of things.” 
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principle; and this is properly called birth. Not everything of that kind, 
however, is called begotten; but, strictly speaking, only what proceeds by 
way of a similitude . . . in the same specific nature [i.e., species]; as a man 
proceeds from a man, and a horse from a horse.56 
 

We are begotten and made. Even “in the state of innocence,” Thomas holds, “children 

would have been begotten by generation.”57 The further implication of this is even more 

important for our purposes: “Everything generated is first imperfect.” Children born in 

Eden, like children born after the Fall, “would have been [born] imperfect in bodily size 

and power.”58 Klubertanz elaborates: 

[M]an begins his life, not only with an intellect and will which need to be 
perfected, but, like other animals, as an infant born of parents. As an 
infant, man needs to be fed and clothed and cared for and educated. This is 
the function and purpose of the family or familial society.59 
 

For Thomas, there is no injustice or flaw in human persons being born dependent 

on others; the infant is imperfect (not fully formed) but not in a pejorative sense. Infancy 

is, instead, one of the ways we are naturally made to be with others. On this point, 

Thomas adverts to the idea of different “states” or “seasons” of life: 

Now the human will is well ordered when it tends to acts which are 
befitting to man. But the same acts are not befitting to man at every season 
of life. [Absent any divine revelation to the contrary, w]e must, therefore, 
conclude that children [in the state of innocence, like children born today] 
would not have had sufficient strength for the use of their limbs for the 
purpose of performing every kind of act; but only for the acts befitting the 
state of infancy, such as suckling, and the like.60 

                                                
56 ST I.27.2.co. 
57 ST I.99.1.sc. 
58 ST I.99.1.sc. 
59 Klubertanz, Philosophy of Human Nature, 353-54. 
60 ST I.99.1.co. 
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Thomas differentiates this natural kind of dependence from the dependencies that arise 

from concupiscence,61 domination,62 and senescence,63 which he attributes to the 

corruptions of original sin. 

Furthermore, Thomas’s treatment of children is almost always within the context 

of a family. This again points to his sense of the naturalness of interhuman relationality. 

While Thomas does not have a filled-out discussion of children and childhood, what he 

does say is as often about filiatio, “unfolding the shape and obligations of the perduring 

connection between parent and child” as about pueritia—childhood—itself.64 At the 

same time, Thomas does distinguish stages of development and grant some moral and 

legal autonomy to adolescents.65 

I believe that this relational emphasis, which gives us traction in understanding 

the child from a third-personal perspective, also comports with the development of 

human self-understanding. That is, human sense of self develops slowly and with 

reference to family. The fledgling human being is a distinct individual, and yet that 

existing, experiencing, and awareness (whenever each comes about) are almost entirely 

dependent on and with reference to other human beings—first Mother, and then a family 

and broader community. Before birth, the human being’s mother is the child’s world and 

her sine qua non; even after the physical separation of birth, it is quite possible that (to 

the extent that other factors do not intervene) a nursing infant only slowly develops a 

                                                
61 ST I.98.2.ad 3. Thomas contrasts concupiscent intercourse with holy coition. 
62 ST I.96.4.co.  
63 ST I.99.1.ad 4. 
64 Cristina L. H. Traina, “A Person in the Making: Thomas Aquinas on Children and Childhood,” 
in The Child in Christian Thought, ed. Marcia J. Bunge (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2001), 
107. 
65 See Traina, “A Person in the Making.” 
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sense of self in contradistinction to her mother. A child may branch out from the family 

with her own personality, interests, and aims, but it takes much time or a radical upheaval 

for the primary point of reference in a person’s life to become something other than her 

family and community of origin. We are, after all, rational mammals.66 

 

2. The spiritual womb: the young child as part? 

With Thomas, we can take an even deeper, quasi-metaphysical and moral angle. 

“[A] child is by nature part of its father,” he says (using the male-focused language of the 

time). “[A]t first, it is not distinct from its parents as to its body, so long as it is enfolded 

within its mother’s womb; and later on after birth, and before it has the use of its free-

will, it is enfolded in the care of its parents, which is like a spiritual womb. . . .”67 The 

young child, in the spiritual womb of her parents, is at once a distinct being and a part, in 

some real sense, of her parents.68 So, Thomas goes on to argue, the parents’ care and 

choices for their young child ought not be breached, as their reason and will are standing 

                                                
66 Here I aim for the term “mammals” to evoke the temporally extended mammalian relations of 
care and formation most broadly, and not simply the typical nursing relationship. 
67 ST II-II.10.12.co. “Not distinct . . . as to its body” in a certain sense, because the child is 
physically within the mother. However, several aspects of Thomas’s anthropology tell against 
understanding mother and unborn child as a single organism. Cf. ST III.68.11.co: As to “the child 
while yet in its mother's womb[,] . . . the child's soul . . . is distinct from the soul of the mother; 
and . . . the body of the animated infant is already formed, and consequently distinct from the 
body of the mother.” In the same passage, Thomas goes on to quote Augustine (Cont. Julian. vi): 
Even if the mother was baptized while pregnant, the infant is baptized after birth, so “it certainly 
did not belong to the mother’s body while it was in the womb.” 
68 As to the role of biological parents: A child is made (in part) from her father and mother. As a 
young child (i.e., during her primary years of formation), she is constituted so as to have this man 
and woman constructively and supportively in her life who present various levels of sameness 
and otherness (genetically, per current understandings in biology, and otherwise). This 
arrangement allows for ease of imitation, of comparing and contrasting, and so on, which helps 
her come to know and grow into herself. If she does not have that, it will affect her, even if 
substitute arrangements are possible—and even if such substitute arrangements are the best 
resolution in certain circumstances. 
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in for the child’s own.69 I take this standing in (or with, or over) not as a mere legal 

fiction for Thomas, but a deep spiritual reality.  

This realism becomes clear when Thomas says things like: “[T]he children of the 

[Godly] ancients were saved through the faith of their parents.”70 Consider how 

astounding, and relationally emphatic, is this claim in the context of a soteriological 

realism like Thomas’s. For the incipient human individual, the effectual faith-response to 

God’s salvific offer (initiating her personal covenant with God and effecting a 

metaphysical transformation—a reorientation of her being) is not of herself, it flows from 

the parents to whom she clings, of whom she is “a part”!  

To understand how seriously Thomas takes the parent-child bonds to be, consider 

also the material issue at hand in the excerpts above: Thomas, of course, takes baptism to 

be a crucial, life-changing, sacramental reality. Even so, he declares in no uncertain terms 

that to baptize Jewish infants against the will of their parents would be a grave injustice 

to the parents and a breach of the natural law.71 On this point, citing the Church’s 

unfailing custom and authority, he is even explicitly willing to challenge “any Catholic 

Doctors” whose teachings suggest otherwise.72 (These are Doctors he reveres and whose 

                                                
69 ST II-II.10.12.co. 
70 ST III.68.10.co. 
71 ST II-II.10.12.sc. 
72 Note, however, that the CDF (1980) places a rather striking qualification on this position, one 
which I cannot explore further here: “There is a long-standing tradition, appealed to by St. 
Thomas Aquinas [ST II-II.10.12] and Pope Benedict XIV (Instruction Postremo Mense of 
February 28, 1747, 4-5: DS 2552-2553), against baptizing a child of unbelieving or Jewish 
parents, except in danger of death (CIC, can. 750, par. 2) against the parents’ wishes, that is 
unless the parents ask for it and give guarantees” (The Sacred Congregation for the Doctrine of 
the Faith, “Instruction on Infant Baptism,” 1980, fn. 27, emphasis added). 

A second note: In the name of parental rights, modern sensibilities would forcefully tend 
to agree with Aquinas on the right of Jewish parents to refuse baptism for their young children. At 
the same time, Traina and others flag the challenge that a strong parental rights view poses for 
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teachings he usually, if anything, reworks quietly.) “Man is directed to God by his 

reason,” Thomas explains. “Hence a child before coming to the use of reason . . . is 

directed to God by its parents’ reason, under whose care it lies by nature.”73 Parental 

direction can thus serve as a proxy for the child in what—in the ideal, for an adult—is 

one of the most intimate and spiritual of choices. This position highlights the extent of 

interhuman relationality in Thomas’s vision as well as a certain fluidity between what 

comes from within and external action and influences. Here again we see that even as the 

young child is her own person, she is also nurtured into full personhood through her 

parthood in the family. She emerges only slowly from this spiritual womb to decisions 

and external acts that become more and more her own.74 

                                                                                                                                            
another case in which our intuitions likely run in the opposite direction: that of domestic child 
abuse. In this regard, even though Thomas does not go much beyond the cultural conventions of 
his day, he does place state-enforceable limits on paternal rights (ST I-II.90.3.ad 3; II-II.65.2.ad 2; 
II-II.57.4.ad 2). Further consideration of this topic would take us too far afield, but perhaps one 
could gain some traction by arguing that contemporary “rights talk” (to use Mary Ann Glendon’s 
titular phrase) does not do justice to Thomas’s conceptual categories. Thomas thinks more in 
terms of spheres of responsibility, authority, and justice; even when he uses the term “right,” it is 
strongly tied to the ideas of justice and dominion (see, e.g., ST II-II.57.4.ad 3). This potential line 
of thought would argue that the abuse case is better read as radically deficient care which 
constitutes an implicit abrogation of one’s natural law authority. Still, given the dramatic spiritual 
stakes (on Thomas’s view) in the baptism case, more work would need to be done to show how 
Thomas could come to opposing conclusions in the two cases.  
73 ST II-II.10.12.ad 4. Emphasis added. I would qualify “use of reason” as “full use of reason,” 
where “full” signals an accountability threshhold rather than total perfection. For one sees 
willfulness and independent, characteristically human thought and action even in infants, and 
certainly in children under the age of seven. (And of course, while an element of freedom of 
choice is easiest to see in pre-verbal children when wills do not align, this does not mean that it is 
only present in such cases.) To me, it seems plausible that the rudiments of human reason and 
will are inchoately present in the young and continually honed. This position also seems to mesh 
well with the Catholic principle that human persons are endowed with a rational soul even before 
birth. The opposite view (which serious thinkers probably do not hold in the extreme) seems less 
plausible: that everything is purely reflexively and instinctual until the child hits “the age of 
reason.” 
74 In the case of extra-familial adoption in our modern sense, Thomas would likely think of the 
child as grafted into the adoptive family, thus triggering the relevant roles and responsibilities, 
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3. The parthood of communion. 

At this point we should step back for a moment to ask how exactly the child is a 

“part” of the parents, the family of (biological or adoptive) origin, without blurring the 

Christian good news of individual personhood and possibility. For Thomas, the standing-

in or assent by proxy described above does not override the as-yet nebulous will of the 

young child. Each child has her own, unique and inviolable intellective soul. In fact, 

Thomas explicitly says that, “as regards the soul” (in contrast to bodily and temporally 

limited considerations) the child is not part of the parents. And, to make the point more 

emphatic, Thomas goes on to quote God’s own testimony: “All souls are Mine,” says the 

Lord.75 No human relationship, however formative and externally impactful, can 

ultimately determine the inmost parts of an individual human person. 

It might, then, be better to say that a child who cannot yet reason with full (basic) 

scope and ability is in a position to be specially influenced and conditioned by those in 

charge of her care. In choosing baptism for the child, for instance, the parents ask that 

impediments to grace be removed and the supernatural gifts infused—gifts which the 

Church teaches no one, of any age, can “deserve” or take for themselves. The child then 

has a chance to grow into what the parents have chosen and promised to nurture, with 

confirmation rounding out the temporally extended arc between the washing, the first 

                                                                                                                                            
including the phenomenon of the spiritual womb. The ties that bind would, in such a case, begin 
with the adoptive parents’ (or parent’s) self-binding promises to raise the child as their own.  
75 Ezekiel 18:4, as cited in ST I-II.87.8.co. 
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gifts, and the soul’s own “yes.”76 There is, of course, much more to the theology of 

baptism than can be discussed here. The point here is simply to illustrate how 

significantly one person can affect another, without overriding a basic ontology of 

individuated persons. 

How, then, is the child a “part” of the parents? The answer, I believe, lies in the 

concept of communion. “Through love,” says Thomas, “the lover is made one with the 

beloved.”77 In the created scheme, persons are bound together through “communities of 

life”78 of varying degrees, with relationships we would reflexively call “love-

relationships” being the deepest of these. 

On this view, we can say that the child is not a physical extension of the parent, 

nor an extension of the same soul, but a part of one of the deepest kinds of communion 

human beings can experience: the sacred communion of parent and child. The child 

begins in communion, in community. She is by nature openly receptive to—in fact highly 

needful—of such.79 Communion, the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy explains, 

“does not simply refer to something common” the way “sociability . . . is sometimes 

analogously applied to non-personal beings that live and interact as a group.” Communio, 

rather, refers 

to a mode of being and acting in common through which the persons 
involved mutually confirm and affirm one another, a mode of being and 
acting that promotes the personal fulfillment of each of them by virtue of 

                                                
76 One might see a parallel here in the Immaculate Conception, which made possible Mary’s later, 
wholehearted “yes” to God’s plan. 
77 SCG III c. 158, no. 7. As cited in Michael J. Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and 
the Unchanging God of Love,” Theological Studies 52:2 (June 1991), 337. 
78 ST Supplementum 71.2, citing Aristotle, Ethic. I, 11. 
79 As contemporary literature on neglect and attachment disorders makes painfully clear. 
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their mutual relationship. This mode of being and acting is an exclusive 
property of persons.80 
 

The present case, of course, does not involve a communion of equals, as the child 

is highly dependent, and each parent makes choices about how deeply to foster the 

relationship.81 Infants begin their lives united in natural trust of and love for their parents, 

a trust and love that allows them to grow in the things of personhood through their 

clinging, in initial communion, to their parents. Parents, in contrast, precede this 

communion. For them, circumstances trigger a deeply inscribed role, which in this case 

evokes duty-love. (One hopes, of course, that the infant’s natural clinging and the 

parent’s duty-love are affirmed through the continued activity of the communion such 

that reciprocal, affective love can also blossom.)82 Thomas does not say all this in so 

many words, but I think this sense of “communion” as the answer to the parts-whole 

question here makes most sense of what we find in his disperse writings on community, 

family relations, the sacraments, and even (at the end of the Prima Pars) speculations on 

what childhood without the Fall would have entailed. 

                                                
80 Thomas D. Williams and Jan Olof Bengtsson, “Personalism,” The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Summer 2016 Edition). 
http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/personalism/. 

For more on communio and communicatio, see B.-D. de La Soujeole, “‘Societé’ et 
‘Communion’ chez saint Thomas d’Aquin,” Revue Thomiste 90 (1990): 587-622, esp. 602-17. As 
recommended in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 281 fn. 15. 
81 Furthermore, if there is a significant element of reciprocity to the parent-child communion, this 
reciprocity is only to be found over the course of a lifetime arc. The “personal fulfillment” that a 
young parent finds in the parent-child communion may often be (as much or more than anything 
received from the child) a sense of rightness that derives from acting into the call of parenthood. 
82 For more on the “natural love” characteristic of families in Thomas’s thought, see Sebastian 
Walshe, The Primacy of the Common Good as the Root of Personal Dignity in the Doctrine of 
Saint Thomas Aquinas (Ph.D. diss., Pontifical University of St. Thomas, Rome, 2006), 234-45. 
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Sacred communions such as this run so deep that we “identify ourselves with that 

person”—we feel what they feel, as they experience life.83 In Thomas’s own words, 

certain persons are “so united to us as to be, in a way, something of ourselves (quasi 

aliquid nostri), such as children or parents.” When they suffer, he says, “we do not have 

compassion at their distress but rather we suffer as in our own wounds”—“[j]ust as . . . it 

is not ‘compassion’ but ‘suffering’ that describes our condition when we ourselves 

experience some cruel treatment.”84 Michael Dodds describes this phenomenon as an 

“empathetic union” in which one person suffers “in” the very suffering of the other as her 

own, in contrast to a “sympathetic response” in which one maintains a certain distance 

and is “acutely conscious of their own particular feelings.” A “mother,” says Dodds, 

“may be hardly at all aware of her own feeling of sadness, being conscious only of her 

child’s pain, which she somehow experiences as her own. Here the lack of [a separate] 

reaction . . . distinct from the suffering of her child[] points not to apathy, but to the 

profundity of her love.”85 

To return to our initial “answer” to the parts-whole question: “Through love, the 

lover is made one with the beloved.”86 Three things can be said with specific reference to 

the parent’s love and the child’s parthood. First, reasonably healthy family relations 

                                                
83 Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging God of Love,” 339. 
84 ST II-II.30.1.ad 2, as cited in Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging 
God of Love,” 337. The contrast in Thomas’s thought between compassion and suffering as if it 
were one’s own should not be overstated. For, at times, Thomas alternatively says that true 
compassion (or, compassion taken to its logical conclusion) is “when [we] seek to drive away the 
affliction of others” because “we view [their affliction] as our own” (Super evangelium Matthaei 
c. 5, lect. 2 [line 543 c]). (Cf. Sent. 4, d. 42, q. 2, a. 1, qc. 1, c. As cited in Dodds, “Thomas 
Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging God of Love,” 341.) 
85 Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging God of Love,” 339. 
86 SCG III c. 158, no. 7. As cited in Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the 
Unchanging God of Love,” 337. 
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reflect (albeit imperfectly) the peculiarity of the Creator-creature relationship: Parental 

love is, for the child, a fact that surrounds her from the start, an unchosen gift. (Thus the 

metaphor of the spiritual womb.) The child begins in a stance of reception and response. 

The love that unites the persons involved is not, for the child at the very least, a capstone 

on an otherwise complete existence. In a sense, she has what she needs within her to 

develop (and this already by pure gift), but only (apart from a special miracle) with the 

right complements from without. She must be fed by others (literally and metaphorically) 

before she can begin to act and choose effectively. In the early stages of life, human 

community is a physical and spiritual necessity.87 Furthermore, the peculiar kind of love 

involved is not one that requires (at the start, if ever) equality among the members of the 

communion.  

Second, this natural parent-child communion is most often triggered by physical 

genesis and proximity. Clearly, however, the needfulness of a child in the absence of 

typical circumstances can evoke a similar role-response from another, caring adult. In 

such a case, the adult elects or feels called to initiate the communion of love that aims at 

uniting the child with oneself so “as to be, in a way, something of ourselves (quasi 

aliquid nostri).”88 

                                                
87 Modern, documented instances of recovered, feral children raised by non-human animals in the 
wilderness are exceedingly rare (e.g., half a dozen in a world of billions). Furthermore, (1) 
recovered children almost invariably have extreme difficulties and limitations and (2) the known 
cases tend to involve children who were at least toddlers before they ran away or were lost or 
abandoned. In any event, there is little reason to think that such anomalous cases of physical 
survival, in which children find highly imperfect substitutes for human community, overturn the 
basic assertion that the young have a need for human community. 
88 ST II-II.30.1.ad 2, as cited in Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging 
God of Love,” 337. 
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Third, the unification of lover and beloved of which Thomas speaks does not 

diminish or overtake the personhood of either party. The love involved is not a “love of 

concupiscence,” of possession.89 We might identify parent-child love as a subspecies of 

“love of friendship”—loving the person as “another self.”90 Dodds, perhaps 

controversially, provides another option. He distinguishes the quasi aliquid nostri as a 

third category in Aquinas, something beyond friendship. This kind of love, says Dodds, 

occurs “when we love someone most deeply[,] . . . not as a mere possession . . . nor even 

as another self . . . , but as part of our very selves,” experiencing what they do as if 

without distinction, and “identify[ing] ourselves with that person in their” experiences.91 

Whether we maintain two or three categories of love in Aquinas, clearly a proper parent-

child relationship should fall into the second or third category, not that of possessive 

desire.92 

 

4. Hints from the theology of caritas. 

The bond of charity in the Christian dispensation takes the idea of communion in 

love to another level. Caritas “is the life of the soul, which is the life of the body,” says 

                                                
89 Here, “concupiscence” is not a pejorative term. 
90 ST I-II.28.1.co, citing Aristotle, Ethic. ix, 4. 
91 Dodds, “Thomas Aquinas, Human Suffering, and the Unchanging God of Love,” 339. 
92 Brown (p. 1-2) distinguishes three basic kinds of friendship in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics 
8.3: those of usefulness, pleasure, and virtue. Brown continues: “Only the friendship of virtue is 
friendship in the full sense, for only in it is one concerned for one’s friend for his or her own sake. 
. . . When we think about friendship and why we value it, we may very well focus on our desire 
for friends and so see friendship as primarily being loved; however, it is clear that, if friendship is 
about caring for the other for the other’s own sake, then it is grounded in loving. Thus, Aristotle 
insists that the essence of true friendship lies more in loving than in being loved [NE 8.10]. 
Aristotle’s paradigm for this unselfish love is the love of a mother for her child. The mother loves 
the child unconditionally, expecting nothing in return [NE 8.9]. Thus, Aristotle has recourse to the 
family relation of mother-child to establish the essence of friendship.” 
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the Supplementum.93 Caritas takes the soul-body dynamic and adds an extra layer of 

connection between human persons, one that can cross the boundaries of time, space, and 

even death. This supernatural communion among human beings is made possible because 

it is founded on a special kind of mutual love towards God.94 Thomas names this 

phenomenon the “spiritual life.”95 

While caritas is specifically the love of God and of others through a shared love 

of God, and is specifically rooted in Christ’s work and the Christian life, Thomas’s 

thought on caritas and the communion of saints can give us a sense of how he 

understands communion with family on the natural plane. While regular human 

communions of love do not have the strength and guarantees of God-centered, God-gifted 

caritas, it seems valid to think of a communion like that of parent and child as taking the 

two up into a form of life beyond that of their individual body-soul dynamics. The parent 

and child together are not some sort of super-person, but their life together is something 

beyond either of the individuals. Such a communion of persons builds up the persons 

involved into something beyond themselves, through the actions they individually and 

collectively undertake in virtue of (and for the sake of) the communion. (Here we see one 

important way that Thomas provides space for a robust philosophy of action, even while 

                                                
93 ST Supplementum 71.2.co. I make a point to flag citations of the Supplementum, since these 
statements may not accurately reflect Thomas’s mature thought.  
94 In this project, when treating this Christian theological virtue, I use the term caritas or 
“Christian love” instead of “charity” or simply “love” so as to (1) remind us of the gift-element of 
the phenomenon, and (2) maintain the specialized sense of love of God, and of others through that 
love of God. 
95 ST Supplementum 71.2.ad 4. 
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rejecting an ontologizing thereof.96) This is one of the Creator’s principles for the world 

of persons: Love binds. And love is generative, creative. 

The concept of caritas provides a further hint as to how a child might receive the 

fruits of her parents’ efforts as a “part” of them, a part in communion. Thomas (again in 

the Supplementum) explains that the communion of saints—i.e., the communion of 

caritas—allows “all who are united together by charity [to] acquire some benefit from 

one another’s work, albeit according to the measure of each one’s state.” Furthermore, 

“through the intention of the doer who does certain works specially for the purpose that 

they may profit [certain] persons[,] . . . those works become somewhat the works of those 

for whom they are done, as though they were bestowed on them by the doer.”97 Now, 

Eschmann cautions that, properly speaking, spiritual satisfaction for others can only 

happen “within the Mystical Body of Christ: caritate mediante, per quam omnes unum 

sumus in Christo (4 Sent., 20, I, 2, sol. 3, ad 1).”98 Even so, Thomas (following 

Aristotle’s Ethic. i, 11) allows for a certain parallel in natural, civic “communit[ies] of 

life” in which “one is assisted by the deed of another.”99 For Thomas, those who are 

deeply united in community, including the community of a family, “acquire some benefit 

from one another’s work,” to the extent that the work of one becomes “somewhat,” as if, 

“as though,” it were the work of the other. And, when properly aimed at the good, the 

specific “intention of the doer” to benefit the other heightens the communion between the 
                                                
96 Eschmann, “Studies on the Notion of Society,” 41-42: “Metaphysically speaking the common 
action is not due to one efficient cause, simpliciter et per se, but to a plurality of causes bound 
together in a moral union and order which is no physical being at all but a moral being, i.e. a 
thing constituted by practical reason.” However, while society “is an ens rationis” it is “neither . . 
. [a] fiction . . . nor [an] abstraction” (Ibid., 42, fn. 171). Cf. Exp. in Eth., prol. 
97 ST Supplementum 71.1.co. 
98 Eschmann, “Studies on the Notion of Society,” 5 fn. 18. 
99 ST Supplementum 71.2.ob 4. This part of the objection is upheld in the reply. 
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two, even if the transference of merit (not just positive effects) is impossible apart from 

the Christian dispensation. Parental love (or some close substitute) makes possible for the 

child a form of life she would not otherwise have. Just as caritas envelops a person, 

adding a real, new dimension to one’s life, so too is the special dynamic of young child 

and parent something quasi-metaphysical, and no mere metaphor—a life within a life. 

This communion, founded in parental love, also authorizes the choices the parent makes 

on behalf of the child in a way that goes well beyond a simple, contractual or practically 

necessary arrangement between two adult individuals.100 

 

5. Qualification.  

Despite the power of the bonds of the parent-child communion, it is important to 

qualify that Thomas would not allow that parents can negatively determine the spiritual 

destiny of their children, since this would override Thomas’s idea of personhood and the 

individual soul’s relationship to God. Thomas, citing Augustine, says that “children are 

never inflicted with spiritual punishment on account of their parents, unless they share in 

their guilt, either in their origin [i.e., original sin], or by imitation [after reaching the age 

of reason].” This is “because every soul is God’s immediate property, as stated in Ezekiel 

18:4.”101 Eschmann explains that  

                                                
100 See again the previous footnote on limit cases and abrogation of authority. 
101 ST I-II.81.2.ad 1, citing Augustine, Ep. ad Auxilium ccl. Children who never reach the age of 
reason that are baptized (or, like the ancients, saved “through the faith of their parents”) are saved 
through their parents qua sufficient but not necessary condition. In the face of a strong theology 
of original sin, the non-baptism of a child who never reaches the age of reason would seem to be 
an external, negative determinant. However, see, e.g., ST III.68.11.ad 1 (that God can use 
“privileged” means, if God so chooses, to override an individual’s circumstances). Even the 
writings of the Supplementum on limbo (a speculative position) say that there is no pain or sorrow 
in such a state; rather, it is conceived of as a state of natural beatitude. Cf. ST Supplementum, 
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St. Thomas never quoted [Augustine’s famous Si habes letter to Bishop 
Auxilius, referred to at length in Gratian’s Decretum and the Glossa 
Ordinaria] without indicating the words of Ezechiel xviii, 14 to be its 
formal statement: As the soul of the father is mine, so also the soul of the 
son is mine: the soul that sinneth, it shall die [Lectura in Ioannem, c. IX, 
1, 2; ST I-II.81.2 ad 1; ST I-II.87.8]. They are indeed the true center of St. 
Augustine’s teaching. They touch on what is the core of Christian social 
philosophy. St. Augustine has also expressed this idea of the person, and 
the Christian person, falling, before God, on his own deserts and on 
nothing else, in another document which is likewise included in the 
Decretum: If a man lives a good life in Holy Church, the law of solidarity 
in evil, valid in pagan society, for him is nullified. No sin of others will 
cause him prejudice. For in this Church the law established by the Apostle 
(Gal. vi, 5) is in force: Each one shall bear his own burden and person: 
causant suam et personam suam. In mediaeval jurisprudence as well as in 
philosophy it is this idea of the Christian personality which finally 
commands the solution of the problem of the delictum universitatis and its 
punishment.102 
 

And if it is so for the issue of universal delict (the attribution—incorrectly, Thomas 

would say—of communal guilt to every individual in a civic community), the same 

would seem to apply with respect to a parent’s dereliction in his or her sacred role of 

spiritual care for a child within the communion of the family. In other words, the child is 

not spiritually bound to the guilt of his parents’ failings. He is not metaphysically part of 

them in such a way that he, too, is somehow responsible for their sins. Moreover, he may 

be strongly spiritually influenced by their failings, but he is not thereby spiritually 

determined. By God’s grace, he can find a way forward. 

 

6. The daunting reality. 
                                                                                                                                            
Appendix I.1.2.ad 5: “Although unbaptized children are separated from God as regards the union 
of glory, they are not utterly separated from Him: in fact they are united to Him by their share of 
natural goods, and so will also be able to rejoice in Him by their natural knowledge and love.” 
102 Eschmann, “Studies on the Notion of Society,” 21-22. Thomas argues that original sin is a 
unique case because it affects the nature of the human being as such, at its roots. He says that no 
subsequent sins of Adam affect the human race in the same way (ST I-II.81.2, “Whether also 
other sins of the first parent or of nearer ancestors are transmitted to their descendants?”). 
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Even so, Thomas is realistic about the dramatic ways in which the choices of a 

parent can shape a child. Children do, he says, “[s]ometimes . . . receive bodily 

punishment on their parents’ account, inasmuch as the child, as to its body, is part of its 

father.”103 These negative effects may occur “by Divine or [simply] human judgment.”104 

While several readings are possible here, I think we can plausibly take this attribution of 

cause as simply a statement about how the created world works.105 As Thomas says in the 

Summa contra gentiles, “God wanted to communicate to creatures such a likeness to 

himself that not only do they exist, but also they are causes for others.”106 The actions of 

one person can and often do affect another, especially when the two live (or are meant to 
                                                
103 ST I-II.81.2.ad 1. “Bodily” is used here in a broad sense, to include most of what might affect 
one in natural life short of spiritual punishment or reward (e.g., social ostracization could be an 
unfortunate “bodily” effect of a parent’s sin). Cf. ST II-II.108.4: Thomas implies that fear of 
harming one’s offspring is a deterrent for parents’ sin and a motivator for positive change, since 
the offspring’s good is experienced as an extension of one’s own. Another reason that offspring 
sometimes bear the temporal effects of the parents’ sin is “for [the children’s] good lest, should 
they be spared, they might imitate the sins of their parents.” 
104 ST I-II.81.2.ad 1. 
105 ST I-II.87.8 is a difficulty here, if it turns out that Thomas is accepting judgments of his legal 
system that we would find questionable; but actual examples would be in order before assessing 
such. Thomas calls such punishments (whether legal or de facto social consequences) medicinal 
or deterrent. It is unclear whether we should accept wholesale Thomas’s idea of the child as 
“part” of the father. In ST I-II.87.8, Thomas talks about children as “property” of the father (when 
considering bodily and temporal punishments that children sometimes endure because of the sins 
of their fathers). This is, at least on its face, jarring to the contemporary mind. However, this term 
“property” is in one place qualified by “so to speak” and in another place by adding “and [the] 
posterity of their forefathers.” These qualifications along with his other descriptions of father and 
child suggest to me that Thomas is using the word “property” without accepting many of the 
implications it has had in other times and places (e.g., in ancient Roman society and its concept of 
patria potestas, or absolute paternal power). If a father’s proper “ownership” here means 
something more like “loving care and responsibility for,” and not (as Thomas makes clear 
elsewhere) without moral bounds, then the word becomes less objectionable (although a 
substitution would still be advisable in contemporary context). I believe such an interpretation 
plausible because we often see Thomas giving a nod to tradition (legal, cultural, philosophical, 
and otherwise) while subtly reforming the meaning of the accepted terms and precepts. Only 
sacra doctrina is non-negotiable; it determines Thomas’s argumentative priorities and guides 
(non-exhaustively) his interpretations of the rest. In this case, for instance, Thomas’s insistence 
that the son is not spiritually (“as to the soul”) a part of the father, but “each soul is God’s” sets in 
place a strong warning to father, state, and community about acceptable treatment of a son. 
106 SCG III 69, nn. 2445-46. As cited in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 238. 
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live) in close relationship. And clearly, as hylomorphic beings, that which affects us from 

without can significantly complicate or facilitate the soul’s journey towards God. 

Thus is the rather daunting reality of interconnected lives. For purposes of this 

chapter, I simply wish to mark what is, in fact, the case: There is a radical metaphysical 

openness in our world to different possibilities for the individual that go well beyond his 

or her own choices, and even precede him or her. These possibilities are grounded in the 

contingent nature of physical reality but also in the choices of others who have come 

before us or live contemporaneously. 

Thomas sees a beauty in our situatedness and interdependencies: “God 

communicated his goodness to creatures in such a way that what one receives it can 

transmit to others.” And again, “in the hypothesis of the inefficacy of every creature the 

perfection of the created world is greatly diminished, for it is the plenitude of perfection 

for a creature to be able to communicate its own perfection to another.” Such a position 

would detract from “divine virtue” and “divine goodness,” for God, “the most perfect of 

agents,” can do more.107 

There is clearly a precariousness, preciousness and fragility to this system. To 

return to the familial example, in a healthy conjugal relationship, the man is drawn in in a 

new way to care for the woman who is carrying his child—their child. One might say he 

is “instinctually” drawn to act thus, but what we have here is not quite animal instinct.108 

“Inclination” is a better word, because freedom of choice is involved; if this natural 

inclination were simply a matter of animal instinct, we humans would not experience 

                                                
107 SCG III 69, nn. 2445-46. As cited in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 237-38. 
108 Cf. Klubertanz, Philosophy of Human Nature, 142-45, on human instinct. 
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such variation and drama in the actual course of familial relations. The human situation is 

more precarious, for we are inclined but free. It seems almost a miracle that things ever 

go more-or-less right.109 Receptivity, dependence, gift, and the fact that we did not have 

to be, are written into our being from the start, not only with respect to God but also with 

respect to other human beings. 

What we see paradigmatically in the case of a child in relation to her parents is the 

fact that our individual existences are a mind-boggling mix of sempiternal import and 

dramatic contingency, to such an extent that it is really at the cusp of graspability. God 

desires that we have the opportunity and the call to move others toward their good.110 As 

such, it is clear that neither the reality nor the ideal of being human is to be atomized 

individuals. Although the picture is rather daunting in some ways, for spiritual purposes 

we should remember that not all is in our hands, and this is perhaps mercifully so; we can 

but hold these concepts in tension and in prayer.111 

 

7. From ontology to morality: being made for each other. 

                                                
109 As discussed at several points below, “rightness” should not be taken imply that there is only 
one morally or practically good configuration for family relations that can specify things down to 
the details—much depends on the culture, immediate context, and personalities involved. (See, 
e.g., IV.B.2.d on diversity of gifts and roles.) 
110 ST I.103.4.co. 
111 With respect to one’s impact on the destiny of others: Clearly people can affect each other; this 
is the system that God has set up. However, the Scriptural record is filled with stories of God 
“breaking in” in unexpected, even miraculous ways to break cycles of sin and blindness, or to 
reach down into the life of an individual who would otherwise not know Him (or not with such 
clarity). Further, cases like St. Paul’s (often cited by Thomas) show us that God can even override 
the internal blindness or warped will of an individual from within. Ultimately, we can but 
maintain a balance of true affirmations about how things work (that we truly affect each other in 
human community, though God is not bound by such), without pretending to know the full detail 
of others’ hearts or God’s plans. In these things, we pray but never presume. As such, Christians 
may have illimitable hope without losing their sense of urgency for word and action. 
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In the final part of this extended parent-child example, I would like to give the 

reader a sense of the non-simplistic way that Thomas moves from ontology to morality—

from being to being made (in part) for each other. Now, for Thomas, parental duties of 

love and care for one’s children are lifelong (though context-specific and evolving).112 

Children’s duties to parents are asymmetrical but strongly obliging when “accidental” 

needs arise. Here Thomas quotes 1 Timothy 5:8: “For it is written that ‘if any man have 

not care of his own . . . he hath denied the faith, and is worse than an infidel.’”113 What is 

important for our purposes is to understand that, for Aquinas, intrafamilial 

responsibilities and dependencies are no mere external imposition. Like the natural law 

more generally, the call of commitment to family is both given from without and writ into 

our being: “They [the pagans] show the reality of the law written in their hearts,” says 

Thomas, quoting Romans 2:15.114 The natural law is an active, human mode of 

participation in God’s eternal law. The eternal law (Providence) establishes the logic of 

our being and its teleology. (The explicitly revealed divine law—e.g. the Ten 

Commandments—is a sure guide, but it is of a piece with the other two.)115 Thus God’s 

                                                
112 Traina, “A Person in the Making,” 122: “Thomas’s insistence upon the comprehensiveness 
and longevity of the essential parental obligation toward children is arresting. The ‘debt’ of 
‘influence and care’ that parents owe to their ‘effects’ is lifelong [ST II-II.26.9.ad 1]. . . . [T]his 
obligation extends beyond economic support: parents are to influence their adult offspring (well 
and rationally, of course) in their decisions about marriage and, as in Job’s case, to admonish 
them and to intercede before God on their behalf. Nor do these parental responsibilities cease if 
parents [of adult children] decide to follow the higher path of the religious life [ST II-II.189.6].” 
113 ST II-II.189.6.co. 
114 ST I-II.90.3.ad 1. As translated by Torrell, Spiritual Master, 284. 
115 Michael Baur, “Law and Natural Law,” The Oxford Handbook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies 
and Eleonore Stump (New York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 245-46. Torrell (Spiritual 
Master, 283) provides a similar explanation but does not distinguish eternal from divine law. 
Pasnau (Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 20), mentions law in passing as an external force 
that aids us. Here, I emphasize that the natural law goes deeper than that—it is also an internal 
entailment of our provenance and the structure of our being. Cf. ST I-II.91.2: “[A]ll things partake 
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“externally imposed” guidance for our flourishing and that which is internally writ are of 

a piece. 

Consider the following quotation from Aquinas on parental duties to children: 

Since a father stands in the relation of principle, and his son in the relation 
of that which is from a principle, it is essentially fitting for a father to 
support his son: and consequently he is bound to support him not only for 
a time, but for all his life, and this is to lay by.116 
 

Aquinas grants, of course, that the particular shape of parent-child relations can vary 

greatly while still according with this rather general statement.117 It is also clear from 

other places in Thomas’s corpus that, as the child matures, the nature and extent of a 

parent’s physical, mental and spiritual support will (and should) change dramatically. 

What we see in the above quotation—what is important for our purposes—is that parent 

and child are constituted to be, in a qualified way, for and with each other.  

This understanding of parent-child relations is not a simple conflation of is and 

ought. Thomas knew full-well that extant reality did not match the ideal, and thus could 

not facilely serve as a guide to morality. (We could say, moreover, that if reality did 

match the ideal, we would feel little need to discuss further what ought to happen.) 

                                                                                                                                            
somewhat of the eternal law, in so far as, namely, from its being imprinted on them, they derive 
their respective inclinations to their proper acts and ends.” And, most generally: Law is “an 
ordinance of reason for the common good, made by someone who has care of the community, and 
promulgated” (ST I-II.90.4). 
116 ST II-II.101.2.ad 2. This “lifelong support” is not necessarily financial, and it certainly does 
not mean that parents are morally obligated to pay the way for an adult child to continue on a 
deadbeat path. As previously noted, Thomas’s typical modus operandi is to describe the basic, 
positive principle and then deal with divergent cases as needed.  
117 Cf. ST II-II.26.7ff (on prioritizing our love for various persons), which also qualifies the 
current emphasis on the parent-child relationship. For instance, Thomas says that we most owe 
bodily care to kin, but “action” to friendships of common action and spiritual care to our 
“spiritual children” (if such categories end up being very distinct in a given person’s life). In the 
end, then, Thomas is not proposing anything too radical as to the duties of parent or child. He is, 
in the main, articulating a commonly accepted balance, while placing it in a deeper philosophical 
and theological context. 
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Thomas, then, goes deeper: The principles of being come out of what we are made for. In 

other words, he has a teleological metaphysics, anthropology, and ethics. Thus a 

discernment of the principles of being can help point us towards the principles of action 

that will make for our fulfillment.118 In the present case, the father’s moral relation of 

care for his son flows out of his ontological relation as principle. As a free being, the 

father can in fact fall short of the rich relation of care to which he is called, but since he is 

a father, the call to this relation of care (which is writ into his being) remains present, 

triggered by the existence of the son.  

Darlington puts it another way: For Aquinas, in a given case, “[t]he will of a 

contingent creature is naturally dependent on [the end as an external] complement of its 

rational appetite, but [the will is] free to follow, or not, any one particular road to” that 

end—among roads that lead to that end without engaging in evil or misprioritizing other 

goods. What is “duty,” on Darlington’s model? “Duty is a means which, if neglected” 

would cause the end to be missed. And again, teleology is at the root of this vision: “The 

end of a journey gives different values to the roads” that one might choose.119 Some roads 

will never get us there at all. 

                                                
118 Cf. Baur, “Law and Natural Law,” 238: “Aquinas’s account of law as an ordering of reason for 
the common good of a community depends on his mereology (i.e., his theory of parthood 
relations, including the relations of parts to parts and parts to wholes), and so a fuller exploration 
of his account of law might well begin with an examination of parts, wholes, and the common 
good in his thought.”  
119 Darlington, “A Philosophy of Duty,” 17. On pp. 16-17, Darlington provides a relevant 
example of Thomistic “duty,” aiming to contrast it with a Kantian understanding (not here 
described): “If a loving mother loses her child in a crowd she has a motive for action and search. 
The child is in a certain place, and there is a direct road to its whereabouts. The road leading to 
the child is the ‘right’ road for the mother; other directions are either wrong, if opposite, or 
roundabout. Some might lead at last to the right spot, whilst others never would, and the mother is 
in an agony until she finds what her will wants. If she never found the child, and she lived for 
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I have gone into some detail about parthood in communion and the interweaving 

of ontology, teleology, and moral philosophy in Thomas’s understanding of the parent-

child relationship. My primary aim in this endeavor has been to show that interhuman 

relations go deep in Thomas’s anthropology without destroying the individuality of 

persons. In this section, we have seen an example of how fundamental human 

relationships are writ in our being; this will later help us analyze individual suffering vis-

à-vis one’s interhuman relationships. My secondary aim has been briefly to give the 

reader a sense of morality as what makes for the good. This understanding of morality 

requires a rightness of relation, but the final aim of acting morally is not simply rightness; 

it is the flourishing of those involved, individually and in the context of their 

relationships with each other. 

                                                                                                                                            
ever [sic.], she would, as a mother, be for ever lacking something needful for the perfect bliss of a 
mother as such.” (We could of course qualify Darlington’s last claim here in various ways.) 

He continues: “As soon as the mother came to know where the child was, the road to it 
would assume a different character to any other; an imperative impulse would be given her to go 
the right road to the right place—one road would be right, and every other roundabout, or wrong 
to the mother.” In this way is “a [K.R.: personal] contingent substance necessitated to its 
complement” without making “‘duty’ a bondage.” Following a reasonable path to the 
complement instead is “an act of the will’s sublimest happiness and free desire [ST I-II.90.1.ad 3], 
when the sovereign good is found in it. “Various means are left to choice, but the constituted 
nature of a contingent being, and the necessity of perfection give different values [to the options 
at hand], and form the basis of a moral law, which the science of Ethics can formulate.” 



 

 
 
 
 

153 

Chapter IV: More on Interhuman Relationships and 
Community 
 

 In this chapter, I expand on the principles of human sociality developed in 

Chapter III. I show some of the ways in which Aquinas would—and would not—connect 

ontology to teleology and morality with respect to relationships and communities well 

beyond the parent-child example. Each kind of relationship and community, of course, 

also has its own specific features and entailments, but we can draw out from Aquinas’s 

thought some helpful, general understandings about interhuman relationships, 

communities, and ethical concern for the individual in these contexts. This last provides 

an opening for introducing Aquinas’s three-fold ordering of the human being (with 

respect to God, self, and neighbor), and by entailment, the inherent limitations on treating 

human communities as one’s good. In this context, I propose a vision of overlapping 

communities as a theoretical (and practical) safeguard against viewing an important 

interhuman relationship or community as the all-encompassing means and end of human 

flourishing. I also touch on the ontologically “ecstatic” nature of real relations in 

Aquinas’s thought, the freedom and contingency of interhuman relations, and the 

diversity of gifts and roles found in communal dynamics. These considerations help us to 

see how human sociality makes for our good (but not entirely, and with room for many 

grave deficiencies). The explorations of this chapter, then, also provide several openings 

for the later reflections on suffering—which so often has a deeply interpersonal 

component. 
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IV.A. Other Relationships and Communities 

1. The connections among ontology, morality, and teleology hold for other 

relationships, too. 

Other human relationships are, of course, similar to and different from that of 

parent and child in many ways. Still, the preceding example can give one an initial sense 

of the ways Thomas would connect anthropology and ontology (in particular mereology) 

with the teleology of interhuman relations. Much of this holds both one-on-one (in 

“communities of two”) and in the context of larger communities. The following synopsis 

from Michael Baur formalizes the connections between mereology and teleology: 

Aquinas’s account of law as an ordering of reason for the common good 
of a community depends on the mereology that covered his theory of 
parthood relations, including the relations of parts to parts and parts to 
wholes. . . . [Now, t]here are two ways of ordering parts within a whole. 
Firstly, the parts are ordered with respect to one another, and secondly, the 
parts are ordered toward an end. The ordering of a whole’s parts to one 
another is always [supposed to be] for the sake of the ordering of the 
whole to its extrinsic end. Aquinas argued that the good toward which the 
law directs a community is called the ‘common good’ of that community. 
The common good or common end toward which members of a 
community are ordered can be the sort of end that the agents bring into 
existence through their own actions . . . , or the sort of end that can exist 
apart from the actions of the agents.1 
 

Passages like these can help us begin to understand how Aquinas can say that “[E]very 

individual person is compared to the whole community as part to whole,”2 without 

implying that the individual is ontologically (or morally) nothing more than a part of the 

group. Rather, communities bring people together in “unit[ies] of composition or order,”3 

                                                
1 Baur, “Law and Natural Law,” 238. 
2 ST II-II.64.2.co. 
3 ST I-II.17.4.co.  



 

 
 
 
 

155 

fitting the more general pattern of relationality in the created world seen in Chapter II.4 

The following subsections treat these ideas in more detail. 

 

2. A note about “relationship” and “community.” 

Before going further, it should be acknowledged that there is some fluidity in this 

chapter between the terms “relationship” and “community.”5 When I say “community,” I 

primarily have in mind the root idea of a communion of persons with shared principles 

and aims. This sense of “community” accords with Thomas and is clearly applicable to 

communities of two, not just five or five hundred thousand. 

There is much overlap in Thomas’s thought between the concept of a close, non-

adversarial relationship and a community. First of all, Thomas often uses terms like 

“society” where we would speak of a relationship or personal communion; he speaks, for 

instance, of the “conjugal society” (a society of two!) out of which flows “the domestic 

society.”6 A society, for Thomas, is any group of person gathered for a common purpose, 

so there is no reason to exclude a “society of two.”7 

                                                
4 See section II.B.2, “Considerations of ontology and animate nature.” A further note: Certain 
relations are with us from the start (i.e., our relations to our parents and local community at birth). 
Such relations frame our very existence. Strictly speaking, however, for Thomas, none of our 
interhuman relations precede us—for the same reason that even our relation to our Creator does 
not precede our existence. (On the Creator-creature relationship, see II.C.) 
5 I mainly use the term “relationship” for mutual, interpersonal relations of a certain depth, since 
the suffix “-ship” brings to mind the very human phenomenon of reflecting on or even naming 
such relations. Even a young child relishes not only having friends but also knowing she has 
friends and identifying persons as “my friends.”  
6 The phrase “domestic society” is used in In VIII Ethic., lect. 12. As cited in Sebastian Walshe, 
The Primacy of the Common Good as the Root of Personal Dignity in the Doctrine of Saint 
Thomas Aquinas (Ph.D. diss., Pontifical University of St. Thomas, Rome, 2006), 233. 
7 “Societas nihil aliud esse videatur quam adunatio hominum ad unum aliquid communiter 
agendum;” that is, “a society (or association), it would seem, is nothing but a uniting of human 
beings for the sake of a certain, common task.” Contra Impugnantes II, c. 2, co. My translation. 
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Secondly, Thomas argues that there is an interface of uniquely human sharing, a 

communicatio, at the root of any koinônia—whether this “community” or “common 

possession” is an intimate duo or the size of the worldwide Church.8 Thus we could say 

that when interpersonal relations take on a common purpose, and have standing apart 

from a larger group dynamic (which is typically the case in the important, non-adversarial 

relationships in our lives), they can legitimately be called “communities.” A soccer team, 

for instance, might be called a community, but two players on that team would not be a 

“community” of their own unless they had some other, special bond and common 

purpose exclusive to the two. A conjugal relationship would be a “community,” but a 

parent-child relationship would not colloquially be called a “community” unless the other 

parent and any other children of that union are absent from the family dynamic.9 

This is not to say that the terms are completely interchangeable. Perhaps a 

relationship must, finally, be conceived of as between two (two people, two groups, or 

one person and one group).10 On this understanding, a single relationship could not be 

                                                                                                                                            
(Latin from Liber Contra Impugnantes Dei Cultum et Religionem, trans. John Procter, O.P.,  in 
An Apology for the Religious Orders [London: Sands and Co., 1902], online version ed. Joseph 
Kenny, O.P., http://dhspriory.org/thomas/ContraImpugnantes.htm.) 
8 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 281. Language, “[g]iven to human beings by nature, . . . is ordered to 
this, that human beings communicate with one another as regards the useful and the harmful, the 
just and the unjust, and other such things.” Thus “it follows[] from the premise that nature does 
nothing in vain, that human beings naturally communicate with one another in reference to these 
things. But communication in reference to these things is what makes a household and a city. 
Therefore, the human being is naturally a domestic and political animal” (Comm. Pol. I, 1 n. 37 
[29], as quoted in Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 81; cf. ST I-
II.72.4). 
9 It goes without saying that certain familial communities present more complex dynamics, but 
these need not be detailed here to make the basic point. 
10 To be precise, Aquinas’s model of bilateral or mutual relations would place the accident ad 
aliquid (the accident of relation) in each of the two members, rather than between them (as if the 
relation were something “out there” apart from the beings). For more on this, see IV.B.1. 
 There is another reason to take care when moving from Thomas’s concept of relations to 
the contemporary idea of “relationships.” According to Gilles Emery, Thomas argues that the 
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among many where each constituent is taken as an individual. One could, however, speak 

of derivative relationships between member A and all the others in a community through 

a shared something, in addition to any personal relationships with other individuals or 

subgroups therein.11 

Further, since a community has a “shared something” proper to the whole, a 

community is not reducible to the entire set of one-to-one, one-to-group, and subgroup-

to-subgroup relations it contains.12 For the same reason, a community is not a mere 

aggregate of individuals; the word “community” gets at this better than “collective,” 

although some thinkers use the two words interchangeably. Thomas himself occasionally 

uses the term “multitude,” which—like “collective” or “aggregate”—lacks the 

connotation of internal purpose and order. However, context shows that Thomas has in 

mind “a metaphorical body, i.e. an ordered multitude,”13 or “a multitude ordained to one 

end, with distinct acts and duties, [which thus] may be metaphorically called one body.”14 

 

                                                                                                                                            
father of many children has only one relation of paternity (Gilles Emery, O.P., “‘Ad aliquid’: la 
relation chez Thomas d’Aquin,” in Saint Thomas d’Aquin, ed. Thierry-Dominique Humbrecht 
[Paris: Cerf, 2010], Les cahiers d’histoire de la philosophie, 129). On a common understanding, 
however, a father’s “relationship” with each of multiple children would be unique due to 
circumstantial qualifications as well as the separate personhood of each child. 
11 Consider, for instance: ST II-II.58.5.co.: “Justice, as stated above (a. 2) directs man in his 
relations with other men. Now this may happen in two ways: first as regards his relation with 
individuals, secondly as regards his relations with others in general, in so far as a man who serves 
a community, serves all those who are included in that community. Accordingly justice in its 
proper acceptation can be directed to another in both these senses.” 
12 As shown in the previous footnote on justice, for Thomas, community is not reducible to the 
subsets of one-on-one relationships involved. Consider also the example of caritas, whereby 
person A loves all others (jointly and severally) through his or her love of God. 
13 ST II-II.8.1.ad 2. 
14 ST II-II.8.4.co. For more on societas, universitatis, collegium, collectio, corpus, and other 
closely related concepts in medieval thought, see Eschmann, “Studies on the Notion of Society,” 
9. See also Thomas’s discussion of “associations” in Contra Impugnantes II, c. 2. 
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3. Ethical concern for the individual in the context of community. 

Thomas’s views on an ordered “body” and the need for individuals to be aligned 

with the common good bring up an important further concern.15 In healthy friendships 

and other substantive, one-to-one relationships, the mutual reinforcement of the good of 

each and the whole seems clear. It is relatively clear that the two persons involved are 

separate individuals, and that their interweaving of lives and goals should not be at the 

expense of the other. The idea that a familial community is supposed to aim for the good 

of each and all is also relatively easy to understand and accept (even though practically 

achieving such a balance is much more difficult). It is much harder, though, to get a sense 

of the balance that should obtain in the context of a larger community—especially that of 

the polis (let alone today’s vast nation-states). What matters: Just the good of the 

individuals? The families? The people through their chosen and given communities? 

“The community” itself, as if it were a creature of its own? The current community and 

its members, or the hoped-for community of the future, even at the expense of its current 

members? In other words, (now from an ethical perspective) to what extent are members 

simply parts of the whole rather than separately important existences?  

The issue is most salient when considering the polis or State, because of its size 

and scope, the element of legitimized force (enforcement) involved, and the difficulty of 

entry and exit from this kind of community.16 In the wake of the twentieth century, where 

the terms “individual rights” and “the good of the whole” have been so abused—e.g., the 

                                                
15 ST I-II.19.10. Cf. Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 119. 
16 The extent to which a vast, modern nation-state can map onto Aristotle’s or Thomas’s idea of 
the polis is an important question which cannot be addressed here. For this reason, I mainly use 
the term polis rather than “city” or “State.” 
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State trampling on rights in the name of some greater good, or rights-talk marshaled to 

legitimate extreme violence—it is important to show how, for Thomas, the individual 

human person and the community can truly be in harmony rather than constantly in 

tension even in the ideal.  

In broader society, we understandably see continued hesitation with talk of “the 

common good,” even as the category of “rights” does not seem to do some of the work 

necessary to foster a cooperative framework for our lives.17 Keys notes that in the 

political sphere, Mary Ann Glendon and Alasdair MacIntyre each in their own way 

lament the “near hegemony of rights language . . . [which] has crafted a civic discourse 

dangerously short on the ‘language of responsibility’ and the ‘dimension of sociality.’”18 

Although rights language importantly “highlight[s] the particular, irreducible claims of 

individual over and against one another” and society, it often “conveys to us that we are 

autonomous self-owners before we enter by contract or convention into society, whether 

matrimonial, associational, civil, or political.” Now, “[a]n ideal counterbalance,” says 

Keys, “is arguably the concept and discourse of the common good,” which “reflects and 

relates an ethos of communicability, relation, shared practices and benefits, and 

responsibility.”19 However, the two most prevalent strands of contemporary common 

good discourse—utilitarian social theory and religious fideism—share a great risk of 

                                                
17 For some interesting reflections on finding a mean between the medieval emphasis on the 
importance of community and the modern emphasis on balancing power relations, see Michael 
Novak, “The Return of the Catholic Whig,” First Things (March 1990). Accessed 1 Sept. 2016 at 
https://www.firstthings.com/article/1990/03/the-return-of-the-catholic-whig.  
18 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 8. Citing Mary Ann Glendon, 
Rights Talk: The Impoverishment of Political Discourse (New York: The Free Press, 1991), and 
Alasdair MacIntyre, “The Privatization of Good: An Inaugural Lecture,” Review of Politics 52 
(1990): 344-61. 
19 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 9. 
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veering to rights-trampling extremes when practically implemented unless fitted with 

various internal checks and balances. Keys takes Orwell’s Animal Farm and Hawthorne’s 

The Scarlet Letter as literary exemplifications of the two in their problematic extremes.20 

(Here, as elsewhere, my aim is not to straw-man other esteemed intellectual traditions, 

but simply to situate Thomas’s own approach.) 

Thomas’s approach, which does emphasize the common good, is certainly not “a 

monolithic account[] of human utility and perfectionist politics aim[ing] to maximize a 

single good or value.”21 It is, rather a carefully wrought, “‘unitary but complex’ account 

of the human good that does justice to the many worthwhile ways of life and the multiple 

genuine goods that people seek by nature and by choice.”22 It is well beyond the scope of 

the present project to work out exactly how to foster this state of affairs, but it gives us a 

sense of what Thomas is aiming for. And it helps us understand that “common good” 

does not have to mean a drive to social uniformity. Social uniformity, in fact, would go 

against Thomas’s metaphysical vision (God’s unified goodness reflected in a vast array 

of different though harmonious goods), his anthropological vision (diversity of gifts, 

given and chosen roles, and responsibilities), and his understanding of the dynamics of 

sainthood (becoming most ourselves—a saintly fullness of being—heightens the diversity 

of personalities, vocations, and achievements).23 

                                                
20 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 13. 
21 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 14. Emphasis removed. 
22 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 14. Emphasis added. “Unitary 
but complex” is MacIntyre’s phrase from “The Privatization of Good.”  
23 Cf. Keys: “Aquinas’s teleology of virtue is not  . . . a form of ‘monism’ . . . . Aquinas 
underscores here and elsewhere the great variety of modes by which the virtues become 
incarnated and flourish in the lives of diverse human beings in their various personal and social 
circumstances” (Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 106). Cf., inter 
alia, ST I-II.63.1.co. 
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Gregory Froelich provides perhaps the best disambiguation of the three kinds of 

bonum commune found in Aquinas’s corpus: “the good predicably common, the good 

causally common, and, as a kind of adjunct to the second, the common goods of utility.” 

Froelich goes on to explain that 

[t]hese three are bound together in the political community, for every 
person attains happiness (a good predicably common) only as a part of the 
civil order (a good causally common), which is maintained by a just 
distribution of the common goods of utility.24 
 

As previously noted, “the common good” can also have an external referent, 

paradigmatically with reference to God as the common good of all communities and all 

creation. The term “common good,” then, has an “equivocal status” (to use Froelich’s 

titular phrase) that must be kept in mind when parsing Aquinas’s writings on community.  

There remains, of course, variation among Thomists as to the normative place of 

the common good. Strongly “personalist” Thomists emphasize the importance of 

individual personal beings over and above the entire rest of creation. A concomitant 

emphasis on interpersonal relationships seems to be of a piece, since they are uniquely 

characteristic of persons. Other Thomists argue, however, that a strong personalist bent in 

fact ends up pitting the good of the individual human being against the common good of 

their local communities, humankind, and the non-human cosmos.25 Interestingly, it seems 

                                                
24 Gregory Froelich, “The Equivocal Status of Bonum commune,” New Scholasticism 63:1 
(Winter 1989), 55. 
25 The Eschmann-De Koninck debates are a prime twentieth century example. The vitriolic and 
personal tone of the exchange unfortunately makes it more difficult for readers to identify and 
assess the key, substantive issues in dispute. Cf., inter alia, I. Th. Eschmann, O.P., “In Defense of 
Jacques Maritain,” The Modern Schoolman 22, 4 (1945): 183-208; and Charles De Koninck, “In 
Defense of St. Thomas: A Reply to Eschmann’s Attack on The Primacy of the Common Good,” 
Laval Theologique et Philosophique 1:2 (1943): 9-109. Both articles are reprinted in The Writings 
of Charles De Koninck, vol. 2, ed. and trans. Ralph McInerny (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2009). 
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that to take very seriously our teleological dependencies on and responsibilities to other 

human persons (in family, friendships, polis, Church,26 and the human cosmos27) requires 

an affirmation that the individual good is inextricably bound up in the common good, and 

vice versa. Charles De Koninck argues that an over-emphasis on individual human 

dignity and fulfillment, as if each person’s fulfillment is an isolated endeavor towards an 

isolated end, bring us to incorrect and untenable conclusions. In fact, he argues that an 

over-emphasis on the individual is the erroneous, reactionary flip side of views that aim 

at a collective societal good to be had even at the expense of its members.28 

A middle-of-the-road understanding of Thomas looks to marry the individual 

good and the common good without claiming that there is never a tension between the 

two, a tension that makes parsing out the actual private and common good in any given 

situation much more difficult.29 But this way seems arguably more true to life and faithful 

to Aquinas: Our personal good is, to a significant extent but not entirely, also the 

common good of the communities of which we are a part. In the ideal, when our 

communities (including one-on-one relationships) find their good, so do we. And when 

                                                
26 For a comparison of Aquinas on family, polis, and Church, see Torrell, Spiritual Master, 
“Without Friends, Who Would Want to Live?”, especially p. 292ff; cf. In ad Eph. II, 19, n. 124, 
as quoted in Torrell, Spiritual Master, 292-93; and Brown, “Aristotle and Aquinas on the Family 
and the Political Community,” 13. 
27 Torrell (Spiritual Master, 280) says Thomas sometimes uses societas in place of Aristotle’s 
polis, implying that the human being is a social animal aimed at the universal common good 
rather than the good of his or her city alone. I use the term “human cosmos” to evoke this sense of 
universality. 
28 I take this to be De Koninck’s underlying concern in “In Defense of St. Thomas.” In making 
this specific point, my aim is not to undermine the thrust of many personalist schools, which 
“emphasize[] the significance, uniqueness and inviolability of the person, as well as the person’s 
essentially relational or communitarian dimension” (Williams and Bengtsson, “Personalism”). 
29 See Baur, “Law and Natural Law,” 241-43. John F. X. Knasas sharply emphasizes this tension 
in Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel: Thomistic Reflections on the Problem of Evil (Washington, 
D.C.: The Catholic University of America Press, 2013). 
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we as individuals grow stronger, the common good is also served.30 Michael Novak puts 

it thus: 

[T]he classical view, brought in Aquinas to a fullness that was less 
developed in Aristotle, holds simultaneously that, in one sense, the 
inherent end of personhood is communion and, in a reciprocal sense, that 
the inherent end of a true community is full respect for the personhood of 
each of its members. A human community, therefore, is sui generis. It is 
not like a hive, or a herd, or a mere collective. Each of its members is not 
merely a member, a part of the whole. On the contrary, each is a whole, 
wholly worthy of respect in herself or himself. Each must be treated as an 
end, not solely as a means. Each has an autonomous life of his or her own, 
worthy of infinite respect as a participant in God’s own originating power 
of knowing and of loving.31 
 

There is some debate in contemporary Thomistic circles about whether the 

preceding claim about “persons as wholes” can be defended entirely on philosophical 

grounds apart from Christian revelation. Personalists following Maritain would certainly 

say “yes.” Stump, an analytic Thomist, also implicitly takes the affirmative; the trajectory 

of her philosophical “defense” of individual suffering seems to require such. Stephen 

Brock agrees that persons can be called “wholes” in a strictly philosophical light. 

However, he introduces a helpful corrective to any who might advert rather generally to 

the uniqueness of each human person within the cosmos: Brock’s interpretation of 

Aquinas locates the irreplaceability of the human person in her existing “for her own 

sake.” This means that no matter how many people there are, each is the only one who 

can be herself for herself. To say that another could provide the same good would mean 

that the good under consideration is meant for a third party or for “the world” (e.g., if 

another could approximate or fully replace the good an individual would contribute to the 

                                                
30 See V.B.2.d, on the diversity of gifts. 
31 Novak, “The Return of the Catholic Whig.” 
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world).32 Brock’s interpretation (which I do not read as in conflict with Maritain or 

Stump’s) is also amenable to recasting in a psychological light—viz., that individual 

human dignity is important because human persons are self-aware, self-reflective, 

cognitive, affective, and noetic beings.    

In contrast to the aforementioned, contemporary interpreters of Aquinas, John F. 

X. Knasas argues that it is only in revealed, Christian perspective that we can know that 

human persons are “wholes” worthy of a respect that goes beyond their philosophically 

discernable, privileged parthood (as “intellectors of being”) in the human race and within 

the universal whole of creation.33 I will let this tension stand. On the one hand, Knasas 

provides a surprising, helpful caution: We ought not reflexively overestimate the 

importance of the human being. On the other hand, it seems impossible to discern in any 

detail how different the providential balance between the flourishing of individual 

persons and the cosmic whole would be in a purely natural order. For in the actual 

order—the one from which we draw our philosophical and theological data—created 

persons have been called to divine communion (endowing them with a heightened 

individual importance) and this good news has been revealed. 

This caveat aside, Novak’s description of the reciprocal ends of the human person 

and community in each other helps us understand Thomas’s vision of what life looks like 

when things go right. The quotation from Novak is particularly noteworthy in locating 
                                                
32 Stephen L. Brock, “Is Uniqueness at the Root of Personal Dignity?: John Crosby and Thomas 
Aquinas,” The Thomist 69 (2005): 173-201. Here Brock argues for personal beings being for their 
own sake within creation. They find their ultimate fulfillment in God. Brock does not fully delve 
into the question of whether that “for its own sake” is subordinated to being for the sake of the 
glorification of God. But see fn. 42. Brock does say that “the infinity of created mind is in its 
relation to something else. Its greatness is indissociable from that of its object. The dignity that it 
confers is not ‘absolute’ or self-contained” (199). 
33 Knasas, Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel. 
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human dignity in our participation in God’s powers of knowing and loving; as mentioned 

earlier, knowledge and love will be key for my analysis of human suffering. “Note again 

the co-definition,” urges Novak. The preeminent end of 

a free person is to know and to love others in community. A community is 
true [K.R.: i.e., aims toward truly good, well-prioritized ends] when, in the 
ordinary circumstances of daily life, its institutions and practices enable 
persons to multiply the frequency of their acts of knowing and loving. 
False community represses capacities for reflection and choice. True 
community enlarges them.34  
 

To return to Thomas himself: “[A]ll who are included in a community, stand in 

relation to that community as parts to a whole; while a part, as such, belongs to a whole, 

so that whatever is the good of a part can be directed to the good of the whole.”35 And as 

Baur said above, for Thomas, the proper ordering of parts to whole aims towards the 

common good of the community but also to the externally referent end(s) in which they 

are united (e.g., the praise and glory of God). In fact, given the endless possibilities of 

God’s creative grace, perhaps it is only where sin is involved that the ultimate private and 

common good diverge.36 

This leads us to a final, ethical note. Thomas makes clear that no scope of action 

by or for a community lies outside of the bounds of basic moral principles.37 As Keys 

                                                
34 Novak, “The Return.” This passage requires some minor clarifications. In the original, Novak 
says, “To be a free person is . . . ”. Such wording, however, does not sufficiently distinguish 
ontology from teleology, as previously explained. We might also precisify Novak’s wording 
about “true” and “false” community, since Thomas says some degree of community is possible 
even toward evil ends. (Cf. ST II-II.7.7 on the headship of the Devil. Co.: “[A]version from God 
has the nature of an end, inasmuch as it is sought for under the appearance of liberty.”) 
35 ST II-II.58.5.co. Emphasis added. 
36 Consider the Biblical promise that “All things work for the good of those who love the Lord.” 
On the “individual good” versus the “private good,” see Froelich, “The Equivocal Status of 
Bonum commune,” and Baur, “Law and Natural Law.” 
37 Contrasting positions here might be the views of Machiavelli or Calvin—each with very 
different starting principles and aims in mind, of course. 
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says, “[P]olitics is, for both Aristotle and Aquinas, founded on the anthropological and 

ethical.”38 Torrell adds: 

In Thomas, there is a social and political ethics[] as directly tied to his 
conception of personal morality as is his spirituality, which finds 
expression even in the way he sees the place of the Christian in the 
Church, and even one’s participation in the governing of the city.39 
 

While Thomas allows that different secondary principles apply to a certain extent in the 

ethics of a large community versus an intimate friendship, his unified vision of creation’s 

end in and accountability before God avoids any fundamental split between goodness in 

the private and public spheres. (And again, “ethics” or “morality” for Thomas is the 

consideration of what makes for justice and flourishing.) 

On this point, we might also consider the analogy of the polis with a family, 

which Eschmann notes was strong in medieval thought.40 For Thomas, the household and 

city are similar in kind, though they are different in scale and purpose.41 Like a family, 

“[t]he end of [civil] law and of a regime is not to dishearten [people], but to make [them] 

                                                                                                                                            
 On Thomas’s view, consider the tight relationships between acting well in the individual 
and public spheres implied by ST II-II.58.5 co.: “[T]he good of any virtue, whether such virtue 
direct man in relation to himself, or in relation to certain other individual persons, is referable to 
the common good, to which justice directs: so that all acts of virtue can pertain to justice, in so far 
as it directs man to the common good. It is in this sense that justice is called a general virtue. And 
since it belongs to the law to direct to the common good, as stated above [I-II.90.2], it follows 
that the justice which is in this way styled general, is called ‘legal justice,’ because thereby man is 
in harmony with the law which directs the acts of all the virtues to the common good.” 
38 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 82. 
39 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 278. 
40 Eschmann, “Studies on the Notion of Society,” 22. Further, Brown argues that, for Thomas, 
“[a]ll the structures of political community—rule of one over many, rule of a few over many, rule 
of the many reciprocally over themselves—have their origin in familial relationships. . . . The 
political community grows out of the family and must be sustained by it” (13). On the other hand, 
Torrell (Spiritual Master, 292ff) describes Thomas’s view of the Church as somewhat like a 
family and somewhat like a city, thus contrasting family and polis. Both these strands of thought 
can be found in Thomas’s writings. 
41 In Pol. I, 1 n. 37 [29]. As cited in Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common 
Good, 81. 
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virtuous,” Thomas declares in his Commentary on the Psalms. Growth in virtue “is the 

end of politics.”42 In the Commentary on the Ethics, he says that “[t]he best of human 

goods, namely happiness, is the end of politics, whose end is manifestly operation 

according to virtue.”43 And elsewhere, following Aristotle, Thomas speaks of justice as 

the internal telos or common good of the polis.44 Now, if justice, virtue, or happiness is 

the end of politics, then an authentic political common good is impossible apart from the 

flourishing of its actual members. Interestingly, Aristotle also calls this common good 

“the common advantage.”45 This phrase suggests to me a favorable situation shared by 

the members. As in a family, harmonious relations in a broader society will lead to goods 

like the development of individual potential, joint creative ventures, and mutual 

support—goods that provide a crucial advantage over living alone (which is clearly not 

physically possible nor spiritually advisable for the vast majority of human beings). 

 

4. The three-fold ordering of the human being. 

                                                
42 In Psalm., 44, n. 5. As cited in Walshe, The Primacy of the Common Good, 226. Emphasis 
added. Cf. Froelich, “The Equivocal Status of Bonum commune.” For a brief foray into balancing 
the pre-modern ideal of promoting virtue with the classical liberal concern that State promotion of 
a moral view can lead to oppression, see Novak, “Catholic Whig.” 
43 See In I Ethic., lect. 14., as cited in Walshe, The Primacy of the Common Good, 226: “The best 
of human goods, namely happiness, is the end of politics, whose end is manifestly operation 
according to virtue. For the political [art] strives for this principal endeavor by making laws and 
applying rewards and punishments, so that it might make good citizens and doers of good works. 
This is to act in accordance with virtue.” Walshe notes: “Here . . . St. Thomas is making reference 
to Aristotle’s teaching. However, it is clear enough from other places in St. Thomas’ writings 
[e.g., Ibid., lect. 19] that he is in fundamental agreement with Aristotle on this point” (226). 
44 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 19. 
45 Aristotle, The Politics, trans. Carnes Lord (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1984), III.12, 
1282b16-17. 
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If we consider ST I-II, q. 72, a. 4, co. once again,46 it becomes clear that Thomas’s 

“threefold order in man” implies a cohesive system of action-guidance at every level: 

Of these orders the [human ordering towards God] contains the [order of 
reason, viz., the proper, internally and externally oriented ordering of the 
human person according to his own lights] and surpasses it. For whatever 
things are comprised under the order of reason, are comprised under the 
order of God Himself. Yet some things are comprised under the order of 
God, which surpass the human reason, such as matters of faith, and things 
due to God alone. Hence he that sins in such matters, for instance, by 
heresy, sacrilege, or blasphemy, is said to sin against God. In like manner, 
the [order of reason] includes the third [order, the order towards other 
human beings] and surpasses it, because in all things wherein we are 
directed in reference to our neighbor, we need to be directed according to 
the order of reason. 
 

So if things are as they should be, all we do and are is ordered to God. A subset thereof is 

ordered to our own reason. And a subset of this subset is ordered toward our relations to 

others. A Venn diagram of Thomas’s description would run thus:  

Ordering in relation to God (Ordering in relation to reason (Ordering in 

relation to other human beings)) 

Some may balk at the idea of reason playing second fiddle in any regard. In 

certain matters, however, Thomas would argue that our stance must be one of receptivity 

towards something that is “above” us and our abilities. Such things may involve serious 

reflection, but they are in the final analysis a matter of the will’s openness and 

responsiveness to God.47 Take the theological virtues, for example. We can ponder the 

Christian message and choose for good reason to be open to it, but we are, finally, in the 

                                                
46 Cf. IV.B.5. 
47 In matters of faith, says Thomas, we must avoid obstinacy and heed the tradition of “the 
universal church” (ST II-II.2.6.ad 3). We must “choose[] . . . what Christ really taught, [not] the 
suggestions of [our] own mind[s]” (ST II-II.11.1). It is not that we eschew the use of our minds in 
certain cases, but rather that the type of analysis differs depending on the nature of the matter in 
question. 
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position of people taken up within a dynamic larger than ourselves—we are encompassed 

within and transformed by Christian faith, Christian hope, and Christian love. Rather than 

the soul choosing and orienting the body to something the soul can fully contain and 

“grasp,” the body and soul are set within a new right-ordering within a new horizon of 

possibility. As such, Christian faith, hope, and love are said to go beyond the order of 

reason (beyond the limits of conclusions human persons could reach on their own) but 

not counter to reason. We are, after all, talking about radical things: a share in a God’s-

eye perspective of creation (of which we are a part), and a Hand reached out in friendship 

as if we could somehow be, by grace, through love, raised up to share (in a limited way) 

in God’s own plane of existence. 

Here, then, are the primary relations that conduce to flourishing, and to fulfilling 

our purposes: We need to be right with God in all things. We need to be right with 

ourselves—compliant to the deliverances of our reason—in all things that are under our 

command and open to our deliberation. And we need to be right with others in the subset 

of our choices that affects them. Put another way, we see that our ordering towards others 

flows out of a right ordering within ourselves. This underscores the previous assertion 

that on both a large and small scale, right relations with others—relations conducive to 

mutual flourishing—are of a piece with personal goodness. 

The numbering of the three orders does not imply that our relations with others 

are less important than our relations with ourselves, nor that the individual is more 

important than the community. First of all, I would note that the subset of our choices that 

affects others may be a very large proportion of the whole, if we take into account all the 

ways in which our very private or entirely interior acts indirectly influence other persons 
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at a later time. In fact, growth in the spiritual life may reveal more and more the extent to 

which our small, private and interior acts have “butterfly effects” in our communities and 

beyond. Second, the ancient saying that the good of the whole is “better and more divine 

than the good of one individual” can be found throughout Aquinas’s corpus.48 The 

threefold ordering we just saw has more to do with scope of responsibility and the logical 

structuring of right relations than with relative importance.  

In contrast, the diagram in Chapter II (adapted from Pasnau) showed, first, the 

ordering of personal good -> common intrinsic good of the human community and the 

universe -> common extrinsic good (God, or harmonious praise and glory of God through 

myriad, diverse reflections of His attributes). And second, it showed the direct 

participation of the rational creature in God’s goodness. That is, the rational individual 

also shares in God and God’s goodness and glory as a direct end, by “knowing and loving 

Him.”49 

Thus, the diagram in II.B.2 showed the teleological ordering of creation (“what 

exists for the sake of what”). This is the “good of order” that Gilles Emery describes. For 

Thomas, he says: 

The goodness of things does not consist solely in the . . . perfections that 
these things possess in themselves[; the goodness of things] . . . also 
consists in the relations that these things maintain with each other. [And 

                                                
48 In Polit. Book 1, Lesson 1, para. 11. As translated in “Commentary on Aristotle’s Politics,” in 
Medieval Political Philosophy: A Sourcebook, ed. Ralph Lerner, trans. Ernest L. Fortin and Peter 
D. O’Neill (New York: Free Press of Glencoe, 1963), online edition, ed. Joseph Kenny, O.P. 
http://dhspriory.org/thomas/Politics.htm.  

According to Novak, “The Return of the Catholic Whig,” Thomas uses some variation of 
this saying no less than sixty times. 
49 ST I.65.co; Cf. Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 401-402. 
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yet, t]he good of the universe, that is, the good of order (bonum ordinis), is 
rooted in the singular goods.50 
 

In contrast, our current Venn diagram shows an ordering of action-guidance (“what 

properly organizes individual human action”). In this diagram, the individual is in the 

middle position. 

Thomas’s exposition on the “order of charity” in the Secunda Secundae gives 

additional perspective on the threefold ordering of human action. In all things one ought 

to love God most, as God is the principle of happiness51 and the principle of love.52 Love 

of God must order all our actions, or we will miss the mark.53 Then, says Thomas, one 

must care second-most for one’s own soul, even above the soul of a neighbor (e.g., one 

may not sin for the sake of another). This is because “unity [one’s relation to oneself] 

surpasses union,”54 and thus one’s ties and one’s responsibilities to the common good are 

greater there—within the locus of the self. Interestingly, though, one should prize a 

neighbor’s soul above one’s own body, since “as regards the participation of 

happiness”—participating in the common good of God—“our neighbor’s soul is more 

closely associated with our own soul, than even our own body is.”55 (The body 

participates in happiness “by way of overflow.”56) Thomas still refers all these points in 

the end to the “common good,” which should always be “more lovable to the individual 

                                                
50 Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 124. Cf. De potentia, q. 7, a. 9, co.; SCG I, 78 (ed. Marietti, no. 663); and 
ST I.103.2.ad 3. As cited in Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 124. 
51 ST II-II.26.1.co. 
52 ST II-II.26.7.co. 
53 Love of God need not be a conscious factor in all decision-making. In the case of taking a sip 
of water, for instance, our love for God need only enter in as an explicit consideration in unusual 
circumstances (e.g., during a spiritually motivated fast, or if drinking water at a certain moment 
would bring with it a high opportunity cost with respect to some other, God-focused action). 
54 ST II-II.26.4.co. 
55 ST II-II.26.5.ad 2. 
56 ST II-II.26.5.co. 
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than his private good, even as the good of the whole is more lovable to the part[] than the 

latter’s own partial good.”57 The common good in this particular question, however, is 

Godself as the extrinsic common good—the implicit final aim—of everything we do. The 

prioritization of the intrinsic common good of an intermediate-level community will 

depend on personal discernment about the kinds of goods in question and the 

effectiveness of the communal activity towards those ends. 

 

5. The limited good of human communities.  

This last note leads us to a final set of qualifications with respect to human 

communities. While Thomas’s threefold order promotes a certain continuity and 

complementarity between the individual human person and human communities, we 

should resist an oversimplified picture. Individual action is not always, nor principally, 

referable to other human beings, even though love of neighbor ranks so highly in 

Christian thought. The purposeful tension between individual and community in 

Thomas’s thought is also a call for continual discernment. And Thomas would caution 

that any actually existing human community is not necessarily “the” all-things-considered 

good. Thomas’s privileging of the good of the whole, in other words, does not imply that 

the individual must support the aims of his or her surrounding community simply in 

virtue of their givenness. Loyalty to a human group and its “goods held in common” are 

intermediate and defeasible goods, for at least two reasons. 

First, human communities can be ambivalently good or clearly malformed. To 

transpose a line from ST I-II, q. 28, a. 5, co.: 

                                                
57 ST II-II.26.4.ad 3. 
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[I]f a thing be adapted to that which is not suitable to it, it is hurt and made 
worse thereby[;] . . . love of a good [here: a community] which is 
unsuitable to the lover[] wounds and worsens him. Wherefore man is 
perfected and bettered chiefly by the love of God [and those things which 
conduce thereto]: but is wounded and worsened by the love of sin, 
according to Hosea 9:10: “They became abominable, as those things 
which they loved.” 
 

A bad community need not be exalted simply because God has ordered us to community 

in general. And to return to the specifically political example, Thomas believes that the 

“laws [of the earthly city] can facilitate a good Christian life to a great extent or, on the 

contrary, raise decisive obstacles to it—[at the least] in the way it shapes attitudes.”58 

(One should, of course, be cautious not to devalue the positive aspects of one’s own 

extant communities, since human psychology tends to notice problems more than the 

backdrop of the good from which the problems protrude.) 

 Second, Thomas’s views on the complex ordering of human life (towards self, 

neighbors, and God) and the overlapping communities in which we are embedded 

provide a counterbalance to the idea of complete immersion in any given human 

community. We should recall, for instance, that Thomas does not consider the polis to be 

the only important type of community.59 The conjugal-familial society and the ecclesial-

supernatural society are the other two kinds of primary importance. In fact, Thomas sees 

the family as the basic building block of society.60 A coordinated community the size of a 

                                                
58 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 278. 
59 Aquinas sometimes calls the domestic good “common” (e.g., ST II-II.47.10.ad 2 and 11.co.). At 
other times he calls it the “private” or “particular” good, as in ST I-II.19.10. This variation in 
terminology likely tracks the fact that the family and its good is situated between the particular 
good of persons and the broader common good of a polis. Cf. Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the 
Promise of the Common Good, 121. 
60 Cf. Torrell, Spiritual Master, 280; and Brown, 13. As to family and city: “man is thus by nature 
a domestic and political animal.” In Polit. I, l/b, Leonine, vol. 48, pp, A 78-79. As cited in 
Torrell, Spiritual Master, 280. 
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polis brings additional perfections because it brings together more resources and can 

coordinate actions requiring the cooperation of a larger community.61 It is only “more 

perfect,” though, in building upon what the individuals and families do, and in bringing 

individuals and families together; it is not supposed to override or supplant the natural 

vocation of the family.62 (Here we can see a parallel to the way in which the family is 

meant harmoniously to serve the individuals and vice versa.) 

On a practical level, it is also notable that fostering a society in which people are 

invested in robust, non-state communities of different sizes and kinds (familial, religious, 

and so on) makes members of that society less likely to take a dangerously totalizing 

view of politics. Such an environment helps guard against the polarization of thought into 

the camps of collectivism and reactionary individualism. Put another way, people are at 

less risk of (1) funneling their natural desires for interpersonal communion entirely into 

political action and (hoped-for) solutions, or (2) becoming altogether disillusioned with 

the prospect of communal activity as a path to mutual flourishing. 

 To elaborate a bit on the idea of overlapping communities: Thomas understands 

key kinds of community like family and Church as more than simply subcommunities 

within the broader whole of a political order. We have already touched on the 

                                                
61 Comm. Pol. I, 1 n. 31 (23). 
62 Cf. Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 82: “The family, more 
‘natural’ than the city in terms of spontaneity, is also by nature more fully one, more of a unity 
(cf. Aristotle’s critique of Plato’s Republic, Pol. II, 2-5 and Comm. Pol. II, 1-5). . . . There is by 
nature no possibility of a happy city whose parts or members are not happy as persons and as 
families, at least insofar as it is in the city’s power to help them be so (cf. Pol. II.5, 1264b17-21; 
Comm. Pol. II, 5 n. [15]).” 
 Walshe concurs that, for Thomas, “[l]aws which, though they seem expedient for a given 
state at a given time, do not respect this natural order of the family society . . . do not accord with 
right reason, nor can they genuinely contribute, per se, to the welfare of the state” (The Primacy 
of the Common Good, 238). 
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transcommunal nature of the individual with respect to personal integrity and right 

relations with God. There is, furthermore, a transpolitical horizon to the family as well as 

the Church (here understood as a vehicle for one’s personal and communal spiritual 

journey).63 Now, to take the case of the family, Thomas believes that there are some 

aspects of  “the family which escape[] the competence of the larger whole which is the 

perfect [political or civic] human community . . . because [they] pertain[] immediately to 

a higher order of goods, either the intrinsic common good or separated common good of 

the universe.”64 An example of a higher “intrinsic common good” would be “sexual 

union[, which] is ordained to the good of the whole human race.”65 And God, of course, 

is the “separated common good” of the universe—that towards which all created 

goodness ultimately aims. To use rights-language a bit anachronistically: For Thomas, 

the natural community of the family, and not just individuals, has certain transpolitical, 

God-given purposes and concomitant, inalienable rights vis-à-vis any larger human 

communal order.66 

 What of the tension between ends that focus more explicitly on eternal goods 

versus the temporal ends of most human communities? Torrell notes that Thomas, “like 

many thinkers after Augustine, . . . sees the Christian as a member of two cities.” The 

Church, with heaven as its direct aim, does not quash the importance of earthly polises, 

however. “Rather than [simply] rank” the heavenly city above the earthly one, as some 

                                                
63 Keys discusses the need for a transpolitical dimension or horizon throughout Aquinas, Aristotle, 
and the Promise of the Common Good. 
64 Walshe, The Primacy of the Common Good, 238. 
65 ST II-II.154.2.co., as quoted in Walshe, The Primacy of the Common Good, 238. 
66 Cf. Pontifical Council for the Family, The Charter of Rights of the Family, preamble (Vatican 
City: Liberia Editrice Vaticana, 1983), as suggested in Walshe, The Primacy of the Common 
Good, 238. 
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Christian thinkers have done, Thomas “respects the proper finality of the earthly city and 

links it with man’s very nature.”67 

Another way of considering this tension is to look at Thomas’s support for both 

the active and the contemplative life. Perfect happiness (viz., flourishing, fulfillment) is 

only for “the life to come,” declares Thomas in the Summa. Imperfect happiness, “in 

respect of which some are said to be happy in this life . . . is twofold[:] one . . . according 

to the active life, the other according to the contemplative life.”68 Now since “[t]he 

happiness of the active life . . . consists in external actions,” Thomas readily admits that 

friends, wealth, physical goods, and political influence are instrumentally helpful here.69 

At the same time, these things “disturb the quiet of the soul” needed for “the happiness of 

the contemplative life.”70 Importantly, Thomas does not resolve this tension by arguing 

for abandoning action and community wholesale in favor of contemplation. He sees that 

most people are ordained to a mix of both kinds of life, and this does not in se tell against 

their potential for holiness and rich communion with God. It is, in fact, through action 

and community (both temporally and spiritually oriented) that most people grow in 

holiness. 

Still, one might wonder whether the evangelical counsels tell against natural 

human sociality as a legitimate aim. For Thomas, the answer is no. He does say that 

“entirely renouncing the goods of this world [allows a person] to reach beatitude more 

                                                
67 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 278. 
68 ST II-II.186.3.ad 4. Citing Aristotle, Ethic. x, 7,8. 
69 ST II-II.186.3.ad 4. Citing Aristotle, Ethic. i, 8. 
70 ST II-II.186.3.ad 4. Citing Aristotle, Ethic. x, 8. 
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easily,”71 but he qualifies that this is only possible if one is given a special gift from the 

Holy Spirit.72 It cannot be done “simply by heeding the three evangelical counsels 

(poverty, chastity, and obedience). Thus it is not the way that all good Christians are 

called to live in order to live out charity.”73 For the vast majority of people, “possessing 

[some] goods, marrying [and, by implication: active sexuality, lifelong mutual 

dependence, and complex family needs], [and] making one’s own decisions” are valuable 

and basic to human living even in the Christian dispensation.74 Even though these things 

and the goods of the larger polis entail significant spiritual dangers, we must recall that 

grace does not aim to destroy nature, but to perfect it.75 The Christian life teaches us how 

to appreciate these ends well but hold on to them lightly, with an eye toward further, 

higher ends. Citing Thomas’s exposition of 1 Corinthians, Torrell elaborates: “Though, 

with Paul, Thomas condemns the wisdom of this world, it is only to the extent that it 

opposes the Christian faith, and what he aims at [condemning] then is at bottom only a 

lack of [deeper, more all-encompassing] wisdom.”76 

 B. Montagnes provides a helpful summary here when he explains that a properly 

Christian “contempt” for the world 

is not to declare it without value but to appreciate it at its just value. It is 
neither an illusory value from which we must turn away nor the highest 

                                                
71 ST I-II.108.4. 
72 ST I-II.69.3. 
73 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 248, citing ST II-II.184.3 “quae tamen caritati non contrariantur” 
(“which things are not, however, contrary to charity”), and 189.1 ad 5. Note that all Christians are 
called to a certain degree of poverty, chastity, and obedience. The commandments, Thomas says, 
guard against the “disorder” of the opposite extreme (ST I-II.108.4.co). The 1997 Catechism also 
states, for instance, that “[a]ll the baptized are called to chastity . . . in the way that is suited to 
their state in life” (CCC 2348-49).  
74 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 247. 
75 ST I.1.8.co. 
76 Torrell, Spiritual Master, 246. Cf. In I ad Cor. I, 19, n. 49-50. 
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value, which must be preferred to everything else. Far from sacrificing it, 
we must respect it as one of the intermediate ends for man that man cannot 
reduce to simple means and that [at the same time] he must not confuse 
with the ultimate end.77 
 

The place of the conjugal community within the family provides a natural analogy 

for the comparison of intrinsic, intermediate ends with extrinsic, ultimate ends. In fact, 

Klubertanz presents a modern-day, Thomistic view of marriage and family according to 

this distinction. The conjugal society, he says, 

aims at the [extrinsic end of] procreation and education of children, and in 
this way the conjugal society naturally grows into a family. But 
secondarily and perhaps more immediately, the conjugal society aims at 
the good of the husband and wife. For every real society aims [qua 
intrinsic end] at perfecting its members in some way or other. Thus 
husband and wife in the marital society aim at perfecting each other as 
human beings, at achieving a greater human good than they could reach by 
themselves.78 
 

The intrinsic goal is “secondary” in terms of ultimacy but no less vital, and in fact more 

“immediate.” The couple’s flourishing is meant to happen in complementarity with, and 

on the way to, the extrinsic end of the flourishing of children and broader family life. 

This (albeit idealized79) domestic vision, it seems to me, parallels the way a great variety 

                                                
77 B. Montagnes, “Les activités séculières et le mépris du monde chez saint Thomas d’Aquin. Les 
emplois du qualificatif ‘saecularis’,” Revue des Sciences philosophiques et théologiques 55 
(1971), 240. As translated by Torrell, Spiritual Master, 247. 

Cf. Reinhard Hütter, “The Virtue of Chastity and the Scourge of Pornography: A 
Twofold Crisis Considered in Light of Thomas Aquinas’s Moral Theology,” The Thomist 77 
(2013), 6: “Because of the supernatural character of the extant providential order, human beings 
flourish genuinely and lastingly only when they pursue those natural goods that contribute to 
natural happiness in light of their supernatural vocation [ST II-II.152.2].” 

Arthur Barnes describes the contrasting realms of wisdom thus: “The children of this 
world are in their generation wiser than the children of light, but the case is reversed if a larger 
view be taken.” Arthur Barnes, “Evangelical Counsels,” The Catholic Encyclopedia (New York: 
Robert Appleton Company, 1908). http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/04435a.htm.  
78 Klubertanz, 354. 
79 ST Supplementum 44.3 hints at the divide between the reality and the ideal: Ob. 3: “Yet it often 
happens that married persons differ very much in habit. Therefore [it would seem that] the words 
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of intermediate aims in the world, properly undertaken, can orient us toward our final end 

in God. 

Something similar might be said for the specific cases of the familial or political 

society vis-à-vis the eternal end of each and all in God. As a general matter, both family 

and polis have their important place; and at the same time, the intermediacy of the ends 

of family and polis reminds us “not to confuse [such goods] with the ultimate end.” For 

(to return to our three-fold ordering) 

[m]an is not ordained to the body politic [nor to the family], according to 
all that he is and has. . . . But all that man is, and can [do], and has, must 
be referred to God.80 
 

Here, then, is the crux of both duty and happiness for the human being: God is “man’s 

last end.” It is thus our “duty” and our ultimate joy “to refer all our actions to [God]”—

doing always and only that which “give[s] God the honor due to Him as our last end.”81 

                                                                                                                                            
‘involving their living together [consuetudinem] in undivided partnership’ should have no place 
in the definition of matrimony.” Ad 3: “Just as the civic life denotes not the individual act of this 
or that one, but the things that concern the common action of the citizens, so the conjugal life is 
nothing else than a particular kind of companionship pertaining to that common action. 
Wherefore as regards this same life the partnership of married persons is always indivisible, 
although it is divisible as regards the act belonging to each party.” 
80 ST I-II.21.4.ad 3; Cf. ST I-II.19.9, 72.4, 91.4; Cf. Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of 
the Common Good, 128-30. 
81 ST I-II.21.4; cf. ST I.49.3; ST I.47.2; SCG III.64.111-21 and 140. 
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IV.B. Final Characterization of Interhuman Relations 

1. The ecstatic nature of real relations. 

Although a relationship (or a community) is not a subsistence, neither is it merely 

a conceptual overlay on reality. This idea has, in a certain sense, been the thrust of 

Chapters III and IV; I now reexamine it in an ontological key. For Thomas, certain 

relations are extramental realities (res extra animam existens).82 That is, they do not exist 

only in the mind of the perceiver. In this, Thomas follows Albertus Magnus, who insisted 

“on the concrete existence of certain relations in the reality of things themselves, outside 

of our mind.”83 Still, Thomas does not think that such relations exist separately from the 

relata. He conceives of these “real relations” as residing in persons and things. If this is 

the case, then human relationships are in the hylomorphic beings effecting the relations, 

not just superimposed onto those persons by the minds of first- or third-party discerners. 

(Here is one way to concretize this notion: My personal relationships are not reducible to 

what I am aware of nor what I imagine them to be, even though my perceptions can lead 

to interactions that have a dramatic impact on the course of those relations.) 

This vision allows Thomas to navigate a middle path between, on the one hand, 

turning relations into objects of their own, existing outside the relata, and, on the other 

hand, binding together all relata so tightly that everything is seen as ontologically one. 

There are, of course, great schools of thought around the world that have gone in each of 

these directions, but Thomas considers them to give us less purchase on important 

nuances of our reality. 

                                                
82 On real relations versus “relations of reason alone” see Emery, “Ad aliquid.” Both are valid 
categories in Thomas’s thought. 
83 Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 125. Translation mine. 
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Thomas’s approach also contrasts with the nominalism of Ockham, which 

“tend[s] to reduce relations to comparisons of the mind.” Ockham’s approach “situate[s] . 

. . relations ‘between’ things more than in things.” At the same time, it treats all relations 

simply as “relative words, and not as any things existing outside our mind (the singular 

thing alone exists, in its irreducibility).” Notably, Ockham’s position requires a strong 

split between philosophical truth and Christian Trinitarian orthodoxies; his solution is to 

reject “the existence of extramental, real relations except ‘where faith obliges.’”84 

A second point bears reemphasis from a metaphysical angle. In God’s design for 

creation, ordering—relations between things—is not secondary in importance just 

because it does not get put in the category of “things.” Emery describes Thomas’s view 

here rather poetically: 

La relation se trouve au cœur de l’intelligence métaphysique de l’unité et 
de la pluralité, dans le monde créé (univers «ordonné») et en Dieu lui-
même. 
 
Relation is found at the heart of the metaphysical understanding of unity 
and plurality, in the created world (the “ordered” universe) and in God 
Himself.85 
 

This ordering is functional but also teleological. The nuances of the French phrase 

“l’univers <<ordonné>>“ can help us remember that created reality is both ordered and 

ordained. A faithful discussion of Thomas’s metaphysical and ethical vision, then, must 

not neglect the manifold yet harmonizing ends for which we are made. (Without such 

framing, religious or scientistic assertions about “the way we’re made” or “the way 
                                                
84 Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 124-25, emphasis added. Translations mine. The paradigmatic case, 
Trinitarian relations, is inherently exceptional. The question, then, is: What kind and degree of 
exceptionalism is required to treat Trinitarian relations, given one’s philosophical and theological 
precommitments. For more on Ockham’s view, Emery suggests Béatrice Beretta, Ad aliquid: La 
relation chez Guillaume d’Occam (Fribourg: Éditions universitaires, 1999). 
85 Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 135. Translation mine. 
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human beings function”—along with speculation on the etiology thereof—can easily 

devolve into rigid groupthink, against which individualistic minds then rebel.) 

How, then, is relation at the heart of the teleologically oriented unity-plurality 

dynamics of the universe? In God, Trinitarian relations exist subsistently and eternally—

just as “concretely,” so to speak, as God’s unified essence exists. In creation, we might 

say that God prismatically refracts some of who God is, endowing these refracted 

goodnesses of various kinds with created being (esse, existence),86 with an eye to the 

good of the whole—viz., the harmony of the whole, its synergistic upbuilding, and the 

glorification of God.87 For physical creation, this overall goodness is, furthermore, spread 

out over space and time. Thus creation is comprised of a plurality of individuated beings, 

but the created order—the cosmos—comes from and is oriented towards unity. This is the 

“metaphysical wisdom” of creation that Emery highlights, the “both-and” that Thomas 

saw was so important to maintain. 

In a contingent order containing free beings, these teleological relations of order 

are more fragile than the things themselves. This does not make relations any less 

important in God’s plan, however. And it quickly becomes clear that we cannot get very 

                                                
86 The idea of endowing possible creations with created being (here treating existence as a unique 
property of sorts) safeguards the principle that we are not “pieces of God” but truly created ex 
nihilo. At the same time, <<tandis que l’essence des choses peut être saisie indépendamment du 
Créatuer, l’existence des choses ne peut être saisie que comme venant de Dieu. L’ensemble 
s’éclaire par la doctrine de la participation>> (Emery, “Ad aliquid”, 134-35). 
87 Here “glorification” means creation’s revealing of (and reveling in) the splendor of God. 
Glorifying God is the final, external end of created beings. It does not, however, imply that God’s 
self is enhanced by the process; God does not need or selfishly crave creation’s praise. 
(Reflecting the sunlight fulfills the moon, not the sun.) Glorification is sometimes a difficult topic 
for modern sensibilities, and one that we cannot explore further at this juncture. It is, however, 
important to Thomas’s vision of the purposes of creation (human and otherwise). For more, see 
Pasnau, “Epilogue: Why did God make me?,” in Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature, 394-404; 
for a different (and perhaps uniquely modern) take, see also Stump, Wandering in Darkness, 330. 
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far in analyzing the intrinsic orientation of the human individual or the necessary 

conditions for his or her flourishing in abstraction from our relatedness to the rest of 

creation—and, in a unique way, to our fellow human beings.  

Here, finally, we come to the ecstatic nature of relations. Emery uses the term 

“ecstatic” to describe the unique aspect of relatio among the accidents. The “formal 

reason” of a relation has an ecstatic quality to it, he says, because its ratio refers in the 

end to something outside of the self.88 While Emery focuses on ontological 

considerations, I think this idea of an ecstatic, outwardly oriented quality to relations 

speaks also to the psychology of relationality and community. Paradigmatic instances of 

sensing the ecstatic dimension of life would be times of spiritual awakening and felt 

closeness to God; moments of deep communion with a friend; participating in a group 

passionately gathered for “a cause”; or even when everything in life just seems to be 

moving along in perfect harmony. In such shared and harmonious moments, we sense 

that we almost step outside ourselves. And indeed, the Greek ekstasis means exactly that: 

standing outside oneself. We sense that something very important and not secondary to 

the individual is afoot, something that is not entirely “of us,” but is, in part, what we were 

made for. 

Indeed, Thomas gives us an ontological foundation for this psychological sense of 

ekstasis: The category of real relations means precisely that there is something that truly 

exists in us, but its unique character is one of a certain passage towards another.89 

                                                
88 Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 118. Cf. 116 and 120. 
89 <<[M]ême lorsque la relation existe réellement dans un sujet par mode d’inhérence (est res 
aliqua), cette relation n’est pas signifiée à la façon d’une propriété qui inhère dans le sujet mais 
suivant le mode d’un rapport à autre chose>> (Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 121). And citing Boethius in 
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Further, and rather bizzarely, a real relation is “in us,” but only because (and as long as) 

that other something outside of us also is.90 This last notion is hard to grasp, but it seems 

to me to reflect the truth of the matter as well or better than other possible descriptions; 

and perhaps it makes sense that a truth-reflective model of real relations would be hard to 

fully comprehend, precisely because we are talking about a phenomenon that takes us 

outside of ourselves and our own range of full control, a phenomenon that traverses the 

ontological boundaries that typically aid our understanding. 

Returning to Thomas’s own work, I submit that question twenty-eight of the 

Prima Secundae provides an explicit link between the ontological and psychological 

angles of the ecstatic phenomenon. There Thomas describes how love causes us to “to be 

placed outside oneself,” which he describes as “to suffer ecstasy.”91 This sense of 

connectedness to the other, of transcending the self, and of the preciousness and 

                                                                                                                                            
De potentia, q. 7, a. 8, co.: << à la façon d’un certain passage vers autre chose [ut in transitu 
quodam ad aliud]>> (as quoted in Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 121). 
90 It is a tricky issue, says Thomas, how a real relation in us can come about or end or change 
without anything in us changing (Expositio libri Physicorum, lib. V, lect. 3, n. 8 [ed. Marietti, no. 
667]). “The foundation in a subject can remain unchanged, [even when a] relation arises or 
disappears with its term” (Emery, “Ad aliquid,” 128-29, translation mine). 

One might object that memory can preserve a real relation (say, to a beloved tree that no 
longer exists and is not understood as having an immortal soul). Here is Thomas’s likely reply: If 
the term of a real relation disappears but is still highly valued by the subject, the relation in the 
subject takes on the nature of a “relation of reason alone.” We should keep in mind, though, that 
Thomas does not devalue the subjective (i.e., that which is proper to the subject) in the manner 
implied by the popular, modern divide between the “objective” and “subjective” realms. Thomas 
considers what happens in our minds to be important and real (in the colloquial sense), even if 
thoughts and choices are metaphysically different from extramental realities. Internal acts of 
reason and will are not by nature “unreal,” even if, content-wise, thoughts and choices are more 
likely to fall into error when not checked by external reality. (To come back to the initial 
example, one’s felt tie to a now-absent tree is not nonsense or fantasy simply because the sensed 
connection is now a “relation of reason alone”; a proper evaluation would depend on the content 
of that mental relation.) 
91 ST I-II.28.3.co. “The appetitive power . . . is borne towards something else, so that it goes forth 
out from itself, as it were.” Thomas goes on to name three types of ecstasy that are effects of love. 
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precariousness of it all—these are not footnotes to human beingness, but, rather, integral 

to the teleological purposes of our design. 

 

2. Synthesis 

The preceding sections of Chapters III and IV have aimed to bring color, life, and 

nuance to Thomas’s understanding of human relationships and communities. Let us now 

briefly encapsulate four important take-away points, with an emphasis on the complex, 

parts-whole dynamics previously explored:  

 

a. Interhuman relations are not subsistent, but they are nonetheless vital to human 

flourishing. 

The community is not a substantial whole (a single, ontologically unified 

substance) in the way that the individual human person is. As Keys explains, 

[C]ommunity is not understood by Aquinas as an organism, or a thing, but 
rather most fundamentally as an association [communicatio] whose unity 
comes from human action and interaction, and from common action with a 
view to a common end or ends. Aristotle’s and Aquinas’s version of 
constitutive community is constituted not by shared identity, but rather by 
a conversation and a sharing in actions and in the goods they instantiate 
and seek.92 
 

The community is built from interhuman relations, towards common ends that have 

varying degrees of givenness (e.g., most family relations) and chosenness (e.g., 

extrafamilial vocational communities). Interhuman communal “wholes,” however, are 

not external overlays on the already-complete human person. The natures of living beings 

are, for Thomas, built to act towards the things that make for the being’s completion and 

                                                
92 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 85. 
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the completion of creation. (It is not just that form follows function. Form follows 

individual and cosmic end.) For human beings, these internal and external ends come 

about in large part in the context of human communities, ideally towards the good of each 

and all within those communities. These relations of order are vital to human flourishing 

but should not, in the final analysis, be treated as subsistences of their own.93 

 

b. People are more than just part of a community. 

Human persons are not simply parts of a collective. Human persons are most 

often members of several, overlapping, non-exclusive communities; we see this, for 

instance, in Aquinas’s comparison of the conjugal, domestic, political, and ecclesial 

communities. Some communities are chosen, and we can maintain some distance even 

with respect to the ones that are more-or-less given.94 People have an impressive ability, 

moreover, to form substitute communities when typical primary relationships or broader 

communities are lacking or have been destroyed.95 (This is not to say that the original 

individual or group with whom we were in relationship is replaceable without remainder. 

It is more that we can somewhat restructure our needs, roles, and relational possibilities.) 

For the sake of balance, it is important to keep in mind the multiplicity, partial choice, 

                                                
93 See, e.g., Comm. NE I, 1 n. 4-5: Political society is not an organic whole, but “only a unity of 
order.” Cf. Brock, “Is Uniqueness at the Root of Personal Dignity?”, 198. Cf. Russell Hittinger. 
The First Grace: Rediscovering the Natural Law in a Post-Christian World (Wilmington, DE: ISI 
Books, 2003), 274ff, on society as an activity. 
94 On all the aforementioned points, see, inter alia, Contra Impugnantes II, c. 2. On the point 
about maintaining distance from one’s given communities, recall Thomas’s qualification about 
collective guilt (see IV.B.5, “‘Natural’ sociality disambiguated”; and as discussed in Eschmann, 
“Studies on the Notion of Society”). 
95 Knasas (Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel) talks about the vast number of remaining, valuable 
persons that call us into relationship even when a close other has been lost. As an “existential” 
Thomist, Knasas couches this point in terms of the other “intellectors of being,” that continue to 
call for our love and outreach.  
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and partial interchangeability we find in human relationships, underscoring the 

separateness of persons. This is particularly true in the context of a Thomistic account of 

suffering that emphasizes our relationally oriented being and the strength of our desires to 

know, love, and be loved (preeminently vis-à-vis God and other human beings).96 

 

c. Human relations are characterized by freedom, contingency, and lack of 

inevitability. 

Following on the previous two points and the earlier discussion of free will in 

carrying out the law of our nature, we can say that certain relationships and communities, 

as much as they make for our good, are not inevitable. For Thomas, then, to say that we 

“are” social animals is a different kind of claim from the one that we “are” rational 

animals. The first is an inherent aim of our being; the second is simply the way we are 

composed.97 “[I]n all human beings,” explains Thomas, there is  “a certain impulse 

toward the political community, as also toward the virtues. But nevertheless, just as the 

virtues are acquired through human exercise, as is stated in Book II of the Ethics, so are 

cities founded by human industry.”98 

                                                
96 My earlier example of this horse (II.B.2) emphasized the ontological and conceptual 
separability of the horse—an ensouled being—from the specific herd and environmental 
resources on which it relies. However, our present considerations go beyond this point about the 
individuality of animate creatures in general. 
97 For Aristotle, as previously discussed, “the city belongs among the things that exist by nature, 
and . . . man is by nature a political animal” (Pol. I.2, 1253a2-4). Aquinas follows one of several 
possible interpretations of Aristotle on this point. Aquinas’s own “theory of political society is 
not an ‘organic’ one, but rather an action-based, associational theory of community. . . . [He] 
considers political community both to be and not to be natural in much the same way that he 
considers the moral virtues both to be and not to be natural for human beings” (Keys, Aquinas, 
Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 22-23). 
98 Comm. Pol. I, 1 n. 40 (32). 
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Keys highlights the word “impulse” as key to Aquinas’s nuancing of Aristotle’s 

naturalness claim: 

[H]umans naturally experience an inchoate ‘impulse’ toward political life 
and citizenship, and political society is required for the full development 
of our natural capacities in the quest to live well. Political communities 
themselves, however, do not come about simply naturally or 
spontaneously; they require the addition of concrete human imagination, 
ingenuity, thought, and purposive labor. In other words, their founding 
requires not only nature, but also art and prudence.99 
 

Something analogous may be said for other kinds of communities and human 

relationships. The impulse towards communion is natural but the fostering thereof 

requires “art and prudence.” And returning to our emphasis here on the parts-whole 

dynamics, we can say: Fundamental human relationships and communities may flourish, 

wither, die, or begin anew even as the individual persons involved endure. 

 

d. The communal parts-whole dynamic is characterized by a diversity of gifts and 

roles. 

Aquinas, says Baur, held “that the perfection of wholes through the proper 

ordering of their parts does not entail the elimination of diversity, but in many cases 

requires diversity.”100 And conversely, explains Keys, “the bearing of our bodily 

differences” beyond “the common character of our rational soul” means that communal 

diversity can be a boon for the virtuous formation of individuals and families: 

[O]ur bodily differences, according to which each of us possesses a 
temperament inclined to a certain character, marked by a physical, 

                                                
99 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 83. Here Keys alludes to 
Ralph McInerny, Art and Prudence: Studies in the Thought of Jacques Maritain (Notre Dame, 
Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988). 
100 Baur, “Law and Natural Law,” 239. 
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sensible attraction or aversion to the acts of diverse virtues and making 
some easier for us to acquire than others, some vices more difficult to 
avert: “[there are] nurseries of virtue which are in us by nature, inasmuch 
as we are rational beings. [However,] owing to the natural disposition 
which the body has from birth, one has an aptitude for pity, another for 
living temperately, another for some other virtue” (ST I-II 63, 1). From 
this we can grasp another reason why humans naturally need political 
society to live well, beyond the “extended family units” of the clan or even 
the village: to provide a diversity of models of various virtues, which the 
shared physical stock of a single family might make difficult for their 
members to acquire without a highly concerted effort, without mentors to 
instruct and encourage and [without] inspiring exemplars to imitate. 
 

Notice here that the emphasis is on diverse aptitudes for morally important 

strengths (moral virtues). Diversity unqualified is not treated as necessarily a good thing 

(as if the presence of hardened criminality would be a boon to a polis simply because of 

the “diversity” it provides). Given persons, furthermore, could be instances of both 

helpful and unhelpful kinds of diversity. For example, Person A has a natural aptitude for 

generosity but not for temperance. Person B is laudably humble but finds being honest a 

struggle. The helpful diversity flagged here—the diversity worth upholding and 

pursuing—is in A’s model of generosity and B’s model of humility, not in A’s diversity 

with respect to B simply, although one can of course learn from the struggles of another. 

In keeping with his teleological vision of the plurality of creation, Aquinas lauds diverse 

exemplars of the good (and the true), not diversity simpliciter.101 

The statements by Baur and Keys above bring us back to the recurring point about 

varying gifts. This diversity of gifts, of course, further entails varying dependencies and 

responsibilities.102 We also see that the idea of “common values” is an inadequate 

                                                
101 Keys, Aquinas, Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 105-106.  
102 See, e.g., II.B.2 and III.A.6. To take a theological example, Thomas distinguishes the common 
good of the faith shared by all in the Church from the varying levels of obligation to acquire 
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substitute for the classical notion of aiming at the good based on shared principles. For 

we may rightly value a certain good differently depending on our individual and cultural 

circumstances and our vocations in life. We may also differently evaluate how best to 

instantiate an abstract good.103 The aim is harmony, not uniformity. Unity is found in the 

common quest for the true and the good—which is clarified in Christian thought as the 

love of God, and the love of fellow human beings and creation through that love for God. 

On this view, there will be certain fundamental, unchanging philosophical, theological, 

anthropological and moral truths, but much variation as to how a specific person is called 

to act from and towards these truths, according to his or her particular givenness and 

giftedness. This caveat to the parts-whole discussion becomes important when 

considering what fulfillment for a given human individual might look like.  

 

3. Conclusion 

Chapters III and IV have explored some of the contours and limits of human 

beings as related to others of our kind and to communities. For Thomas, we are not 

exhaustively defined by our roles vis-à-vis other human beings. A commitment to our 

individual identity and worth—safeguarded above all by the divinely oriented dimension 

of our being—is preserved throughout Thomas’s account of the human being as (also) a 
                                                                                                                                            
explicit, detailed knowledge of the faith (ST II-II.2.7.co). There is a heightened obligation for the 
“learned or socially privileged . . . [to adhere to the truths of the faith in detail] not to forsake [the 
ecclesial] common good for the sake of their intellectual independence” (Keys, Aquinas, 
Aristotle, and the Promise of the Common Good, 232). 
103 Consider varying norms of modesty across traditional cultures. A tropical island tribe might 
value modesty even while wearing little clothing by the standards of most Arab communities. 
Without turning to deep relativism, a Thomistic approach could explain both (1) certain 
commonalities in the principles underlying modesty codes, and (2) the vast variations in what 
“sufficient” modesty has looked like in different times and places (among cultures or subcultures 
that consider modesty a good). 
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social animal. Our interhuman relations of origin, situatedness, means, and purposes are, 

however, important to who we are. A quotation from Walshe paints the picture of what 

this looks like, from the perspective of the individual:   

Looking back over our survey of the distinction and order among wholes and 
parts as well as their respective common goods in relation to one another, a clear 
pattern emerges wherein the common goods of lesser wholes serve to place the 
persons who are their members into a proximate potency for receiving and 
contributing to the common goods of the greater wholes. In relation to higher 
common goods [viz., eternal goods] the political community and the family are 
not a social net or a chain restraining the person but a ladder by which the created 
person can ascend to higher goods. The intermediate communities, and their 
respective common goods, which stand between the individual person and his 
ultimate common good, are truly necessary steps and helps without which the 
ultimate goods cannot ordinarily be reached.104 
 

Accordingly, our human relationships and communities have a deep impact on both our 

flourishing and our self-understanding, as we shall soon see in my analysis of suffering. 

Our good, our struggles, and our eternal destinies are wrapped up in our relationships 

with other human persons. 

 

4. Final remarks on Part I. 

The preceding three chapters mapped out Thomas’s views on relationality vis-à-

vis anthropology. I first showed how the concert of intellect, will, and body establish the 

possibility of uniquely human flourishing. These chapters on relationality then explored 

certain core relationships and communities that human beings find themselves necessarily 

a part of and understand themselves with reference to. I aimed to show how these 

relationships deeply color human existence and make for the highest kinds of human 

flourishing. 

                                                
104 Walshe, The Primacy of the Common Good, 239. 
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Why emphasize relationality in a work on suffering? Because human beings exist 

as rationally souled (noetic, volitional, and affective) bodies, and what they most 

intimately care about and care about knowing tends to be God and fellow human beings 

(viz., other really existing persons). Thus, breaches of relationship are a major cause of 

suffering. So is being dependent upon something else that cannot sustain the dependency 

in the expected way: when my food source is unreliable, or my community, or—

seemingly—my God. Furthermore, damage to and transformation of relationships are 

major consequences (or side-effects) of suffering. And finally, the deep, relational 

components of our existence also suggest that suffering will have a personally relative 

component. We see this first of all when considering human individuals in their diversity 

of gifts, predilections, responsibilities and dependencies. We see this also in the fact that 

strong, positive relationships can mitigate suffering or change one’s view of it—even 

when a certain such relationship would seem to have no direct ability to assuage the 

suffering.  

We have explored Aquinas’s nuanced vision of human beings as knowing, loving, 

relational, temporal, embodied beings. We must now turn to the topic of when things go 

wrong for human beings, from within and without. 
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Chapter V: Understanding Evil: Reflections on the 
Metaphysics, Epistemology, and Psychology of Evil 
 

If one asks the “man on the street” about evil, his gut reaction may very well be that 

“evil” is an outdated concept, evoking a sinfulness that contemporary secular society 

does not believe in—i.e., that the ideas of good and evil lose their purchase in post-

moralistic and relativistic settings. In clinical psychology, “evil” is a label typically 

reserved for psychotic violence and its (perhaps inculpable) perpetrators; here, in a 

different way, “evil” is again placed outside the bounds of common experience. In 

philosophical theology, however, the term “evil” typically refers to any misfortune or 

harm—from illness to natural disaster, broken trust to ethnic genocide—or, in certain 

cases, the being(s) directly responsible for such. It is in these broad senses that I use the 

term “evil” in the present work. 

 The term “evil” can be used and understood in several different ways. And I 

contend that clarity on this matter is vital to a nuanced analysis of suffering. Thomas’s 

analysis of the parasitic nature of evil can help us understand the lacks in the fabric of 

being that evil represents, and the incomplete causal explanations that are characteristic 

of evil and its concomitant human suffering. So, having fleshed out the importance of 

intellect, will, and relationality in Aquinas’s anthropology, we now turn to his 

understanding of evil.  

 In this chapter, I lay out and extrapolate on some of Aquinas’s central insights 

into the metaphysics, epistemology, and psychology of evil as these relate to our 

subsequent discussion of the anthropology of human suffering. The thesis is that evil can 
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be understood as the privation of some good, but only with certain important 

qualifications. Section A of the present chapter takes up the basic idea of evil as 

privation. Section B treats certain corollaries of evil’s dependence on the good, namely: 

evil’s parasitism—its ontological and epistemological dependence—on the good, good 

and evil as incommensurable opposites, the panoramic backdrop of the good, and 

whether good and God are causes of evil. Section C highlights certain important 

qualifications to the assertion that evil is a privation of the good, a definition that might 

otherwise strike some as pithy but facile. The four qualifications are as follows: (1) Evil 

is not an illusion; (2) evil is powerful, albeit parasitically; (3) not all lacks are evils; and 

(4) the intrinsic limitedness of creation is not an evil. Finally, Section D explores the 

obscurity of evil—presenting some reasons why evil is intrinsically difficult to categorize 

and analyze.  

 

V.A. Evil as a Privation of a Good 

1. The privatio boni. 

 Aquinas’s definition of evil as the privatio boni derives from Augustine: 

For what is that which we call evil but the absence of good? In the bodies 
of animals, disease and wounds mean nothing but the absence of health; 
for when a cure is effected, that does not mean that the evils which were 
present—namely, the diseases and wounds—go away from the body and 
dwell elsewhere: they altogether cease to exist; for the wound or disease is 
not a substance, but a defect in the fleshly substance,—the flesh itself 
being a substance, and therefore something good, of which those evils—
that is, privations of the good which we call health—are accidents. Just in 
the same way, what are called vices in the soul are nothing but privations 
of natural good. And when they are cured, they are not transferred 
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elsewhere: when they cease to exist in the healthy soul, they cannot exist 
anywhere else.1 
 

Evil, then, is the privation of some good that should be there. In a situation of evil, 

something that should be is not, or something that is is not as it should be. Note that a 

privation is not just a negation—privation carries with it the additional implication of a 

lack of something due to a thing, given the type of thing that it is (more on this below). 

As John Oesterle explains, “Evil is not simply and merely the lack of something. It is a 

privation of something specific, the lack of a distinct and particular good which ought to 

be present in a subject capable by nature of having it.”2 Aquinas makes clear that a proper 

designation of privation depends on the species of being and individual circumstances. 

 

2. Privations of order. 

 Furthermore, evil understood in this way includes deviations in either direction 

from the Aristotelian mean. That is, a privatio boni can be an excess, not just a 

deficiency.3 The privation in such a case is a privation of order (e.g., in transgressive sin, 

or in a natural situation like cancer). Sin, for instance, is evil because it “lacks order in so 

far as it turns away from God.”4 I will have more to say below about privations as 

                                                
1 Augustine, Enchiridion 11. From The Enchiridion of St. Augustine, trans. J. F. Shaw, NPNF ser. 
1, vol. 3, pp. 237-76 (1883; repr. online by Logos Virtual Library, ed. Darren L. Slider). 
http://www.logoslibrary.org/augustine/enchiridion/011.html; Cf. Augustine, Confessions VII 13 
[19]; Cf. also Aristotle, Categories VIII and Metaphysics V, ii. However, Journet (The Meaning 
of Evil, 28ff) argues that Aristotle does not make much of the category of privatio boni, and this 
concept is only found in developed form in later, Christian thinkers. 
2 John A. Oesterle, Preface, xii, in St. Thomas Aquinas, On Evil, trans. Jean Oesterle. Unless 
otherwise noted, citations from the De Malo are from the Oesterle edition. 
3 Cf. DM II.6.co.: “For example, in concupiscible matters reason arrives at a mean by restraining; 
hence virtue established in these matters is nearer to deficiency than to excess.” 
4 ST I-II.84.3.ad 2, italics added. Following Augustine’s De Natura Boni iv, Thomas argues that 
evil can be a privation of mode, species or order. 
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corruptions or distortions of the good. The term “corruption” is a useful addendum, since 

it better elicits a sense of evil’s powerful presence than “privation,” which is often 

connotatively passive, restricted to lacks or paucities. Below I will also discuss evil’s 

parasitism on the good (whence evil derives its power, so to speak). Both of these points 

about evil’s power hinge on the idea that the privatio boni is sometimes a privation of 

order. 

 Even the attribution of privatio ordinis can be further qualified. For instance, 

Aquinas notes that “in so far as sin implies a turning to something, it regards some good: 

wherefore, in this respect, there can be order in sin.”5 Sin and cancer do not lack order in 

every respect; in fact, they march along powerfully on a certain trajectory—sin towards 

some good that is out of place in the given moment, and cancer towards additional 

growth of a certain type of cell without regard for the balance of the body as a whole.6 

(Notice, too, that in both examples, relational considerations allow us to get a better hold 

on why sin and cancer are the evils that they are.) 

 

3. Evil as a state of affairs. 

Evil, as a privation, is somewhat like a quality in a good thing, though not in the 

proper sense like “yellow” or “6’4” tall.” In the Categories, Aristotle calls this distinction 

possession versus privation. And again in the Metaphysics, “the Philosopher says, ‘the 

first kind of contrariety is habit [in the sense of possessing something, from habere] and 

                                                
5 ST I-II.84.3.ad 2. 
6 While uncontrolled growth and imbalance are key features of cancers, they can also involve 
mutated types of cells that should not be present in any quantity. 
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privation.’”7 In Aquinas’s own words, “[E]vil according as it is evil is not numbered 

among the things that are, but is a privation of some particular good, inhering [so to 

speak] in a particular good.”8 

 To put it another way, evil can usefully be understood as a state of affairs in 

which a particular being unduly lacks the realization of a certain potential it has—not, 

that is, as a simple non-actualization, but in a way that is against its nature. Oesterle 

explains it thus: 

It is in this . . . way that we specify how evil exists in good, not in the 
good as it has this or that perfection but in a subject which is good 
inasmuch as it is in potentiality to, or capable of having, some perfection. 
For we have seen that the very meaning of evil is the privation of a 
particular perfection a particular subject ought to have. Thus we can say 
summarily that this privation, this evil, exists only in a thing [insofar as 
the thing is] subject to potentiality, where “potentiality” in this context 
implies a thing’s being deprived of some characteristic it is designed by 
nature to have and yet does not have, and where the sort of existence evil 
has refers to its inherence in a subject precisely to the extent that the 
subject remains only in potentiality to some or other good. Accordingly, 
then, the subject in which evil exists is good but good only qualifiedly; it 
can be good in this particular respect but in fact it is unmistakably and 
really evil as lacking this or that particular good—and so acts or 
functions.9 
 

 Aquinas evokes this sense of evil as a state of affairs in the De Malo when he 

says: “[E]vil is not a thing; but that to which evil happens is a thing, inasmuch as evil 

deprives [a thing] of only some particular good.”10 Rather than thinking of evils as things, 

then, we might say that goods are “eviled” in some way. For instance, says Thomas, 

                                                
7 Metaphysics iv, text 6, as cited in ST I.48.1.co. 
8 DM I.1.co.; Cf. ST I.9.2.co., on potentiality and the possibility of privation in everything besides 
God, and ST I.48.3.co., on evil and potentiality. 
9 John Oesterle, xiii. Emphasis in original. 
10 DM I.1.co. 
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“blindness itself is not a thing, but that to which blindness happens is a thing.”11 In this 

case, the eye (or the creature possessing it) could be said to be “eviled.” 

 There is a 2x2 matrix of ways that a good—a being12—can be partially “eviled” in 

cases where it is not entirely destroyed: by a deficiency of (1) nature or (2) will arising 

from within the being itself (e.g., cleft palate; a morally bad habit), or by the interaction13 

of that first being with a second whose (3) nature or (4) will causes damage in the first 

(e.g., fetal development being damaged by a medicine; a researcher being overworked by 

his boss). Of course, in most real-world cases there is a complicated mix of the 

aforementioned kinds of causes. For example, a pregnant woman might inculpably take a 

medicine that causes her child to have cleft palate, which medicine an overworked 

researcher allowed to pass testing too quickly. (The “terminating subject,” the one that is 

“eviled,” is that to which the evil happens. In the present example, the child with cleft 

palate is the recipient of the damage, the one who is “eviled” by the situation.) 

 

4. Evil in things simply and in their relations. 

 Let us now shift our focus to the origin of a given evil. If the originating and 

terminating subjects are one and the same—as in boxes (1) and (2) of the matrix 

described above—then Aquinas labels that subject “evil simply.” However, this 

designation risks misunderstanding in contemporary context because Aquinas does not 

                                                
11 DM I.1.co. 
12 The convertibility of good and being in Aquinas is well established. See, for instance, ST 
I.11.2.ad 1: “[W]hat applies to being applies also to one and to good, which are convertible with 
being.” 
13 The “interaction” here is a clash of beings, or what Knasas calls “a collision of opposed lines of 
causality, a collision that results in failures” for one or more of the parties involved (Aquinas and 
the Cry of Rachel, 54). 
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mean that the subject is entirely evil; as explained above, the notion of “pure evil” has no 

place in his worldview. Rather, something is called “evil simply” “inasmuch as [it] is 

deprived [from within] of some particular good that pertains to its [own] due or proper 

perfection.” For instance, “sickness in an animal is [called evil simply,] because it 

deprives [the animal of health,] which is required for the well-being of the animal.”14 

Simple evil, then, affects the subject itself and, syntactically, requires no dative. 

 Aquinas’s usage of “evil simply” may strike the reader as a bit awkward because 

we typically do not use the word “evil” in this way. Sickness, we would typically say, is 

evil to (or for) the animal; we separate sickness conceptually from its victim, perhaps 

especially because of modern scientific understandings of viruses and bacteria. 

Substituting the word “debility” can get us a bit closer to Aquinas’s usage, since 

“debility” tells us that the body itself is feeble or disabled in some way, without implying 

an attack from without. Still, we would not tend to say that the body’s health-quality is 

evil inasmuch as it is debilitated. For this reason, I proposed above the participle “eviled,” 

which, among other benefits, harkens back to the idea that evil (privation) is somewhat 

like a quality in a thing—a state of non-possession of some due good. 

 In modern, colloquial usage, apart from describing persons with twisted 

characters, we typically reserve the term evil for that which is bad for (or to) something 

outside itself. Mosquitos are a prime example; we call them evil bugs because of their 

effects on us. This is what Aquinas calls an evil “in some particular respect,” meaning 

that it is evil “to something else.” Aquinas’s example here is that “fire is not of itself 

                                                
14 DM I.1.ad 1. 
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evil[,] but [it] is evil to water” (and vice versa).15 Let us take a more clearly lopsided 

case—the meeting of fire and paper. Fire here is “evil in some particular respect,” but 

paper is what gets “eviled.” Paper, that is, typically suffers the effects of its encounter 

with fire.16 Fire is not evil in se, and even in this case, it is acting just as it is supposed to. 

Fire burns. But we know what is meant when people say there was a very “bad” fire: 

other goods were extensively damaged by their interaction with the fire. More generally, 

if people say that “fire is bad,” they mean that fire is evil for or to something else they 

deem of value. 

 My analysis here exploits a parallel between analogical uses of “evil” and the 

analogical uses of “healthy” discussed in Aquinas’s Aristotelian commentaries. 

“Healthy” can be predicated of the organ in question (a healthy heart) or the entire person 

(a healthy man), sometimes with implicit reference to healing in a certain part (“he’s 

healthy now,” implying to those who know him that his heart condition has resolved 

itself). “Healthy” can also be predicated of something ingested or done (a healthy snack, 

a healthy exercise), where the item ingested or activity undertaken is healthy for another, 

i.e., it contributes to another’s health. (An antelope ceases to be a “healthy antelope” 

when it becomes a healthy snack for a lion.17) In this case, one is not referring to the 

item’s or activity’s internal state of health. The parallel with evil is as follows: “Evil” can 

be predicated of part of a person (an evil will, an “eviled” or ill or sick liver). “Evil” can 

                                                
15 DM I.1.ad 1. 
16 (1) Granted, with a small enough fire and the right amount and kind of paper, the paper might 
put out the fire instead of feeding the flames. (2) In Aquinas’s own terminology, certain aspects 
of the burnt paper would be called “evil” in a non-judgmental, technical sense, because the paper 
is a damaged good. 
17 To take another example: An exercise may be healthy for a person, but an exercise is not the 
kind of thing that can itself be in good health. 
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also be predicated of the entire person, typically with implicit reference to the person’s 

will. In cases of physical evil in a certain organ that is referred to the whole person, we 

would say that a person is “ill.” “Evil” can also be predicated of an external influence or 

an act undertaken that is destructive to some subject (an evil drug, a bad storm, a bad 

choice). As we shall see in Chapter VI, this last kind of predication becomes important 

when considering the complex relationship between evil and suffering.  

 One other note about evil-in-relation before moving on. Take the case of two 

things crossing paths to the detriment of one of them. Here is a modified example from 

Aquinas: Although fire corrupts and, so to speak, does evil to paper, “this is accidental; 

because fire does not aim at the privation of the form of [paper], but at the bringing in of 

its own form, though by doing this it also accidentally causes the other.”18 And here is 

another example: A is a dog and B is a mushroom that is poisonous to canines. B, the 

mushroom, is not in itself a bad or evil thing.19 But it is evil to the dog; that is, a certain 

relationship between A and B is detrimental to A. In both examples, the evil at issue—in 

any of the analogical senses described above—resides in the relations between the two 

subjects, to the detriment of the terminating subject (A). And as the previous chapter 

made clear, relations reside in the things, though with reference to and (somewhat 

mysteriously) in ontological dependence upon other things. Thus, even in cases of evil 

due to intersecting lines of causality, the evil is never “floating out there” like a separate 

something.  

                                                
18 ST I.49.1.co. The original example had water instead of paper. 
19 Cf. ST I.72.1.ad 6. 
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 Section A has introduced a Thomistic understanding of evil as the privatio boni, 

which lends itself to understanding evil as a problematic state of affairs or a quasi-quality 

of a substance, one of its relations, or one of its other qualities. The section distinguished 

evils with identical or distinct terminating subjects, and noted that a privative view of evil 

also encompasses excesses and the misdirection of potent goods via the subcategory of 

privations of order. This nuanced exposition is important because, as I will later argue, 

suffering rests on (i) these tears in the fabric of being and goodness, and (ii) the human 

awareness thereof. First, however, there is still much more to tease out about the relation 

of evil to the good. 
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V.B. Corollaries of Evil’s Dependence on the Good 

In order to further elucidate Aquinas’s privative view of evil, we should now turn 

to some corollaries regarding evil’s dependence on the good. First, let us look once more 

to Augustine. The importance of this passage from the Enchiridion makes it worth 

quoting at length: 

All things that exist, therefore, seeing that the Creator of them all is 
supremely good, are themselves good. But because they are not, like their 
Creator, supremely and unchangeably good, their good may be diminished 
and increased. But for good to be diminished is an evil, although, however 
much it may be diminished, it is necessary, if the being is to continue, that 
some good should remain to constitute the being. For however small or of 
whatever kind the being may be, the good which makes it a being cannot 
be destroyed without destroying the being itself. An uncorrupted nature is 
justly held in esteem. But if, still further, it be incorruptible, it is 
undoubtedly considered of still higher value. When it is corrupted, 
however, its corruption is an evil, because it is deprived of some sort of 
good. For if it be deprived of no good, it receives no injury; but it does 
receive injury, therefore it is deprived of good. Therefore, so long as a 
being is in process of corruption, there is in it some good of which it is 
being deprived; and if a part of the being should remain which cannot be 
corrupted, this will certainly be an incorruptible being, and accordingly the 
process of corruption will result in the manifestation of this great good. 
But if it [does] not cease to be corrupted, neither can it cease to possess 
good of which corruption may deprive it. But if it should be thoroughly 
and completely consumed by corruption, there will then be no good left, 
because there will be no being. Wherefore corruption can consume the 
good only by consuming the being. Every being, therefore, is a good; a 
great good, if it can not be corrupted; a little good, if it can: but in any 
case, only the foolish or ignorant will deny that it is a good. And if it be 
wholly consumed by corruption, then the corruption itself must cease to 
exist, as there is no being left in which it can dwell.20 
 

This extended quotation from Augustine provides a formal introduction to Corollary 1.  

 

Corollary 1: Evil is parasitic on the good both ontologically and epistemologically. 

                                                
20 Augustine, Enchiridion 12, trans. Shaw. 
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Aquinas’s understanding of suffering was shaped in important ways by 

Augustine’s view that we suffer from evils that are parasitic on good things. I will later 

show how these goods include various kinds of relational goods (above all, knowing and 

loving) that should be present but are, in fact, missing or distorted. The present corollary 

is the first step towards that argument: namely, that evil is parasitic on the good both 

ontologically and epistemologically. As to the metaphysical situation: For Aquinas, there 

is an ontological priority of the good vis-à-vis evil. What harbors the deficiencies or 

corruptions are the existing beings in themselves or in their interrelations (which do not 

separately subsist but rather inhere in one or both of the relata21). And, per a classical 

metaphysics that champions the convertibility of the transcendentals, these existents are, 

qua existents, good.22 Existing goods are thus prerequisites for privations. 

 Furthermore, to categorize evils as privations of goods is also, for Aquinas, to 

assert the epistemological dependence of evil on good. As Thomas says in the Prima 

Pars, “[D]arkness is known through light. Hence also what evil is must be known from 

the nature of the good.”23 As we have already seen in previous chapters, Aquinas’s 

philosophical method itself follows this view that negative concepts can only be 

understood in the light of their logically prior, positive counterparts. At every turn, his 

works underscore the fundamentality of the good. The next two corollaries are closely 

linked to the idea of evil’s parasitism on the good: First (Corollary 2), good and evil are 

                                                
21 See Chapter IV. 
22 Cf. Jan A. Aertsen, “The Convertibility of Being and Good in St. Thomas Aquinas,” New 
Scholasticism 59 (1985): 449-470. Aertsen cites several medieval thinkers (Alexander of Hales, 
Bonaventure, and Albert the Great) who champion the idea that ens et bonum convertuntur. The 
idea is found in Aquinas’s own corpus, inter alia, in In I Sent. 8.1.3; De Ver. I.2.ob 2; De Ver. 
XXI.2; In De Hebdomadibus, lect. 3; ST I.16.3; De Pot. IX.7.ad 5. 
23 ST I.48.1.co. 
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not commensurable opposites. Second (Corollary 3), we experience and understand evil 

against a much wider backdrop of the good. 

 

Corollary 2: Good and evil are not commensurable opposites. 

 When I say that good and evil are not commensurable opposites, I mean that they 

are felt to be opposites, and there is indeed opposition there, but good and evil are not 

parallel kinds of things. The non-parallelism of good and evil is an ontological and 

epistemological issue that can be explored from many angles. 

The first half of this subsection probes further the idea that evil can never be 

foundational, ontologically or morally, even when appearances suggest otherwise. This 

idea clearly reflects the basic precept that “the privation of good [i.e., evil] is founded in 

some good.”24 But what of cases like blindness? Blindness seems to be simply bad. It 

would seem not to be founded in the good, because when one is completely blind, there is 

no sight left. Interestingly, Aquinas argues that blindness does not have its foundation in 

sight:  

[E]very privation takes away some being [some good]; and so in being [in 
good], by reason of its universality, the privation of being [the privation of 
good] has its foundation . . . ; which is not the case in privations of special 
forms, as of sight, or of whiteness and the like.25 
 

Blindness, he says, is not founded in sight even though it is a privation of sight. 

Blindness, rather, has its foundation in the eye, and more broadly, in the sentient creature. 

The eye is a good that is supposed to have a certain functionality. The eye is the subject 

that has somehow been eviled. This distinction can be made because the evil affects some 

                                                
24 ST I.11.2.ad 1. 
25 ST I.11.2.ad 1. 
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quality but with reference to a subject.26 We ultimately care about the subject that is 

deprived of the quality—if it is a quality that is desirable or even “due to” the subject—

and not about the quality as such. “The good of sight” is in a subject (a good, the eye) and 

good for the subject. Here again we see the importance of carefully parsing the different 

attributions of goodness (and evil) under discussion.  

 Now the non-parallelism of good and evil comes to the fore. For, evil is founded 

in some good. Good, however, is not founded in evil.27 Here Thomas provides the 

following analogy: A light (say, from a candle) is like an insecure good; it has the 

“potential” to be darkened. That is, the light can be obscured in some way, causing 

darkness. But darkness does not have “the potentiality to light” within itself—the subject 

of darkness (here, a candle) does. And the thing that is dark is something other than 

darkness itself.28 Like darkness, evil does not potentially contain its opposite. The fact 

that evil is founded in good but good is not founded in evil is a significant reason why 

good and evil are not commensurable opposites. 

 Furthermore, evil is never foundational in the sense of being the primary draw of 

an action. In the De Malo, Aquinas offers the following illustration from the nature of the 

primacy of the good and the (at most) derivative draw of privative non-being:  

Non-being is never desired except inasmuch as by some non-being one’s 
own being is preserved, as the sheep desires the absence of the wolf for 
the preservation of its own life, and flees from the wolf’s presence only as 
corruptive of its own life. . . . ‘[B]eing’ is desired of itself (per se) and is 
fled from by reason of something else (per accidens); but ‘non-being’ is 

                                                
26 Cf. ST I.48.3.ad 3. 
27 Cf. the end of Chapter VI for my proposal of creatio ex nihilitate mali. 
28 DM I.1.ad 9. The analogy is necessarily imprecise in that we need to posit an underlying good 
(an existing object, the candle) that can be lit or not lit. 
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fled from by reason of itself (per se) and desired by reason of something 
else (per accidens).29 
 

 The non-basicality of evil—of privative non-being—extends to moral evil as well. 

Aquinas explains time and again that evil can be chosen, but not principally: “No agent 

intends evil as principally willed, but nevertheless the evil itself subsequently becomes 

voluntary for him if for the sake of enjoying the desired good he does not avoid incurring 

the evil.”30 Aquinas thus takes a middle position between “some authors [who] have held 

that no one is voluntarily evil” and others who imply evil can be chosen for its own 

sake.31 

 Still, Aquinas does acknowledge the existence of malice. And is not malice, in its 

strongest forms, precisely that—“evil for evil’s sake”? Yes and no. For Aquinas, even in 

cases of malice, it is not evil per se that is the final goal, whether or not the person 

realizes it. Malice, he says, occurs when  

a person should wish so much to enjoy some pleasure . . . that he does not 
shrink from incurring the deformity of sin which he perceives to be 
conjoined to what he wills, [such that] not only will he be said to will that 
good he principally wills, but even that very deformity, which he 
[knowingly and voluntarily, and not because of ignorance or weakness] 
chooses to incur, to avoid being deprived of the desired good.32 
 

The person who commits an act with malice sees that some good cannot be had without a 

conjoined evil and in no way shies away from the act—in fact, the person happily 

embraces the evil.  

                                                
29 DM I.1.ad 17. 
30 DM III.12.ad 1. 
31 DM III.12.co. 
32 DM III.12.co. 
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 In the most dramatic cases of malice, of course, one may need to step away from 

the immediate data on the act itself in order to see the non-obvious, psychological reasons 

for an evil that is seemingly chosen qua evil. For instance, on deeper analysis, a person S 

who is said to act out of malice might do terrible act X because of the thrill induced by a 

warped sensation of power. An analysis such as this captures the common thought that S 

is directly motivated to do evil X, and not for the sake of some clearly associated good. It 

is one thing (e.g.) to kill someone wrongfully in order to seize her land; the act is very 

evil, but a normal mind can at least understand it. It is quite another thing to kill someone 

seemingly for killing’s sake—the vilest of reasons, precisely because it seems to admit of 

no further reason at all. However, a compelling psychological analysis could still 

plausibly show that the perpetrator of the latter act in fact unwittingly aims at an apparent 

good—a warped psychological good that could only be had via committing a terrible act 

for what one believes to be no further reason at all. This warped psychological good 

might be a sense of power, self-worth, fame, or freedom-from-constraint33 that the 

perpetrator does not think can be had some other way, a feeling that would be diminished 

if the perpetrator had another, non-psychological reason for the murder. This analysis of 

“evil seemingly for evil’s sake, which is actually for the sake of some warped 

psychological good” is all the more compelling because it leaves open the dual, non-

exclusive possibilities of moral fault and psychotic illness in cases of moral horrors. 
                                                
33 Negative freedom (freedom from constraint) is sometimes an entirely wholesome desire; many 
of Christ’s promises have to do with setting us free (e.g., from slavery, other forms of earthly 
oppression, sin, and death). However, an intense desire to be free from all moral or relational 
constraints—to be accountable to nothing and no one—is a trap based on a misunderstanding of 
the good. Satan’s fall is a paradigmatic case of a warped desire for freedom from all constraints, 
against one’s own good; even the prospect of eternal bliss was not enough to overcome that 
misplaced desire in his heart. For a less weighty example, cf. also Aquinas’s comment in my next 
paragraph about stealing for the sake of the thrill obtained by acting “in an uninhibited way.” 
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 So, for Thomas, not even in cases of malice does one go for evil per se as the final 

goal. Thomas takes this line when subtly revising Augustine’s interpretation of the 

famous episode of the pears: 

[I]t must be noted that when Augustine says he loved the iniquity itself 
and not the pears he was stealing, this is not to be understood as if the 
iniquity itself or the deformity of fault can be willed primarily and of itself 
(per se); but rather the thing willed primarily and of itself was either to act 
in accordance with the wishes of others or to have [the] experience of 
something or to act in an uninhibited way or something of the sort.34 

 
According to Thomas, then, the young Augustine did not desire the pears nor the iniquity 

itself, but rather what that bad act got him psychologically. While Thomas is not typically 

thought of as a psychologist in the modern sense, such passages reveal an astute 

awareness of the human psyche and its motivations. And although Augustine’s theft may 

seem rather trivial, a similar analysis can be made—as outlined above—for grave acts of 

“evil seemingly for evil’s sake.”  Once again we see that a properly Thomistic account of 

evil is by no means psychologically simplistic; nor is it dismissive of the concrete 

experience of evil.35  

 The case of malice underscores the point that evil is never the ultimate draw; in 

this sense, as well, evil does not exist apart from the good; rather, it piggybacks on 

                                                
34 DM III.12, reply to the second sed contra. Referring to Augustine, Confessions II, c. 6, n. 12 
(PL 32, 680; CSEL 33, 38). 
35 This comment responds to the concerns of Schillebeeckx, who (along with certain other 
contemporary theologians and philosophers) “expresses impatience with a tendency in the 
tradition to argue away the real horror of evil by defining it as ‘nothing’ or ‘non-being.’ He calls 
this an ‘escape hatch,’ and emphasizes the very concrete forms of evil in sufferings such as 
hunger and poverty. [These evils are real, and] God is the concrete ‘no,’ the pure force of ‘anti-
evil’” (Kathleen McManus, O.P., “Suffering in the Theology of Edward Schillebeeckx,” 
Theological Studies 60 [1999], 482, fn. 11; and quoting Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An 
Experiment in Christology, 178). 
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fallibly good things and acts.36 In contrast, good (good existents, good acts) certainly can 

exist apart from evil, with respect to things both corruptible and incorruptible. Goods that 

are a mix of potency and act can be corrupted. But evil cannot inhere at all in a good that 

is pure act (viz., God).37 In either case, as Oesterle explains, “good can exist apart from 

evil and hence have independent existence, whereas it is not possible for evil to have 

existence apart from good.”38 

 The preceding paragraphs have analyzed some ways in which good and evil are 

not commensurable opposites. As strange as it sounds, one might be inclined at this point 

to ask: Can evil be considered a contrary of the good at all? Aquinas’s answer is that 

good and evil are true contraries only when some good remains in keeping with the 

nature of the good.39 For instance, a gradual loss of being like sickness or partial 

blindness can be called a contrary because it “still retain[s] something of that which is 

being lost,” i.e., “something of the good [of health in the body or sight in the eye] 

remains.”40 Otherwise, he says, it is better to speak of possession versus privation of a 

quality, because the two have nothing in common to bind them together. This is the case 

when there is a total, “actual loss of being” as in death or complete blindness. Here, “one 

is in conformity with nature and the other [is] a departure from nature.”41 So, technically 

speaking, Aquinas would say that good and evil are sometimes contraries in a thing, and 

other times evil is a simple privation. 
                                                
36 Cf. John Oesterle, xii-xiii. 
37 John Oesterle, xiii. 
38 John Oesterle, xiii. 
39 Aquinas qualifies: “However, Aristotle frequently uses the name ‘contrary’ for privation 
because he himself says that privation is in a certain way a contrary, and that the first contrariety 
is privation and form” (DM I.1.ad 5). 
40 DM I.1.ad 2. 
41 DM I.1.ad 2. 
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When we apply the previous point to the moral realm, two interesting caveats 

emerge. First, Aquinas says that moral evil—in contrast with other types of evil—can 

more properly be called contrary to the good. This is because 

moral acts depend on the will, and the object of the will is good and evil. 
But every act is denominated and receives its species from its object. So 
accordingly, the act of the will, inasmuch as it turns to evil, receives the 
nature and name of evil; and this evil is properly contrary to good.42 
 

To take just one example, murder clearly has bad effects, but it is also called evil for a 

reason that goes beyond these: because it derives from the human will making an active 

choice counter to the true good.43 This is true even though the will aims at an apparent 

good when choosing an evil outcome or an evil means. It is much debated how exactly 

one ever chooses against the higher good or the wiser path even when one’s gut or 

intellect knows better. But the fact that one can and at times does choose contrary to what 

one knows to be the wiser path is a pillar of Christian belief as well as a broad swathe of 

philosophical and popular thinking. 

There is something more than privation going on in the case of a moral failing, in 

other words. Moral evil is contrary to the good in a special way. Here evil is somehow 

“something affirmed in a positive way, inasmuch as the very act of the will is 

denominated evil from what is willed.” Yet even here, “evil itself cannot be willed except 

under the aspect of good.”44 Like good and evil more generally, good and evil free will 

acts are not commensurable opposites. 

                                                
42 DM I.1.ad 4. 
43 The damage in morally evil acts is two-fold: the damage to the will itself, and (in typical cases) 
the generation of bad intended and unintended effects outside of the will. In other words, the 
originating subject of the evil act (the moral agent) is also ipso facto “eviled” by the act. 
44 DM I.1.ad 12. 
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The second caveat concerns indifferent acts. Aquinas believes that there are 

inconsequential (“indifferent”) acts done by human beings that are neither good nor 

evil—at least not in a moral sense. This category of acts is meant to be very restricted, 

reserved for acts like reflexively swatting away a fly or scratching one’s beard. Aquinas 

calls these acts “intermediate between evil and good.”45 Let us grant ex hypothesi that 

morally “indifferent” acts do indeed exist, although I hesitate on this point. The presence 

of this third category of acts, however small, would then seem to imply that good and evil 

cannot be considered binary opposites in the typical sense. Nor would good and evil be 

contraries like black and white, where an intermediate would be some shade of grey, a 

mix of both contraries. For indifferent acts are a third category, not an admixture of moral 

good and moral evil. 

This caveat might seem problematic for the main premise that everything that is 

not “eviled” is good. However, I believe the solution lies in distinguishing the kinds of 

good in play. Indifferent acts are done by human beings but do not rise to the level of 

rational assessment and appetition. To the extent that we can have any purely animal 

reactions that in no way call for the discernment of our higher faculties,46 we can say that 

these reactions just are what they are—good ontologically, with no moral content. In 

other words, in the final analysis, indifferent acts are not really a third moral category, so 

they do not undermine the view that all moral acts are either good or eviled goods. Nor 

do they tell against the non-parallelism of good and evil. 

                                                
45 DM I.1.ad 7. 
46 Not listening to such a call would be an entirely different story. 
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I began Section B with Corollary 1, that “evil is parasitic on the good both 

ontologically and epistemologically.” That corollary underscored the ontological 

fundamentality of the good and showed that negative concepts can only be understood in 

the light of their ontologically prior, positive counterparts. Corollary 2 treated the 

incommensurability of good and evil in more depth. In particular, I highlighted the idea 

that evil is always founded in good (ontologically and morally), but not vice versa. We 

will return to the lack of parallelism between good and evil in Section D on “the 

obscurity of evil.” Now to Corollary 3, which is worth treating as a separate corollary 

because of the importance of the accompanying psychological phenomenon. 

 

Corollary 3: We experience and understand evil against a much wider backdrop of 

the good. 

The third corollary to this chapter’s privation theory of evil is that we experience 

and understand evil against a much wider backdrop of the good. This backdrop is so vast, 

in fact, that we can call it “the panoramic backdrop of the good.” We take this panoramic 

backdrop of the good for granted in our thinking and acting, in general and in relation to 

evil.47 We take it for granted in two senses: It is a sort of necessary first principle for 

thought and action, whether or not we are cognitively and emotionally aware of it. And 

we also often take it for granted in the sense of vastly under-appreciating the plethora of 

interwoven, existing goods. Here I do not mean to diminish in any way the horrific and 

heart-wrenching suffering that some endure, the kind that can psychologically overwhelm 

a victim or even a witness, making life itself seem tragic or futile. Affirming the awful 

                                                
47 Knasas adverts to this backdrop of the good in various ways in The Cry of Rachel. 



 

 
 
 
 

215 

depths of suffering is compatible, however, with saying that it is extremely easy to ignore 

all the things that are good and “go right” in the world—in the human cosmos and well 

beyond. (Consider for a moment the billions of things that need to “go right” even for our 

own bodies to basically function on a daily basis; and consider how easily, on any given 

day, one small misstep or one tiny internal change could mean certain death. From this 

shifted perspective, it is awe-inspiring that a human being ever makes it through to see 

the morrow.) Perhaps one reason why ritualized practices of gratitude are found not only 

in Christianity but also in traditional religions across the world is to cultivate an 

awareness of this panoramic backdrop of the good. For, we are (for survival reasons) 

psychologically primed to focus on problems that arise in our lives. Furthermore, this 

panoramic backdrop of the good is so vast and deep that we can see only a tiny portion 

thereof even when we really try. This corollary highlights another facet of evil’s 

dependence on the good. 

 

Corollary 4: Good and God are causes of evil, but not in the conventional sense. 

Evil’s dependence on the good also raises the question of whether (and how) God 

and the good cause evil. Question 49 of the Prima Pars explores the relationship of evil 

with the good and with God, and thus is a convenient way to summarize Aquinas’s 

position on the topics.  

Article 1 explains that good is the cause of evil in certain senses but not in others. 

Evil needs some kind of cause, since the failure of a proper disposition can only come 

from some other force or impediment. Furthermore, something can only be a cause if it 

has being, and every being, as a being, is good. So only something good can be a cause, 
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even in the case of evil. Existent goods are the material causes as well as the indirect or 

“accidental” agent causes of evil. Goods are not, however, the final, formal, or proper 

agential causes of evil.48 

Article 2 goes on to argue that God, the supreme good, wills certain types of 

degeneration in natural and voluntary things. That is, Aquinas says God is the cause of 

warranted penal evil and of some natural evil. First, God intends the good of the order of 

the universe overall, which requires cycles of production and corruption of forms; God 

created an interrelated cosmos such that the existence or growth of certain forms causes 

the corruption of others. Secondly, God can will penal evils for fallen humanity in 

keeping with the order of justice.49 

The second article cautions, however, that God is not the cause of the evil of 

“fault,” moral or otherwise, that stems from a defective action or agent. For God is most 

perfect and without any defect. In these matters, God is the non-deficient first cause of 

the being and perfection of the action that takes place in the created agent (the deficient 

secondary cause), but not of the created agent’s defect.50 In the De Malo, Thomas offers 

the following retelling of Augustine’s analogy: 

The movement of the leg is caused by the motive power of the animal that 
moves the leg, but the limp does not come from the leg according as it is 
moved by the motive power but according as it is defective in receiving 
the influx of the motive power by reason of its own defect; and therefore 

                                                
48 For more, see Chapter V.D.3 (on evil’s deficient causality with respect to the four causes).  
49 The question of penal evils and their orientation toward the good (by bringing the cosmos back 
into line with the order of justice) is a complicated one. See Knasas, Aquinas and the Cry of 
Rachel, 94ff, for the views of Knasas, Journet, and Patrick Lee on this topic.  
50 Cf. ST II-II.6.2.ad 2: “The deformity of an act is essential to the act’s species, considered as a 
moral act, as stated above (I.48.1 ad 2; I-II.18.5): for an act is said to be deformed through being 
deprived of an intrinsic form, viz. the due commensuration of the act’s circumstances. Hence we 
cannot say that God is the cause of a deformed act, for He is not the cause of its deformity, 
though He is the cause of the act as such.” 
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the limp is not caused by the motive power. Similarly, then, sin is caused 
by the free will according as it turns away from God. Hence it does not 
follow that God is the cause of sin, although He is the cause of free will.51 
 

The motive power that moves the leg is analogous to grace or divine causation in the 

good of free will. The limp is analogous to the defect of sin. And a limping action is 

analogous to a damaged moral act. The active power is from God, but not the defective 

component. Much more discussion could be had about how God can be the cause of the 

active element (a good) but not the moral defect. At this point, however, I can only note 

Thomas’s argument that the two must come apart, because God could not possibly be the 

cause of the moral defect. For, it would be against God’s nature to cause sin either by 

sinning or by causing another to sin: By nature, God cannot fail in seeking the good. And 

“the nature of fault consists” in turning away from the ultimate good, which is God.52 But 

it is impossible that God would cause anything to turn away from Godself. Moreover, the 

witness of scripture and tradition is clear that God hates sin, so God could not be the 

author of sin.53 

In sum, evil’s dependence on the good generates the corollaries that evil is 

ontologically and epistemologically parasitic on the good; that good and evil are an 

unevenly matched pair; and that the good is in fact a panoramic backdrop on which evils 

stand out as salient anomalies. Lastly, evil’s dependence on the good implies that good 

and God do indeed “cause evil” in certain senses of the words “cause” and “evil,” but 

                                                
51 DM III.1.ad 4 (Oesterle, 106), paraphrasing Augustine, On Man’s Perfection in Righteousness 
ch. 2 (PL 44, 294; CSEL 42,5). 
52 DM III.1.co. (Oesterle, 104-105). 
53 As argued in the sed contras of the same article. 
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(aside from natural degeneration and penal judgments that maintain the order of the 

universe) not in the colloquial senses.  
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V.C. Qualifications. 

It is important to set forth certain qualifications and cautions regarding the basic 

position of “evil as lack.” First, evil is not an illusion; it does “exist,” in a certain sense of 

the word. Second, evil is powerful, albeit parasitically. Third, not all lacks are evils. And 

fourth, the intrinsic limitedness of creation is not an evil. The following subsections on 

these points proceed with an eye toward addressing cognitive and affective concerns that 

often arise in discussions of suffering. 

 

1. Evil is not an illusion: how it “exists.” 

For Thomas, evil is no illusion; it certainly exists, and not just in our minds. In 

what way this is true, however, must be carefully distinguished and warrants discussion 

beyond what has already been said above. For, any view that seems to downplay the 

reality of evil falls flat when one is faced with actual, existential concerns about 

suffering. Thomist Herbert McCabe makes a similar point when he says, a bit 

humorously:  

If I jump out of a plane and discover that I have not got a parachute, it is 
no comfort at all to be told that the absence of a parachute is not a real 
thing at all. When we say, “That man has not got a beard”, we cannot ask, 
“Which beard has he not got?”, for there is no such thing as the beard he 
has not got, and yet his beardlessness is a perfectly real condition.54 
 

 Is evil merely a conceptual being? Is it merely a being of reason, “i.e., a being that 

exists only in the mind,” as opposed to a natural or moral entity? This is one of the 

objections in the first article of the De Malo.55 And from a quick glance at Aquinas’s 

                                                
54 Herbert McCabe, Faith within Reason, 86. 
55 De Malo I.1.ob 20. 
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reply, it might seem that he denies the existence of (and thus, the importance of) evil 

altogether. For he says that “evil is a being in the mind and not in reality[;] . . . in the 

intellect it is a thing, but not in reality.”56 

 Thomas does not stop there, however. The intellect, he explains, treats evils as 

things of their own—as beings. However, he says, evils are actually in things, and in 

things specifically as privations.57 Thomas might say, then, that evils are not “real” 

things, but he means this in the technical sense of “real,” from the Latin res; in other 

words, evils are not particular beings nor proper qualities within beings. We must, then, 

disambiguate the everyday and technical senses of evil as real or not. The confusion with 

the everyday sense of evil’s reality and Thomas’s insistence that evil is no positive thing 

arises from the difference in how we treat evil in our minds versus how (not whether) it 

exists outside of our minds. 

 How, then, should we understand evil’s existence? Consider the following 

extended explanation of evil’s esse in the Prima Pars: 

As the Philosopher says (Metaph. v, text 14), being is twofold. In one way 
it is considered as signifying the entity of a thing, as divisible by the ten 
“predicaments”; and in that sense it is convertible with [the] thing, and 
thus no privation is a being, and neither therefore is evil a being. In 
another sense being conveys the truth of a proposition which unites 
together subject and attribute by a copula, notified by this word “is”; and 
in this sense being is what answers to the question, “Does it exist?” and 
thus we speak of blindness as being in the eye; or of any other privation. 
In this way even evil can be called a being. Through ignorance of this 
distinction some, considering that things may be evil, or that evil is said to 
be in things, believed that evil was a positive thing in itself.58 
 

                                                
56 DM I.1.ad 20. 
57 DM I.1.ad 20. 
58 ST I.48.2.ad 2. 
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Evil, in other words, is without having being or being a being of its own. It exists without 

being an existent. McCabe’s phrase “a perfectly real condition” gives us a clue as to how 

this could be the case. 

 First of all, “evil is distant both from simple being and from simple ‘not-being,’ 

[since] it is neither a habit nor a pure negation, but a privation.”59 Clearly, at the least, 

evil is ontologically distinct from being and conceptually distinct from simple non-being. 

Privation indicates something more, though. Evil, through its parasitism on the good, 

does something in the world and not just in our understanding. Evil has real, ontological 

effects. It alters, damages, or distorts the metaphysical map of reality in some way. It is 

not just the initial evil, of course, that we notice; there are myriad secondary effects that 

follow on the initial loss or corruption. And of course, the human person worries not only 

about the evil that is, but also the evil that might be, further compounding the evils of 

suffering. Because of the extent to which evils can reconfigure the shape of reality, evils 

can seem like concrete beings. This sense is compounded by the fact that, in the intellect, 

we cannot help but treat evil as a thing. So, while evil cannot be said to positively exist in 

the everyday sense of the word, the fact of privations makes a difference in reality. The 

state of affairs is different than it should be—whether for a single being or for the 

relational balance within some larger whole; and this we call evil. Evils really exist (in 

the everyday sense)—not as ontologically separate beings, but as losses to individual 

beings, problematic states of affairs, clashes between two goods, faulty actions, and so 

on.  

                                                
59 ST I.48.2.ad 1. 
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 Second, what we call “evil,” some problem at hand, is often actually the 

combination of a privation and a positively existing element. (Here “positively existing” 

means existing in the normal sense; it does not mean that the arrangement is fortuitous 

for the beings involved.) In such cases it is useful to speak of evil as a corruption or 

distortion of the good. Sin, for instance, is not a “pure privation.”60 It is an inordinateness 

of act, typically taking the form of a distortion of a good act.61 Something similar can 

apply to physical ailments and original sin: 

As bodily sickness is partly a privation, in so far as it denotes the 
destruction of the equilibrium of health, and partly something positive, 
viz. the very humors that are inordinately disposed, so too original sin 
denotes the privation of original justice, and besides this, the inordinate 
disposition of the parts of the soul. Consequently it is not a pure privation, 
but a corrupt habit.62 
 

In these cases, the body or soul are deprived of something, and at the same time the 

inordinate dispositions of body or soul involve too much of certain elements at the 

expense of others. The consequence is a distorted state of affairs in a given being or in the 

metaphysical map of reality more broadly.63 Aquinas clearly understands the importance 

of balance within the whole—whether the “whole” in question is an individual human 

being or that person in relation to the world. Thomas’s holistic, highly relational vision of 

reality once again shines through, this time with respect to his nuanced position on evil. 

 Third, what we call “evil” in the will also has a positively existing element. This 

is the case in habitual or actual sin (i.e., vice or discrete instances of sin). For, explains 
                                                
60 ST I-II.73.2.ad 2. 
61 ST I-II.82.1.ad 2. See the subsection earlier in this chapter on privations of order and evils of 
excess. 
62 ST I-II.82.1.ad 1. 
63 Aquinas does not consider cases of evils that are part of the natural cycle of generation and 
corruption to be problematic. They are a necessary part of a contingent, material creation. Thus 
such evils do harm to a given being, but they do not damage or distort the overall map of reality. 
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Aquinas, moral “deformity denotes not only privation of a due form, but also [the 

presence of] a contrary disposition.”64 On this conception of sin, the contrary disposition 

that is present is again a matter of too much of something rather than too little—in this 

case, an inordinate desire for some perceived good, akin (in a limited sense) to the 

imbalance of the humors described above. So while Aquinas says as a general matter that 

evil (qua pure privation) does not exist as a separate entity outside of the understanding 

(the intellect), in cases of sin, the inordinateness of the will’s contrary disposition is 

something of an exception. 

 

2. Evil is powerful, albeit parasitically. 

Evil not only exists, it is powerful. But where does this power come from? “Evil 

is generative,” says Thomas, “not inasmuch as it is evil, but inasmuch as it retains 

something of the good.”65 That is, a good thing that is somehow eviled (naturally or 

morally, from within or without) remains generative because of the goodness, the being, 

it still has. Alternatively, in the case of B’s being a non-moral evil in relation to A (i.e, by 

a simple crossing of paths that is unfavorable to the latter), B is a generative good that 

happens to negatively affect A. And in the case of B effecting a moral evil that has an 

impact on A (i.e., by a bad choice of the will), B’s bad act is bad insofar as it turns away 

from the good in some regard, but it is generative only because of what it retains of 

goodness, of the typical metaphysics of potency and act. In such a case, B harnesses the 

power of her fundamentally good faculties but misdirects them. “For,” Thomas explains, 

                                                
64 ST II-II.6.2.ad 2. 
65 DM I.1.ad 16. Emphasis added. 
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“the substance of the act, or the affection of the agent could not remain, unless something 

remained of the order of reason.”66 

 Thus Thomas can affirm that evil is a corruption and does not have causal power 

of its own: “Evil taken abstractly . . . is said to corrupt, not indeed actively but formally, 

namely inasmuch as it is the corruption itself of good.”67 There are two ways in which 

evil can be a corruption. First, a thing can be passively corrupt in the sense of defective:68 

[T]hat which is evil [to the inhering subject itself] . . . corrupts  . . . not by 
acting but by dis-acting, i.e., by failing to act, by reason of a deficiency of 
active power, as for example defective seed generates defectively and 
produces a monstrosity, which is a corruption of the natural order.69 
 

Second, if it is evil “in relation to another,” it actively corrupts: “But that which is not 

simply and in itself evil [i.e., evil to itself, the inhering subject], by its active power 

brings about complete corruption, not simply but of some one [other] thing [e.g., as fire 

corrupts paper].”70 In the latter case, though, recall that the corrupter’s power is not evil 

per se. For, fire is supposed to have “the form of fire,” which generates more fire. The 

fact that it corrupts paper “is an adjunct of this form.”71 Fire’s corruption of paper, in 

other words, is incidental to its proper action.72 

 Seen in the light of Aquinas’s privative view of evil, our psychological experience 

of the power of evil admits of a two-part explanation: First, the power of an evil greatly 

depends on the power of the good it is associated with. The more powerful the good, the 

                                                
66 ST I-II.73.2.co. 
67 DM I.1.ad 8.  
68 See V.A. for related discussion of Thomas’s special use of the term “evil simply.” 
69 DM I.1.ad 8.  
70 DM I.1.ad 8. 
71 DM I.1.ad 9.  
72 For the sake of argument, take this example in terms of common experience, leaving aside 
technical discussions in contemporary physics. 
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worse the results its corruption can engender. Take the simple case first described in 

Corollary 4: “[W]hatever motion there is in lameness comes from the power of walking 

[a good], but the motion’s lack of straightness and uniformity comes from [e.g.] the 

crookedness of the leg bone.”73 Now consider some examples of relative power: A lion 

has great strength, and thus can do much damage. A human being or fallen angel all the 

more so. In all these cases, it is the good that gives the power to the actors under 

consideration. 

 There is a second component to the psychological experience of evil’s great 

power: Sometimes the good is a great good that can be damaged more or less 

dramatically, such that we can witness degrees to the evil at hand. We tend to notice as a 

“powerful evil” one that deviates strongly from a given good’s normal state. In one case, 

say, we see a page torn out of a mediocre book; in another, we see a page torn out of a 

wonderful book; in yet another case, we see the entire wonderful book go up in flames. 

The last situation manifests a more powerful evil than the other two because of the extent 

of the good once present (compared to case 1) and the extent of the damage incurred 

(compared to case 2). Notice that, on both counts, the seeming power of evil here is 

parasitically dependent on the extent of the good that was there in the first place.74  

                                                
73 DM I.1.ad 9.   
74 Thomas does not directly treat the psychological phenomenon just described, but in ST I-II.73.2 
co., he does flag the way in which partial evils admit of more or less: “[N]o privation, [considered 
simply,] admits of more or less. . . . Yet, if we consider the matter carefully, we shall see that 
there are two kinds of privation. For there is a simple and pure privation, which consists, so to 
speak, in ‘being’ corrupted; thus death is privation of life. . . . Such like privations do not admit of 
more or less, because nothing remains of the opposite habit; hence a man is not less dead on the 
first day after his death, or on the third or fourth days, than after a year, when his corpse is 
already dissolved. . . . There is, however, another privation which is not simple, but retains 
something of the opposite habit; it consists in ‘becoming’ corrupted rather than in ‘being’ 
corrupted, like sickness which is a privation of the due commensuration of the humors, yet so that 



 

 
 
 
 

226 

 

3. Not all lacks are evils. 

 All evils are lacks, but not all lacks are evils. (Thence the use of the more 

restricted term “privation”). 

(a) First, a logical subpoint: As Aquinas points out, if all lacks were evils, 

everything would be evil (in a non-moral sense). Everything that admits of a contrary 

would be not-good: Red would be bad for not being green, and green for not being red. 

And all created beings would be inherently evil (“eviled”), for they all lack what 

distinguishes others from themselves, qua species or qua individuals: A donkey would be 

pitiable for having no fins, and a dolphin for having no legs. Jane would be pitiable for 

not being John, and John for not being Jane. 

It might seem obvious that such lacks are not evils, but there are significant 

implications when it comes to considering what human flourishing should look like. A 

certain (perhaps small but important) subset of human suffering derives from a 

misapprehension of what goods we should aim for, and what a more perfect world would 

look like. The examples above help us to see that God revels in a creation of harmonious 

difference, not utter uniformity: the donkey does not have some of the dolphin’s 

perfections, and vice versa, but they are both good. Analyses of the sources of certain 

experiences of suffering will be more perspicuous if they take this logical point into 

account. 
                                                                                                                                            
something remains of that commensuration, else the animal would cease to live: and the same 
applies to deformity and the like. Such privations admit of more or less on the part of what 
remains or the contrary habit. For it matters much in sickness or deformity, whether one departs 
more or less from the due commensuration of humors or members. The same applies to vices and 
sins: because in them the privation of the due commensuration of reason is such as not to destroy 
the order of reason altogether; else evil, if total, destroys itself, as stated in Ethic. iv, 5.” 
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 (b) Second, a linguistic point. Note that “a privation can be designated by an 

affirmative term.”75 The term “blind,” for instance, is opposed to “not blind,” masking 

the privative character of the first rather than the second. While confusion is unlikely in 

this simple case, the underlying point is worth keeping in mind because (wittingly or not) 

verbal gymnastics can lead one astray when more complex matters are at hand. In other 

words, the risk of using affirmative terms for privations is that what is good may be 

coded as bad, and what is bad verbally masked as good. 

 (c) Third, within a specific being, there are at least three ways in which a lack is 

not necessarily an evil. We see the first two in the Summa when Aquinas discusses proper 

and improper uses of the term privation. People use the word “privation,” he says, in 

many ways: 

[They use it] in one way when a thing has not what naturally belongs to 
another, even though it is not of its own nature to have it; as, for instance, 
if a stone be called a dead thing, as wanting life, which naturally belongs 
to some other things. In another sense, privation is so called when 
something has not what naturally belongs to some members of its genus; 
as for instance when a mole is called blind. In a third sense privation 
means the absence of what something ought to have; in which sense, 
privation imports an imperfection.76 
 

Clearly the first two senses are lacks but not privations in the strict sense. No one worries 

that a rock is “deprived” of the life that a lion possesses. No one worries that a snake is 

“deprived” of the legs possessed by its cousin the alligator. But it is a problem (at the 

least for the subjects in question) if a lion lies lifeless or an alligator lacks legs. Only the 

third sense of deprivation implies evil. This last is the technical standard for the term 

“privation,” the “proper” usage of the term. Properly speaking, then, privation and evil 

                                                
75 DM I.1.ad 15. 
76 ST I.33.4.ad 2. 
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are relative designations, since what is harmful for one type of being may not be harmful 

for another.77 

 Aquinas thinks, of course, that what beings are due is a function of their being 

designed by God with specific natures and for particular purposes. While God does not 

owe anything to creation, God in God’s goodness would not do less than create 

everything with reasons in mind and (for living things) the faculties needed to accomplish 

the purposes God has set forth for the species and particular instantiations thereof. (From 

our perspective, of course, claims of what is due to a thing can seem a bit tautological, as 

we know what a species is meant to have and do mainly by looking at what actually 

existing individuals do in fact typically have and do that makes for their flourishing, and 

vice versa. But this is an epistemological issue, not a metaphysical one.) If a good is due 

to a thing, its absence is an evil. If a good is not due to a thing, its absence is not evil. 

  There is yet another way in which lack and even imperfection may not imply 

evil: Consonant with other parts of Aquinas’s corpus, we should register a fourth 

category of “lacks” for the non-evil lacks of perfection found in immature living beings. 

Aquinas says (without moral judgment) that a child is definitionally “imperfect,” in virtue 

of her latent human potentialities. This would be true even if she were on a perfect 

trajectory toward full human flourishing.78 

 (d) Fourth, with an eye toward certain psychological phenomena, we should note 

that non-privative limitations sometimes distract us from the actual source of evil in a 
                                                
77 This conclusion should not be taken as implying that moral evil is fundamentally relative. If 
there were another morally accountable, physical species on earth besides human beings, 
presumably there would be significant overlap (and non-arbitrary variation) in the material 
manifestations of the basic, abstract moral principles that make for right relations with God, one’s 
same-kind neighbors, and the rest of the interrelated creation. 
78 Cf. ST I.99.1.co. 
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problematic state of affairs. In fact, this is one of the ways in which a root evil and an 

attendant suffering can come apart. Here I have in mind both temporal finitude and other 

kinds of limitedness (qualitative or quantitative). 

 To illustrate the point, let us take an example of a qualitative limitation that is not 

evil but causes suffering: Jack, a human person, does not have wings and cannot fly. This 

is a qualitative limitation of a kind not due to him and therefore this absence and 

concomitant inability cannot be called evils on Aquinas’s terms. Could one argue, 

however, that Jack suffers from his winglessness? In one way, he might be said to suffer 

“due to” his winglessness any time flying would lend him some advantage (or would be 

imagined to do so). A reinterpretation of the situation that better matches reality, I would 

argue, would be that in such cases, if Jack suffers, the root evil is located in some other 

aspect of the state of affairs and not in his lack of wings. The evil that makes Jack wish 

for wings might be a privation in the subject (a bum knee that eliminates the option of 

running), a clash of interrelated contingent realities (an impending hurricane), or 

externally derived moral harms (a troubled family dynamic). 

 In another way, Jack might improperly and secondarily be said to suffer from his 

lack of wings if he incorrectly attributes his primary suffering to his winglessness. This 

secondary suffering is possible because of the meta-level processing that is characteristic 

of personal beings; when the subjective assessment does not align with the underlying 

objective situation, the hylomorphic, personal being may suffer both from the real cause 

and from the presence of the misperceived cause. If Jack locates his problem in his 

winglessness instead of his inescapable family troubles, then thoughts of his (real) 

winglessness do in fact trigger suffering for him, even if the sorrow is misplaced. Notice, 
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however, that it is not Jack’s winglessness per se, but his winglessness in conjunction 

with a mistaken belief about the role of winglessness in his problems that causes the 

secondary suffering. 

To take it one step further: even in the absence of a different, external source of 

suffering, Jack might be said to suffer from his winglessness if he has misplaced 

expectations about the natural limits of human creaturehood. In such a case, the root evil 

causing Jack’s sorrow would not be winglessness but a miscalibration in the cognitive or 

volitional dimension of the human person—perhaps a logical misstep, a flaw in the 

inherited cultural wisdom, or an undue desire for things beyond our God-given gifts as a 

species. 

Finally, at the limit, such thinking can unwittingly amount to sorrow that we are 

limited creatures at all. Sorrow at the world’s fallenness and our limited ability to help 

restore it is entirely valid. But it is not an evil that we are not God—limitless perfections 

are in no way owed to us, nor should we consider them a prerequisite of happiness. We 

need to guard against philosophical thought that subtly nudges us in the direction of 

bemoaning creatureliness per se.  

In sum, Jack (1) does not actually suffer from his winglessness simply because it 

limits him, or (2) he does but only secondarily and improperly, due to (a) a misattribution 

of causes, or (b) misplaced expectations about what makes for human flourishing. While 

few would actually argue that we suffer from not having wings, the example provides a 

helpful model for parsing more subtle cases that do often arise. 

Two asides are perhaps in order. First, using one’s imagination to develop 

technologies that expand human possibilities is an exciting thing (and itself a God-given 
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gift). The lack of such technologies, however, is not automatically an evil. Aviation is a 

brilliant achievement, and personal wing-attachments would be even more so, but 

prelapsarian Adam and Eve had no legitimate cause for sorrow simply because flight was 

not an option. It would, in fact, have been an act of greed, ingratitude, or 

miscomprehension for them to bemoan their lack of wings. Even after the Fall and the 

development of complex civilizations, if human wings or aviation at times seems not just 

beneficial (adding to created goodness) but actually necessary to avoid or ameliorate evil, 

it is only because (a) a complex web of other things (in the world or in our 

understanding) is not as it should be; or (b), the culture has become so dependent on the 

technology that it has become like an outboard part of our nature, without which one 

would have trouble successfully navigating life in that society. (Interestingly, in the latter 

case, even though the technology and its creation are considered as goods, there is also a 

sense in which the host culture has upped the ante on themselves as far as the material 

requirements of earthly eudaimonia.) Those who philosophize about suffering should also 

take heed, lest they implicitly assume that the happy life materially requires—for other 

times and places—at least the technologies, opportunities, and options accessible to the 

middle class of their own societies. (More on this later.) 

Second, I noted above that unwarranted expectations and the misattribution of 

causes can lead to (additional) suffering. When such factors are in play, the problem 

stems from a malformed understanding (generally or with respect to the specific 

situation), undue desires, or a combination of the two. However, it goes without saying 

that sorrow stemming from the limitedness of contingent creation is not always the result 

of some undue desire, irrationality, or even a simple lack of knowledge. Temporal 
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finitude—and death in particular—stands out here as the most salient cause of sorrow in 

this category. Take the case of two presumably non-moral creatures. A dog can be sad (in 

some way analogous to human sadness, at least performatively) when a companion dog 

dies, even if the latter lived a long and happy life.79 This is the case even though death is 

a natural part of the script of being a dog. Death is an evil to the one who dies, but also to 

all the related beings that depended upon or cared about the deceased. The remaining 

dog’s sadness is thus a natural reaction.80 If this is true for creatures for whom temporal 

finitude is simply “part of the script,” it is all the more so for human creatures who have a 

sense that they and their loved ones were not meant for death—and rightly so, in that 

death was not part of God’s original intention for humanity.81 

Temporal finitude of other kinds can also cause human sorrow, and the 

appropriateness of the reaction will vary by case.82 Many relevant real-world cases 

involve a complex mix of appropriate sorrow at a loss, misattribution of causes, 

misplaced expectations, a lack of vision as to the balanced goodness of the composite 

whole or the new goods that are arising, and so on. This is sometimes the case, for 

instance, when one is sorrowful about a change in one’s culture or in one’s own family.  

                                                
79 While I here abstain from such debates, Aquinas would not predicate “true sadness” of a dog. 
Cf. ST I.21.4.co: “Misery,” he says, “is opposed to happiness.” So “[n]ot every defect . . . can 
properly be called a misery; but only defect in a rational nature whose lot is to be happy.” 
80 For one philosophical perspective on the limits of appropriate sorrow at the loss of a loved one 
apart from the data of revelation, see Knasas, Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel, 2-4, 15, 41-44, 286-
91. 
81 But see Augustine’s Confessions and Gregory the Great’s The Book of Pastoral Rule for 
patristic arguments in favor of tempering human mourning as well as sorrow at one’s own earthly 
trials given that God’s plans supersede and extend beyond earthly eudaimonia. 
82 Human suffering goes beyond the affective state of sorrow, but sorrow serves as an indicator of 
suffering. 
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 This subsection explored the ways in which not all lacks (in fact, far from all) are 

evils—an important qualification of, and caution with respect to, the basic view of “evil 

as lack.” These points aimed to identify certain overlooked contours of the terrain of evil 

as it relates to human suffering, while in no way downplaying the matter of tragic evils in 

the world. 

 

4. The intrinsic limitedness of creation is not an evil. 

Finally, as an extension of the idea that not all lacks are evil, we should note that 

the intrinsic limitedness of creation is not an evil. Here I am abstracting from the 

“limitedness” deriving from damage to creation, and simply thinking about the cosmos 

created as good. The thought runs thus: Creation is necessarily finite and limited.83 God 

chooses, with no constraints outside of God’s nature of “boundless” goodnesses, a finite 

subset of things to create in some finite way. (Even immaterial aspects of created things 

that we might call infinite are only relatively so, as in the ever-upward-reaching human 

capacities to know and to love.) But God’s limitless perfections could always be reflected 

in more, greater, or simply different ways. For instance, the existence of only one earth in 

our universe populated by human being-like creatures84 instead of two or ten is not valid 

grounds for lament—and this would be so even if those “other earths” were to remain 

Edenic for all of history. To say otherwise leads to a reductio ad absurdum in which any 

                                                
83 ST I.7.2.co: “Things other than God can be relatively infinite, but not absolutely infinite.” Even 
the being of an immaterial creature, which is “relatively infinite, . . . is received and contracted to 
a determinate nature.” Further, a. 4 states that it is not possible for an actually (as opposed to 
potentially) infinite multitude to exist: “[E]verything created is comprehended under some clear 
intention of the Creator; for no agent acts aimlessly. Hence everything created must be [of] a 
certain number.” 
84 If this is indeed the case. 
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real or imagined creation is lamentably lacking for not being something more, something 

else. This is so because there is no upper bound on the composite goodness of God’s 

creative possibilities.85 No matter how much God were to create, or with how many 

excellences, or in what combination, God could always have made more, or with more 

excellences, or differently. We might call this the principle of God’s ever-exceeding store 

of goodness.86  

To put it another way, we need to take seriously the gift-character of creation. 

Thomas acknowledges that “justice exists in all God’s works,” for “[w]hatever is done by 

[God] in created things, is done according to proper order and proportion wherein 

consists the idea of justice.” Still, in the final analysis, “the work of divine justice always 

presupposes the work of mercy; and is founded thereupon.” For, at the end of our 

reasoning about why anything exists, we come simply to the goodness of the divine will, 

with no obligation to create, and which defies any proportionality with creatures. “So,” 

Thomas concludes, “in every work of God, viewed at its primary source, there appears 

mercy.”87 God creates with justice in that the creatures are produced in accordance with 

“divine wisdom and goodness.” Creation is first and foremost, however, an act of 

mercy—utter gratuity. All the goodness that comes to exist is extra.88 The theoretical 

possibility of some other good creation, then, in no way taints the goodness of God’s 

actual, chosen creation. 

                                                
85 As noted in II.C.2. 
86 As quoted in II.C.2, “the divine goodness is an end exceeding beyond all proportion things 
created. Whence the divine wisdom is not so restricted to any particular order that no other course 
of events could happen” (ST I.25.5 co.). 
87 ST I.21.4.co. 
88 ST I.21.4.ad 4. 
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If the aforementioned argument is true, then there cannot be one “best possible” 

creation, in the sense stated above: that God’s limitless perfections could always be 

reflected in more or greater or simply different ways.89 This idea seems to be reflected in 

the way that Aquinas couches God’s choices about creation in terms of “fittingness” 

instead of strict “necessity.” As limited creatures, we naturally aim (or at least know we 

should aim) for the best possible outcomes given our capabilities, starting materials, and 

circumstances. It is different for God with creation, however, for God creates ex nihilo90 

and out of infinite personal capacity. This also means, I tentatively propose, that God 

does not need to make sure things turn out “the absolute best.” It is not that God would 

ever settle for any less than the best, but because “best,” here, is an incoherent goal: there 

is no single best outcome.91 And to the extent that problem of evil discussions are 

couched in terms of whether everything will be best in the end—rather than good, very 

good (beyond our wildest imaginings of what would be “best”)—we will perpetuate 

many confusions. 

Various authors have described creation as akin to a symphony—itself a beautiful 

creation that extends over time.92 The analogy is elucidative here because there is no 

single, “best possible” symphony. Yet, at least traditionally, every great symphony 

                                                
89 Cf. Knasas, Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel. My use of the term “possible” here is not meant to 
imply a Molinist framework. 
90 ST I.45.2.co. 
91 If a+2=5, we know that a=3. This is the best answer. If a+b=5, we already have infinitely many 
good answers for a and b, which must be coordinated, but we cannot call one set of answers 
“best” unless other constraints are present. Now imagine that constructing a just, good, 
harmonious creation is like a mathematical problem with infinite variables. Even if the problem 
includes myriad equations and myriad constraints that signal how to balance these equations (so, 
there are some bad options), there is still an inexhaustible set of good options. The analogy is 
limited, but perhaps a useful start.  
92 For instance, C. S. Lewis, The Problem of Pain; Ibid., “The Grand Miracle”; Hans Urs von 
Balthasar, Truth is Symphonic: Aspects of Christian Pluralism. 
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manifests profound beauty, harmony, a certain level of complexity, and the eventual 

reframing or resolution of aspects of dissonance along the way. Just as God always does 

God’s best in the “adverbial” sense (acting with utmost wisdom and goodness), we need 

to view the creation as a receptive and active dynamism whose goodness is assessed in 

the trajectories of individual and corporate return to God and synergistic relations within 

the whole, rather than as if good, created beings were trophies to be amassed on a shelf.93 

As wonderful as the actual creation is, God (the composer and conductor) was not bound 

to create in just this way, orchestrating the cosmos and its members in just this way 

toward the specific harmonious ends that our creation will in fact individually and 

corporately attain. Thus we could imagine some other creation that is excellent in ways 

that are incomparable with or greater than the actual creation (excluding, for the moment, 

the complicating factor of sin). The actual creation then ipso facto lacks certain good 

things or certain good states of affairs that the other, imagined creation would have. But 

these lacks are not therefore evils, and we should not assess them as such. Nor is God’s 

goodness or care for the cosmos in any way impugned by the suggestion that some 

perfections, or some combinations of perfections, are not part of the chosen gift of 

created being. God’s as-yet-unfinished94 creation is—if only we could witness the whole, 

all at once—one beautiful symphony, one openhanded gift. And its goodness is in no way 

diminished by the fact that God was not bound to this symphony, this gift.  

 

                                                
93 Note, too, that our possibilities for the infinite (even a relative infinite) are found in knowing, 
loving, and choosing—the realm of action, of verbs and not nouns. 
94 Speaking from a perspective within the temporal domain. 
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V.D. The Obscurity of Evil 

Having established that evil is the privation of some good, along with certain 

corollaries and qualifications, let us now briefly explore the issue of evil’s obscurity, i.e., 

why evil is intrinsically difficult to analyze and categorize. In so doing, a few 

characteristics of evil will come to the fore, some new and some making a second 

appearance: evil’s essential diversity, its lack of an independent hierarchy, its causal 

subordination, its lack of full contrariety with the good, and its deficient causality with 

respect to the four causes. The present topic is important to an analysis of suffering for 

two reasons. First, it highlights why we cannot understand sufferings by focusing solely 

on the evils involved, without reference to the good lost or the good unsuccessfully 

sought. Second, the obscurity of specific, actual evils—the hiddenness of their natures, 

reasons for being, and trajectories—is a significant source of further suffering. 

 

1. Evil is diverse and has no hierarchy of its own. 

There are several different points that can be made about the intellectual obscurity 

of evil. First, it is difficult to generalize about evil (and suffering as it relates to evils), 

because evil is not just one thing, nor even one type of thing. Evil is not a proper genus 

with subcategories under it. Rather, it is a diversity of lacks and distortions of a diversity 

of goods. Adultery, for instance, is a corruption of various goods including the good of 

human sexuality; the goods damaged by adultery are different from the tangible and 

intangible goods destroyed by man-made famine. The evils involved cannot be compared 

on some kind of univocal scale. 
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If we can get some handle on the evils involved, it is by ordering the privations 

according to the genera of the realities of which they are privations. This is because the 

privations are parasitic on specific realities that fall under genera themselves. In ST I-II, 

Aquinas argues that 

acts and habits do not take their species from the privation itself, wherein 
consists the nature of evil, but from some object, to which that privation is 
united: and so this defect which consists in not being from God, belongs to 
the species of the act consequently, and not as a specific difference.95 
 

In other words, the logical hierarchy or schema that emerges is organized according to 

the various kinds of goods (non-evil things) involved—whether they be goods related to 

physical needs, or higher, organizing goods like power and trust. Evil’s parasitism means 

it does not have its own hierarchy of understanding. Any conceptual organization of evils 

is implicitly dependent on and draws from disparate parts of the more fundamental 

hierarchy of goods.  

The same lesson holds for the suffering that evils cause: Different kinds and 

instances of suffering must be sorted out according to the goods at issue. It is misguided, 

then, to seek a univocal “answer” to suffering, be it an explanation of what and why or a 

solution. Explanations of sufferings will be as diverse as the goods whose corruption or 

deprivation caused the sufferings in the first place. So, for instance, the question, “What 

is the cause of suffering?” is philosophically ill-formed. It presupposes without warrant 

that there is a single cause of all suffering. And similarly, there is no single, warranted 

way to respond to or cope with cases of suffering in practice. 

                                                
95 ST I-II.79.2.ad 3. 
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This argument against univocity of explanation or response might seem to 

problematize the Christian solution to suffering, but, interestingly, it does not. For, “the” 

Christian solution to suffering is not at its core a univocal set of rules or a monochromatic 

vision for how to understand and resolve the actual, complex sufferings we experience—

sufferings as complex as the interwoven goods that make up our lives. Basic rules and 

describable patterns do, of course, emerge, just as there are basic rules and patterns that 

make for healthy, responsive, intimate human relationships. But this is not its core. 

Rather, “the Christian solution” is the recommendation to trust a person (Christ) and the 

conduits of grace he established. To put it another way, the Christian solution is an 

ongoing, dynamic personal relationship, and calls for continual discernment. 

 Aquinas alludes to the way evil is scattered across the hierarchy of goods in ST I, 

q. 49; that discussion allows us to underscore some reasons why evils require an atypical 

form of analysis. As he explains in a. 3, unlike with the good, there cannot be one, 

supreme evil that is the first cause and principle of every evil. For nothing can be 

essentially or wholly bad; evil always exists in a good. In addition, total corruption of 

goodness would imply a total loss of being—in other words, annihilation—since 

existence itself is the first type of perfection (goodness) found in a thing.96 Moreover, 

since evil is caused by good, it can itself only be an attendant, accidental cause of further 

things. Evil is never a first cause. So “the very nature of evil is against the idea of a first 

principle.”97 Aquinas defends this idea in the De Malo as well, saying: “One thing is 

                                                
96 Cf. ST I-II.73.2.co. See also the extended quotation from Augustine’s Enchiridion earlier in this 
chapter. 
97 ST I.49.3.co. But cf. ST III.8.7, on the ways in which Thomas says the devil can be called the 
“head of all the wicked.” 
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called more evil than another not by approaching some maximum evil nor by diverse 

participation of some form . . . ; rather, a thing is called more or less evil inasmuch as [its 

form] is more or less deprived of good.”98 

One can become confused—as were the Manicheans—about the truth that evil 

cannot be an organizing principle on par with goodness if one judges the goodness of 

something based only upon its order to some other particular thing rather than “upon 

what it is in itself, and on its order to the whole universe.”99 Sometimes wording can 

obscure our thinking on this matter. For illustration, let us return to the previous example 

of a dog and a mushroom.100 Anything that we would label a “poison” seems inherently 

bad, given the very meaning of the word. Now, no mushroom by itself is an “evil.” Yet 

when we think about a certain mushroom only under the aspect of its poisonous relation 

to a dog’s body, we might be tempted to call the mushroom an evil—as if being “evil” 

were its deepest nature, rather than the “evil” in this case being a product of an unsuitable 

relationship between two goods.101 In revisiting this example, my present emphasis is not 

on the subcategory of evil arising from the clash of two goods (evil-in-relation), but on 

the idea that the wrong point of reference can lead one to misjudge the place of evils in 

the created order. Overall, what we have just seen is that evil is diverse and (in certain 

senses) disorganized in ways that heighten the difficulty of discussing what “evil” in 

general is or how to map out particular evils in relation to the rest of reality. 

 

                                                
98 DM I.1.ad 13. 
99 ST I.49.3.co. 
100 See Chapter V.A.4. 
101 ST I.49.3.co. Aquinas’s own example has to do with fire in itself versus fire burning down a 
house. 
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2. The mismatch between good and evil. 

Second, reflections on evil are also obscured by the fact that it is difficult not to 

think of good and evil as evenly matched opposites. To begin with, we cannot extend the 

contraries of good and evil to first principles, even though we often think (and speak) of 

them as if this were possible. Contraries always have points of agreement (i) in a genus 

above the level of their contrariety (e.g., black and white are both colors), and (ii) by 

sharing in analogous acts of being (i.e., real things have a commonality in virtue of 

existing). However, created goods and existing evils have no such ultimate points of 

agreement.  

But what of the fact that, through the ages, good and evil have continually been 

treated as two of the great organizing factors of reality? It is difficult not to treat evil, like 

good, as transgeneric. However, our previous analysis implies that, at the least, good and 

evil are not transgeneric in a parallel way, leading to further difficulties for meditations 

on evil and suffering. Now, in the De Malo, Aquinas describes Porphyry’s view “that 

certain contraries are univocal; . . . but others are equivocal, such as ‘good’ which is 

found in all genera, as is ‘being’ and likewise ‘evil.’ And therefore [Porphyry] said that 

good and evil . . . transcend[] genera . . . , like ‘being’ and ‘one.’”102 However, Aquinas 

does not confirm or deny Porphyry’s opinion. Even if Aquinas would agree with 

Porphyry that both “good” and “evil” are transgeneric, he would likely go one step 

further and say that the two are not transgeneric in the same way. “Good” maps directly 

onto the landscape of “being”; “evil” cuts across that landscape at odd angles. 

                                                
102 DM I.1.ad 11, citing Porphyry according to Simplicius In Praed. Arist. (Kalbfleisch p. 414; 
Pattin II, 569). Where Porphyry uses “equivocal,” Aquinas would use “analogical” (cf. ST I.13.5). 



 

 
 
 
 

242 

Still, what of particular sayings that seem to pit the extremes of evil against the 

extremes of good? Take, for instance, the saying of Aristotle that “just as evil is contrary 

to good, so the worst is contrary to the best.”103 Aquinas explicates this sentence as: 

“[T]he greater the good to which [an evil] is opposed the graver the [evil] will be.”104 To 

build on my previous example of a fallen angel in V.C.2, the “worst angel” is not 

contrary to the “best angel” in every regard. The worst angel, like the best, is a very 

powerful and impressive specimen.105 In that sense the worst could be called “one of the 

best.” The worst, of course, is called “worst” in virtue of a particular factor: its warped 

will. Here, the evil piggybacks on a very great good. Good and evil are still not “evenly 

matched.” 

In fact, the mismatch between good and evil is the reason that the two can coexist 

at all—even though it may seem prereflectively that good and evil should cancel each 

other out. According to classical principles of dialectics, contraries are mutually 

exclusive. But in the case of good and evil, this rule of dialectics seems to fail.106 

However, Aquinas has a solution for the conundrum: It is true that, in the abstract, good 

and evil are contraries that cannot coexist. This is not true, though, 

in reference to any particular good and evil. For white and black, sweet 
and bitter, and the like contraries, are only considered as contraries in a 
special sense, because they exist in some determinate genus; whereas good 
enters into every genus. Hence one good can coexist with the privation of 
another good.107 
 

In other words, the good and the evil present are not in direct opposition to the same thing 
                                                
103 DM II.10.s.c. 
104 DM II.10.co. 
105 Specimen is an imprecise word, since angels are each their own species, but it is as close as we 
can get. 
106 As Augustine points out in Enchiridion 13. 
107 ST I.48.3.ad 3. 
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in the same way. For, again, evil is a privation of a particular perfection in a particular 

good.108 Another good or some remaining level of the good in question is the basis for 

comparison. For instance, when a vicious person makes a virtuous one look better, the 

basis for comparison is in the shared good of being persons. Evil allows us contrastively 

to highlight the good only because of what “is retained of good” in something that has 

been eviled.109 

And finally, good and evil are mismatched because there is no principle of evil 

parallel to God, the Principle of Good. As explained above, a privation of a good is 

opposed to a type of good that has potentiality, “but not to the supreme good, who is pure 

act.”110 God is the supreme good, and the first principle of all created good. There cannot 

be a parallel “first evil.” This is not to say that the timeless imagery of spiritual warfare 

should have no place in the way we think about evil and suffering; there is surely a battle 

to be won, and the imagery is psychologically useful as well. Here I only mean to say that 

God, the Good, stands above all created goods, whether eviled, imperfect, or perfect.  

Over the course of the chapter, we have repeatedly seen that good and evil are not 

evenly matched opposites. However, I have also intuitively demonstrated how our minds 

are configured to analyze, categorize and compare in ways that constantly prompt us to 

treat evil as (1) a typical existent, and/or (2) parallel to the good (albeit in an antithetical 

manner). These tendencies serve to compound the intellectual difficulties of thinking 

about life’s difficulties. 
                                                
108 Cf. John Oesterle, xiii. 
109 DM I.1.ad 14. This point is made in reply to the concern that “Augustine says that ‘even evil, 
when regulated and put in its own place, serves to enhance our admiration of the good,’” which 
seems to give “being” to evil in its very aspect of opposition, of evil, by giving it a “place” in the 
order of things. And Cf. V.B.2 in the present project. 
110 ST I.49.3.ad 2; Cf. V.A.3. 
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Evil’s diversity, its lack of a proper hierarchy, and its non-parallelism with the 

good are three reasons for the epistemological obscurity of evil, all of which stem from 

evil’s parasitic nature. There is one more (albeit related) reason for the difficulty of 

gaining conceptual traction on what evil is and how it works. 

 

3. Evil’s deficient causality with respect to the four causes. 

 Evil, I argue, is conceptually puzzling in part because it is causally deficient, as a 

Thomistic metaphysics can help demonstrate. Aquinas, of course, has a four-cause view 

of metaphysics. Further, for him, ontology precedes and governs epistemology; for truth 

is the conformity of the intellect to the thing as it is in reality.111 I believe that one reason 

specific evils are confusing to our minds is precisely because they constitute “holes” in 

reality of various sorts—thus my use of the phrase “deficient causality.” Pairing the four-

cause view with evil will show what I mean. 

By definition, evil has deficient causes with respect to the traditional “four 

causes.”112 Evils, including those that cause human suffering, consist in the lack of 

something that should be. Aquinas’s account runs roughly as follows:113 

Evil has no formal cause (in fact, evil is a “privation of form”). Its structure is that 

of a distorted or absent good. Nor does evil have a final cause (evil is a “privation of 

order to the proper end”). However (as noted in Corollary 4), evil does need some kind of 

cause, because the failure of a proper disposition can only come from some other force or 

                                                
111 “Veritas est adaequatio rei et intellectus” (De Ver. 1.1.co). 
112 formal, efficient, material, and final. 
113 ST I.49.1. 
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impediment. Evil has a material cause—itself a good—because the subject in which (or 

upon which) some evil takes place is some existent good. 

Evil, moreover, has an indirect agent cause; that is, evil in an action is a defect of 

the principal or instrumental agent. But in the affected thing, evil is not the “proper 

effect” of the agent, although evil happens by the agent’s power or by a defect in the 

agent (e.g., weakness or ineptitude) or through a defect in the matter. In some cases, the 

privation or corruption of a certain form follows inevitably as a side effect from the 

presence of some other form, as with contraries like fire and water. In other cases, a 

certain form lacks its proper effect (e.g., when fire fails to heat), either by a defect of an 

agent principle or by the indisposition of the receiving matter. Yet the agent- and 

recipient-beings, as beings, are still good most fundamentally, even if radically defective 

(morally or otherwise). 

Finally, Aquinas explains, it might seem that evil can only proceed from evil, in 

the qualified sense just described: as deficient effect proceeding from deficient cause. 

While this is true in non-volitional, natural things, it is not the case in voluntary agents. In 

voluntary action, the defect comes from the will not subjecting itself to the proper rule of 

action in that case. The will has the power to avert the eyes of the intellect, so to speak, 

from considering a principle that is morally relevant to the situation. When the will 

chooses to act with this defect, fault follows.114 Here, in virtue of the will’s freedom, a 

human being can introduce a privation into reality where none before existed. Thus the 

                                                
114 For several Thomist texts on causation in the act of sin, see the related footnote in Chapter I’s 
literature review. 
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act of sin, as a free act, defies the strict logic of deficient effect proceeding from deficient 

cause.115 

This culpable self-deception can bring about suffering of several kinds: First, the 

moral agent, and possibly others, can suffer from the sin itself and the reverberations of 

the privation thereby introduced into the world. Second, the lack of rectitude that remains 

in the will can lead the agent to misinterpret his or her own suffering and the suffering of 

others—potentially leading to further suffering. 

 It should now be more clear why I say that evils are confusing in part because 

they constitute “holes” of various sorts in our causally based understanding of reality. 

Thomistically speaking, one normally gains understanding of what and why something is 

via discussion of its four-fold causes—the thing’s intrinsic nature, the underlying matter 

from which it is composed, its efficient causes, and its purpose and direction. But in the 

case of evil, some of these are defective or missing. 

In non-technical terms, Section D has aimed to show that if we have difficulty 

understanding evil, it is due in part to evil’s inherent obscurity, which stems from the lack 

of something that should be (something with full, comprehensible causes). The previous 

points about evil’s non-parallelism with the good, its fundamental diversity, and its lack 

of a proper hierarchy, were other, related ways of getting at the inherent obscurity of evil, 

which is both an intellectual stumbling block and a source of further suffering. 

Taking a set back, what are the practical implications of this chapter for an 

analysis of human suffering and the spiritual questions so often asked? First, Aquinas’s 

                                                
115 Pace Plato and others who attribute all moral failings to ignorance. Cf. Plato, Protagoras, 
trans. C. C. W. Taylor (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009). 
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framework allows for several answers to the questions of how evil is possible, why God 

would allow it, and how to grapple with the issue of “purpose”—depending on what 

kinds of privations or corruptions are involved.116 Second, this discussion of evil has 

emphasized the complexity of the phenomenon and its causes, making more evident why 

evil, atop the other harms it causes for human beings, undermines our deep human desire 

to understand reality (both theoretically and as it affects us personally). Third, evils, 

moral and otherwise, are most deeply understood by looking at the goods involved: the 

good lost, the misdirected good used in an action, the good unsuccessfully sought, etc. In 

the next chapter, I will take up this idea in a different key, arguing that suffering (a 

person’s painful awareness of evils that are parasitic on goods) can be better elucidated if 

we do not focus solely on the evils involved as such, but rather refer to suffering’s 

awareness of the goods lost, damaged, abused, and sought. Evils of all kinds affect us as 

the hylomorphic persons that we are, and thus can be helpfully understood in the context 

of the earlier discussion of relational goods as the foundational and highest goods for 

human persons—knowing and loving other persons (human and divine), being known 

and loved, and a shared enjoyment of truth and goodness. 

                                                
116 Cf. Knasas, Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel. 
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Chapter VI: Knowing, Loving, and Being Loved: The 
Relational Contextualization of Human Suffering 
 
 
 Part III (Chapter VI) serves as a constructive synthesis of the relationally oriented 

anthropology and the metaphysics of evil offered in Parts I and II. It also serves as the 

keystone to the cumulative argument this thesis advances. In Chapter VI, I first argue that 

one can best interpret suffering in the light of a human being’s complex web of 

relationality, which admits of certain objective patterns while at the same time being 

highly context-dependent. In other words, human suffering is relationally contextualized, 

and radically so. Second, I establish the compatibility of my characterization of suffering, 

developed from the complex of anthropology and evil presented earlier, with Aquinas’s 

view of the affective life (with particular reference to the passions of pain and sorrow). 

Third, I engage in an extended, clarificatory analysis of the relationship between sorrow 

and suffering. This extended argument is also the vehicle by which I develop a working 

conception of suffering that takes into account the broader experience within which the 

negative passions in suffering take place. Fourth, with the foregoing parts in place, I 

present my culminating, constructive account of suffering in which noetic and volitional-

affective relationality, awareness and meaning are central. 

 

VI.A. Suffering as a Relationally Contextualized Phenomenon 

1. Suffering is set within the broader, relational framework of human flourishing. 

 We saw in Part I that Aquinas’s vision of the human person is importantly geared 

toward relationships rather than individualistic and self-contained. The relationality 
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specifically characteristic of persons is built into the anthropology via the cognitive and 

volitional faculties, which interface with reality through the bodily senses. The cognitive 

and volitional faculties that make us persons are, at their core, relational—receiving, 

reaching out to, and craving union with the truth and goodness of the rest of reality. That 

is, the deepest aim and desire of all human beings is the happiness that comes from 

flourishing. And Aquinas’s conception of flourishing is best understood in terms of 

harmonious, ever-deepening relations to God and the rest of creation in both receptive 

and active modes; it is not a static model, but one of dynamic growth. 

Before proceeding, a qualification is in order: The argument is not that, as 

particular lives unfold, every person mainly desires relational goods (and to the right 

degree for each kind). It is, rather, that we are made for this, and that we all do in fact aim 

at relational goods more than we might realize: people on the road to flourishing do, and 

even those trapped in vice can often be understood to be aiming at relational goods, albeit 

in warped ways. Furthermore, when aims like bodily or psychological satisfaction, 

money, material goods, or status do not serve deeper, interpersonal relational ends (i.e., 

the means are treated as ends), or relational ends are improperly treated as means (e.g., to 

feed the ego), a sense of emptiness is said to typically, eventually ensue. There seems to 

be a connection here between turning in on oneself (away from relational flourishing) and 

grasping for positive affect itself—in order to “feel” good, rather than realizing that 

positive affect should be (and can only be maintained long term if it is) an outgrowth of 

truly drawing towards rightly prioritized goods. Although the present project does not 

extensively elaborate on the particular features of suffering that is caused by one’s own 

sin, Sections B and C below have much to say on the natural relationship between 
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suffering and affect, and throughout this chapter (as elsewhere) I provide hints at the 

ways an “inward turn” prevents flourishing, can be understood as a cognitive or volitional 

mistake (an evil in the broad sense), and causes or exacerbates suffering. 

 Above all, then, the personal faculties of intellect and will are meant to aim at 

ever-deepening relations of knowing, loving, and sharing in the enjoyment of truth and 

goodness with other personal realities: fellow humans, and (if they be cognized) God and 

the angels. For “happiness is in God as in the universal and fountain principle of all who 

are able to have a share of that happiness,” and “our neighbor is loved as receiving 

together with us a share of happiness from Him.”1 Thomas goes so far as to say that  

fellowship in the full participation of happiness which is the reason for 
loving one’s neighbor, is a greater reason for loving, than the participation 
of happiness by way of overflow, which is the reason for loving one’s own 
body. Therefore, as regards the welfare of [our neighbor’s] soul we ought 
to love our neighbor more than our own body. . . . Our body is nearer to 
our soul than our neighbor, as regards the constitution of our own nature: 
but as regards the participation of happiness, our neighbor’s soul is more 
closely associated with our own soul, than even our own body is.2 
 

As described throughout Chapters II-IV, meaning, personal identity, flourishing, and 

even the sheer possibility of existing are relational above all with respect to God and each 

other (one-on-one and in communities), though also with respect to impersonal creation.3 

My schematization of various important kinds of interpersonal relations emphasized how 

deep they go, while guarding against misunderstandings that would subsume the 

individual in the relational or in one type of human community. 

                                                
1 ST II-II.26.3.co and 2.co. 
2 ST II-II.26.5.ad 2. 
3 Inter alia, see IV.A.4 for a Venn diagram on the threefold ordering of the human being, and 
II.B.2 for a slightly modified version of Pasnau’s diagram on the roles of the human creature in 
flourishing and contributing to the common good. 
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 The sufferings of the human person, then, will also be relationally framed. A 

hylomorphic vision of the human person, with the rational and sensitive parts of the soul 

inextricably bound up in the business of the body and vice versa, means that evil that 

deeply shakes one “part”4 of the person reverberates throughout the whole. And since the 

rational soul is especially made for relations, corruptions and deprivations of our webs of 

relationality will be both a strong cause and a strong effect of sufferings that we tend to 

locate in some part of the human person (physical or mental) without significant 

reference to the relations.  

 Here we see one of the powerful ways in which Aquinas’s anthropology and his 

metaphysics of evil can be brought together to shed greater light on the vast and 

amorphous set of things we call “suffering.” Part I of this project provided a robust sense 

of what it means to be an ontologically separate being that is at the same time highly 

relational in teleological terms.5 Moreover, we saw that the intellect and will at the core 

of being human are, for Aquinas, intrinsically relational. Part II then probed the 

Thomistic understanding of privatio boni in order to show how it can serve as the basis 

for a sophisticated account of what evil “is.”6 The present point is that evil is parasitic on 

the good both ontologically and epistemologically. The ways that we know and love, and 

are grounded in being known and loved, are of central importance to human flourishing. 

And if so, then they are also of central importance to human suffering. An understanding 

of these factors, then, provides critical insight into the nature of suffering and how deep it 

                                                
4 I have placed this word in quotation marks to signal that these lines of demarcation may already 
cut too harshly across the sinews of the human person.  
5 Cf., inter alia, II.B.2, “Considerations of ontology and animate nature.” 
6 Cf., inter alia, V.C.1, on how evil “exists,” and V.C.2, on the parasitic power of evil. 
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may go in various cases. A pairing of Parts I and II thus implies that we will understand 

human sufferings much better if we account for the fact that we are organized around 

knowing and loving, being known and being loved, and the ways various evils impinge 

upon this core of our being. This organizational insight implies a relational framing to the 

human person’s existence and flourishing; it thus also implies an underappreciated 

relational framing to the deprivations and corruptions of the good that cause human 

suffering. 

 Many theorists deny or underappreciate the extent to which human flourishing is 

tied to relationships and community. Take, for example, certain social contract theorists 

who espouse a fairly atomistic view of human nature.7 At best, these theorists 

underappreciate the many inevitably relational features of human life (e.g., how we 

interpret the world through concepts we inherit from our community). At worst, they 

miss such features altogether.  

 Now, human suffering is not just relational, for we are not relations, ontologically 

speaking. And human suffering is certainly not a disembodied affair. Nor can the causes 

of all suffering be relegated solely to the human psyche, as if the right change in 

perspective would eliminate our physical pain—a recurring error over the course of 

intellectual history. The relational vision I articulate in fact points the other way, 

implying that the psyche, if there is any health left to it, is not detached from the reality it 

bumps up against every day via the material world. A sound mind in a sound body, then, 

will suffer if nothing else from the rest of reality not being entirely as it should—rife with 

                                                
7 Thomas Hobbes is a prime example here. Cf. Hobbes, Leviathan, ed. Edwin Curley 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1994). 
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holes, deprivations, and corruptions (though still much more complete, functional, 

harmonious, and beautiful than we often give it credit for).  

 And while human sufferings are not just relational, consideration of the relational 

aspects of suffering will much improve our diagnostic rigor. The philosopher, theologian, 

counselor, medical doctor, friend or family member can gain a deeper, more holistic 

picture of a situation of suffering by considering the ways it touches on the sufferer’s 

ability to receive, reach out to, and enjoy union with the truth and goodness of the rest of 

reality—and above all, with other persons. The section below shows what this vantage 

point might look like in the case of bodily pain or damage. (A brief example would be 

Eric Cassell’s famous case of a sculptor who lost the effective use of her sculpting hand, 

and with it, her hopes and dreams.)8 

 The proffered vision also gives us a better understanding of why suffering in one 

aspect of our lives so quickly spills over into others, in ways that (absent a very strong 

relational foundation) present challenges to people’s sense of meaning and personal 

identity. One implication here, which is certainly verified by common experience, is that 

individual reactions and abilities to cope or reorganize mentally and spiritually can vary 

widely amidst similar physical circumstances. And my relational key may offer some 

hints at why that is the case: A dense relational web of the right kind may act as bungee 

cords when certain other cords are damaged or cut, holding the person up even when 

these remaining cords seem unrelated to the damage that has occurred. Faith in God (the 

                                                
8 Eric J. Cassell, M.D., “The nature of suffering and the goals of medicine,” in The New England 
Journal of Medicine, 306 (1982): 639-45. One of Cassell’s main theses is that “[s]uffering is 
experienced by persons, not merely by bodies, and has its source in challenges that threaten the 
intactness of the person as a complex social and psychological entity.” 
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living kind that infuses one’s way of understanding and of being in the world), the love of 

loyal friends, experiences of beauty in nature or wisdom in a book—why should these 

have anything to do with how we come through a seemingly unrelated trial? Why are 

some people able to soldier on with hope in their hearts the way they do, and are they 

justified in doing so? Could it actually be “fair game” to offer a relational prescription for 

non-relational wounds? The final section of this chapter indicates the role that the 

relational vision of Part I might play in elucidating these experientially common and 

empirically verified phenomena. 

 As a corollary, this relational vision helps us to articulate why people who have a 

deep, intuitive sense of the importance and dramatic contingency of human relations can 

suffer greatly even when things seem to be going well enough in material terms. The 

relational key to human flourishing and suffering makes intellectual sense of the relief 

provided by the good news that there is One who is eternally, loves unshakably, and 

promises to tie together the tattered threads of our interwoven stories in the end.9 

 And at the same time, the discussions of freedom and of overlapping communities 

in Part I showed that we are not simply a part of any material or human, communal 

whole. Neither our time and place nor our relationships with other human beings 

inevitably, entirely define us. Some people find ways to thrive despite the tragic failings 

of the individuals or communities around them. For instance, they find other ways to 

connect with truth, goodness, and God (or some approximated reflection thereof) in ways 

                                                
9 For more on story and the transformation of suffering, see Stump, Wandering in Darkness. For a 
non-temporal metaphor of how God might work in overlapping lives, see especially Stump, pp. 
221-22, on “fractals.” See also Karina Robson, review of Wandering in Darkness: Narrative and 
the Problem of Suffering, by Eleonore Stump, Nova et Vetera, English Edition 12:1 (2014), 384-
89. 
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that buoy them, even when their primary human relationships and communities do 

terrible damage. Or they find ways to break away and make different choices than those 

around them, often eventually forging new friendships and communities with at least a 

few other like-minded souls. In this existential sense, too, we are not “simply” our 

relations with others—otherwise we could only change according to the dynamics of 

those relations, bumping up against other such relations. There would be no space for the 

Christian understanding of freedom of will (in concert with a certain freedom of thought) 

that makes us characteristically persons, with separate and unique potential.10 Thus St. 

Paul can say about the evil that comes via interhuman relations and communities that, 

though it presses in on us, it is not an inevitably crushing power.11 The human ties that 

bind do not make us fated beings. 

 

2. Objection: Bodily-based suffering seems non-relational. 

 The previous subsection argued that all human suffering (anything worthy of the 

name) is relationally contextualized. This subsection addresses the potential objection 

that bodily pain, discomfort, damage, disability and the like—what I am loosely calling 

bodily-based suffering—cause purely bodily suffering. It is true that some suffering is 

“primarily” bodily, in the sense that impingement on the body as such is the initial or 

ongoing root cause of the suffering. It is not the case, however, that the suffering that 

results must therefore be “purely” or “primarily” bodily, as if divorced from the 

hylomorphic creature experiencing, processing, and dealing with the pain. A privation in 

                                                
10 Cf. III.B.3, on “the parthood of communion” in the parent-child relationship. 
11 Of course, Paul sees this to be the case because of a sustaining relationship with God.   
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the human body (the primary evil) is experienced (suffered) by a whole, intellective 

person. There are two facets here, that I will fill out below: First of all, the body and soul 

are in constant interaction, so any significant bodily-based suffering cannot be said to 

remain “purely” in the body. Section B, below, explains this point in more detail via the 

discussion of passiones corporalis. Second of all, even in situations of excruciating 

physical pain, the way that pain impinges on the intellect, will, relationships, and basic 

ability to function greatly magnifies the distress that the sufferer experiences. It thus 

seems simplistic to say that the suffering in these situations is just bodily, as if (e.g.) 

one’s distress at not being able to get out of bed or enjoy at least some moments of the 

day were minor, secondary considerations. 

 Two further notes are in order. First, in calling certain cases of suffering “bodily-

based suffering,” I do not mean to imply that other cases of suffering are not in various 

ways “based in” the body or contextualized by our bodily nature. I am using this phrase 

stipulatively as a shorthand for situations of suffering that, as best we can tell, derive 

primarily or fully from bodily pain, discomfort, damage, disability and the like. Secondly, 

the present section on bodily-based suffering does more than deal with a potential 

counterexample. It also further probes the relational intuition that will underlie the formal 

conception of suffering presented in Section D. 

 

a. The broad definition of relationality. 

 In order to deal with the case of bodily-based suffering, it is first important to 

emphasize that the word “relational” in this project has been broadly construed. Consider 

the conception of human beings as “relational” presented in Part I: Namely, that we are 
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open-ended beings, both receptive and active, who (absent sin and ignorance) yearn for 

relationship with God, with other human beings as individuals, with other human beings 

in overlapping communities of various sizes, and with the truth and goodness of the rest 

of reality. This conception of “being relational” leaves plenty of space for the deeply 

bodily aspects of our existence. We even have a relationship with our own life stories as 

they develop over time.12 The strength and positive development of these relations is 

what makes for our flourishing. From a certain angle, then, all of our sufferings can be 

construed as relational damages and as containing the potential to lead to further 

relational disruptions. (Here I treat “disruptions” as value neutral.) The claim here is not 

that the relational angle of suffering is all-encompassing, but rather that it can helpfully 

organize our understanding of sufferings. It also allow us to articulate why some harms 

go as deep as they do or have entailments that would, on first glance, seem tangential. 

 

b. An example of bodily pain and disability. 

 Some harms are obviously relational—a friend’s betrayal, for instance. In fact, all 

moral evil is relational. Moral evil might involve the loss of a good that is due in the 

moral order (e.g., adultery). It could also involve a natural good purposefully corrupted or 

withheld, to the detriment of another person (e.g., withholding food from a starving 

person). In either case, the cause of the suffering is another human person. And so, moral 

evil is relational. 

 In other cases, suffering’s catalyst may be a basic bodily harm. However, there is 

also the question of how sufferers relate to their sufferings. We are hylomorphic beings 
                                                
12 Cf. Stump, Wandering in Darkness. 
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who constantly engage in second order processing of the things that come upon us. That 

second order processing takes place within the relational web that is in place for each of 

us; the dynamics of that processing and the relational web can then (inter alia) reinforce 

the suffering or dissipate the harm.  

 For instance, a bad fall in one’s later years is not simply a medical event. It is 

pregnant with meaning in terms of its disruption of relational goods like one’s plans to 

spend quality time with loved ones, plans to continue working (to contribute, to provide, 

or to gain recognition or money13), plans to contribute to the religious or civic 

community, plans to travel (to enter into deeper relationship with truth, goodness, and 

perhaps other people), or plans to write a book.14 

 And if (for instance) chronic pain accompanies the bad fall, that pain is not only a 

pain; it is also a frustration and stressor, because the fall commandeers the person into an 

ongoing battle to continue with basic daily routines despite the pain. It calls for constant 

                                                
13 Monetary gain may seem non-relational, but consider money as a store of value, a proxy for the 
goods it can buy. To the extent that a person is not turned inward to serve predominantly his or 
her own affective states, the saved-up ability to buy goods is sought for relational reasons: sought 
because it can serve the needs of self or others, facilitate interactions, or provide status, power, or 
security. 
14 Elective travel and book-writing presuppose a level of stability and access to resources beyond 
the reach of many. However, the other possibilities in the example are relatively universal. 
 One might object that book-writing is at times a solitary pursuit, a matter of putting pen 
to paper and seeking knowledge or creative satisfaction for its own sake, regardless of the outside 
world. However, I would contend that the book-writing acts of the most socially dismissive 
scientists, dreamers, and poets can plausibly be construed as “relationally oriented.” Whether or 
not they see it as such, their endeavors are a quest for a deeper relationship with (or appropriation 
of) aspects of truth and goodness that lie beyond themselves. It seems to me that most if not all 
book-writing is motivated by a quest for relationship with the transcendentals; or a quest for self-
understanding, interior resolution and peace of heart, recognition, worldly gain, or advancement 
in position and life-possibilities; or an offering to a hoped-for readership, “the world,” or God. 
While the example of book-writing might seem tangential, it helpfully parallels the seeming 
solitariness of much bodily privation. Book-writing is paradigmatically active and creative. 
Bodily-based suffering is paradigmatically passive and destructive. However, they are both 
examples of things people experience that seem theoretically less relational than most. 
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decision-making and reevaluation of things we could otherwise take for granted, with all 

of it revolving around the problem-maker. So the pain is on one’s mind, affecting 

everything else in one’s life through the organizing filter of the mind that suddenly has to 

work twice as hard to “keep it all together.” 

 Finally, the bad fall would also “mean” something different (be processed 

differently, and lead to different kinds or degrees of suffering) for an offer-it-up Christian 

versus a skeptic; for a person who fell saving his grandchild versus one who fell slipping 

on the bathroom floor; for a person who was previously in good health versus one who 

was already greatly ailing; for a person who fell in an isolated location with no one to 

help versus one who fell with friends nearby; and so on.15 This example adds some 

preliminary color to the idea that the second-order processing of suffering funnels even 

bodily harms through the relational, story-centric filters of our higher, organizational 

faculties. And this processing can itself be an additional suffering. Living with, 

overcoming, or “giving new meaning” to bodily-based suffering is therefore going to be 

connected to relationality as well.  

 This illustration shows how bodily-based sufferings are, from many different 

angles, relationally contextualized. If this is the case with the most physical kind of 

human suffering, it will be all the more so for other kinds of human suffering.16 

                                                
15 Cassell’s writings from 1972 to at least 2018, based on his extensive clinical work with hospital 
patients and his academic research as a professor, repeatedly emphasize that patients’ 
relationships and perceived life possibilities can affect their ratings of the bodily pain itself.  
16 These “kinds of suffering” (here categorized according to what kind of evil causes them) could 
include moral evil suffered directly (as the sinner or the one sinned against); moral evil suffered 
indirectly (e.g., children dealing with the fallout of their parents’ poor choices earlier in life); 
bodily suffering experienced directly; suffering due to being powerfully affected by the bodily 
suffering of others (as might a parent caring for a dying child, or a doctor involved in triage after 
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VI.B. Human Affectivity, with Particular Reference to Pain and Sorrow 

 An excursus on human affectivity is in order before presenting my final, 

constructive account of suffering in Section D. In what follows, I focus predominantly 

but not exclusively on the passions (with particular reference to pain and sorrow), since 

here we find the most detailed support in Aquinas for our study of the affective life. 

Aquinas’s conception of the passions17 supports the work of this project in bringing out 

the cognitive and relational dimensions of suffering. His study of the passions, of course, 

also helps us bring to the fore the affective dimension of suffering. The following, 

extended analysis of the passions brings out several nuanced features of Thomas’s view 

that support this project’s emphasis on the interplay among the cognitive, relational, and 

affective dimensions of suffering. The initial excursus in Section B will also help set the 

stage for the extended argument in Section C regarding the relationship between 

                                                                                                                                            
a hurricane); suffering due to (direct or indirect) natural harms of a psychological sort that are not 
clearly tied to a particular bodily harm; and suffering due to more global considerations of evil or 
conflict with respect to one’s self, others, the world, or God, with or without reference to a 
particular natural misfortune or moral evil. 

Of course, as hylomorphic beings, we tend to experience natural harms, moral evils, and 
global assessments of evil and discord through the soul’s interplay with the body. The distinction 
between more or less bodily evils here simply helps to track the proximate genesis of the 
problems at hand. Betrayal, for instance, happens through physical deeds, spoken words, and the 
like. However betrayal does not begin or end solely in the body—it is the result of choices of the 
will with respect to an important personal relationship, and the repercussions of the acts and 
words involved often go far beyond what the simple gestures or verbalizations involved might be 
assessed to do or mean, on face value, to an unwitting observer. 
17 For an extensive listing of recent, Thomist literature on the passions, see Nicholas E. 
Lombardo, O.P., The Logic of Desire: Aquinas on Emotion (Washington, D.C.: Catholic 
University of America Press, 2011), 5 fn. 17. As Lombardo notes, many major monographs on 
the topic (including his own) appeared almost simultaneously in the years 2009-2011 such that, 
unfortunately, they were unable to engage with each other. (The properly Thomist literature also 
tends to lack engagement with crossover work on Aquinas in analytic circles.) In what follows, I 
focus on the debates most relevant to this project’s aims. Along the way, however, I offer some 
evaluations and comparative citations that may be of help to future scholarship on the passions 
more broadly. 
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sorrowful affect and suffering (or “pain and sorrow” vs. suffering), since the two are 

often implicitly or explicitly equated in popular discourse and in some of the Thomist 

literature.18 

 

1. Passions are cognitively saturated, embodied, sensory-appetitive motions. 

a. An initial characterization of the passions. 

 The Treatise on the Passions in the Prima Secundae exemplifies Aquinas’s 

mature thought on human passions.19 What Thomas calls “a passion” is typically 

translated, albeit imperfectly, as “an emotion.” (More on this below.) For Thomas, a 

passion is an evaluation in the sensitive soul of a particular thing’s goodness or evil 

(fittingness or unfittingness) that has intrinsic motivational force and is accompanied by 

bodily changes. In other words, a passion is an appetitive response at the level of the 

sensitive soul, with bodily ramifications.20 A passion, moreover, is inherently relational: 

                                                
18 See e.g., VI.B.3 and VI.C below.  
19 ST I-II.22-48. 
20 As Eric D’Arcy says, “The seat of St Thomas’s passiones . . . is precisely the sensory orexis of 
the soul: not the intellect or will, and not the physical organism, though the physiological 
modification constitutes their materia” (“Introduction” in Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, 
vol. 19, The Emotions [London: Blackfriars, 1967], xxi). Cf. Peter King, “Aquinas on the 
Emotions,” in The Oxford Handook of Aquinas, ed. Brian Davies and Eleonore Stump (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2011): 209-26 at 212. See also Robert Miner, Thomas Aquinas on the 
Passions: A Study of Summa Theologiae Ia2ae 22-48 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2009), 32, explaining ST I-II.22.1.co: “[T]he passions are in the sensitive appetite, but the 
sensitive appetite itself belongs to the form/matter composite, since it requires a bodily organ for 
its operation.” Thomas “hold[s] that every appetitive motion which is properly called a passion is 
accompanied by a bodily motion.” However, he “does not intend to identify [the passions] with 
bodily motions” (44). Miner argues the connection here should be understood in terms of formal 
rather than efficient causality, as the latter would not be intimate enough. In other words, we must 
keep in mind that the soul is the form of the body, and that the powers of the sensitive soul are 
founded in bodily organs (albeit dramatically contextualized in human beings by the immaterial 
powers of the rational soul). However, the vast majority of Thomas interpreters (including Miner) 
strongly resist a reduction of passions simply to bodily motions. For a contrasting, minority view, 
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It is an interior “motion,”21 a drawing towards or pushing away from some aspect of 

reality (not just the likeness in one’s mind)22 based on an assessment of good or evil.23 

There are clearly several points at which affective assessments can go wrong, but that 

does not negate the value of describing the basic process.24 

 

b. Passiones corporalis and passiones animalis. 

 The passiones animae, literally “the passions of the soul,” can be subdivided into 

two groups: the passiones corporalis that begin in the body, and the passiones animalis 

that begin in the sensitive soul itself. As Aquinas explains in De Veritate q. 26, a. 2, co., 

(1) . . . [T]he passion [can] begin[] with the body and ends in the soul 
inasmuch as it is united to the body as its form. This is a bodily passion. 
Thus, when the body is injured, the union of the body with the soul is 
weakened; and so the soul, which is united to the body in its act of 
existing, suffers indirectly. 
 
(2) . . . [T]he passion [can] begin[] with the soul inasmuch as it is the 
mover of the body, and ends in the body. This is called a psychical 
passion. An example is seen in anger and fear and the like; for passions of 

                                                                                                                                            
cf. Robert Pasnau, Thomas Aquinas on Human Nature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 243-44. 

For a helpful, historical overview of contrasting views on the relationship of body and 
soul in the passions, see Hütter, “Body Politics Beyond Angelism and Animalism—The Human 
Passions and Their Irreducible Spiritual Dimension” (Ch. 3), in Dust Bound For Heaven: 
Explorations in the Theology of Thomas Aquinas (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012), 75-101.  
21 An Aristotelian “motion” is a change that involves matter; it can be a locomotion or a change 
of quantity or (as in the case of affect) quality. (Cf. Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 39-40.) 
22 ST I.78.1.ad 3: “But the ‘animal appetite’ results from the form apprehended; this sort of 
appetite requires a special power of the soul—mere apprehension does not suffice. For a thing is 
desired as it exists in its own nature, whereas in the apprehensive power it exists not according to 
its own nature, but according to its likeness.” 
23 As the reader may recall from Ch. VI, the term “evil” is used capaciously, to include natural 
misfortunes and moral harms. Assessments of goodness or evil refer to what makes for 
flourishing of the being(s) in question. The ingestion of holly berries, for instance, is an evil (in a 
non-moral sense) for humans but not for birds. 
24 For a discussion of error cases, see VI.D.  



  
      
    

 
 
 
 

264 

this kind are aroused by the apprehension and appetency of the soul, and a 
bodily transformation follows upon them.25 
 

 Notice that the first subcategory, passiones corporalis, is called bodily “because 

the cause of [physical pleasure or] pain is in the body,” as when the bodily senses 

undergo something directly agreeable or harmful to the body (ST I-II.35.1.ad 1). 

However, the affective evaluations that we term physical pleasure and pain take place in 

the sensitive soul—the “form” and “life” of the body—so they cannot simply be said to 

be “of the body.” As Aquinas goes on to argue, “the movement of [pleasure or] pain is 

always in the soul; since ‘the body cannot feel [pleasure or] pain unless the soul feel 

it.’”26 Again in the Tertia Pars, Thomas reminds the reader that “true bodily pain 

[requires] . . . bodily hurt and the sense of hurt.”27 And Robert Miner, in his commentary 

on the passions, points out that a person “may experience bodily pains or ailments 

without being significantly affected by them.”28 In other words, positive and negative 

signals from the body are called passions when they rise to the level of awareness and 

cognitive-affective appraisal (however rudimentary or complex) in the sensitive soul.29  

                                                
25 Emphasis added. 
26 Quoting Augustine, Super Psalm 87:4. 
27 ST III.15.5.co (emphasis added); Thomas’s nuanced position has interesting parallels with some 
of the contemporary discussion in analytic circles. Cf. Murat Aydede, “Pain,” in The Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Spring 2019 Edition). 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/pain/. 
28 Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 192. Most passages from Aquinas on passiones corporalis and 
on dolor support this view. ST III.15.4.co is an exception in that it seems to suggest that the soul 
necessarily responds to bodily hurt: “A soul . . . suffers with a bodily passion through bodily hurt; 
for since the soul is the form of the body, soul and body have but one being; and hence, when the 
body is disturbed by any bodily passion, the soul, too, must be disturbed, i.e. in the being which it 
has in the body.” 
29 Because Aquinas does not emphasize the distinction between passiones corporalis and 
passiones animalis in the Prima Secundae, some commentators argue that he rejected this 
distinction sometime after writing De Veritate (hereafter abbreviated DV). See Miner, Aquinas on 
the Passions, 190 fn. 5, and Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 46 fn. 109. A brief, cryptic passage 
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 The second category, passiones animalis, occurs when the intentional object30 

being appetitively assessed arises “according to the operations that are proper to the 

soul.”31 In such cases, the appetitive process begins properly in the sensitive soul, with a 

cognitive appraisal drawing on input from the senses and sensus communis, imagination, 

memory, the cogitative power itself, and/or varying degrees of interaction with the 

intellect, will, and previous assessments at any level. The resulting appetitive motion 

affects both soul and body. 

 Memory, imagination, and the cogitative power are faculties of the sensitive soul 

itself that (unlike the sensus communis) do not require direct input from the bodily 

senses.32 And all these sensitive faculties have correlates in non-rational animals. For, 

                                                                                                                                            
in ST I-II.35.1.co on pain versus ailments also causes some confusion. However, Thomas clearly 
makes use of the corporalis/animalis distinction in the Tertia Pars when considering Christ’s 
affectivity (q. 15) and suffering (q. 46). For support of this position, see Lombardo, The Logic of 
Desire, 45-46; Paul Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s Soul in the Theology of St. Thomas 
Aquinas (2002; repr. Scranton: University of Scranton Press, 2009), 245-52 and 259; and Jean-
Pierre Torrell, O.P. (preface to Ibid., 9). 
30 Although the intentional or formal object is in the sensitive soul, I refrain from using the non-
intuitive term “sensible good or evil” because, as King notes, “the intentio . . . [is] not a 
perceptible feature of the object. The key point to keep in mind is that ‘sensible’ here refers to [a] 
particular that is grasped in its presentation as a good or an evil” (“Aquinas on the Emotions,” 
224 fn. 18, emphases added). 

For more on the material object (the “what” that triggers the passion), the intentional 
object (the triggering aspect of the “what,” also known as the formal object), and the various 
cognitive powers that come into play, see Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 21-25, and Miner, 
Aquinas on the Passions, 58-59. For a helpful description of intentiones in analytic philosophical 
terms, see King, “Aquinas on the Emotions,” 213-14. 
31 secundum operationem quae est propria animae (ST III.15.4). 
32 Miner treats the sensus communis as part and parcel of sensation. According to Miner (Aquinas 
on the Passions, 65, and citing ST I.78.4), Aquinas’s “four apprehensive powers of the sensitive 
soul” are: 

(1) Sensation, including both the proper senses and the sensus communis 
(2) The imagination 
(3) The estimative power, or (in human beings) “the cogitative power which the universal 
reason guides” (ST I.81.3.ad 2), also known as “particular reason” (ST I.78.4.co) 
(4) The memorative power 
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even non-rational animals “need to perceive [intentional objects] . . . which the exterior 

sense does not perceive.” For example, a bird desires and searches out straw “not because 

[it is] pleasant to the sense, but because [it is] useful for building its nest.”33 

 To repeat Nicholas Lombardo’s vivid example of the difference between a passio 

corporalis and a passio animalis: “Being stabbed by a knife begins in the body and 

penetrates the soul; being given some bad news begins in the soul and filters down to the 

body (perhaps leading to tears or a nervous collapse).”34 Notice that the sounds or visual 

shapes conveying “bad news” come to us by way of the senses, but these sounds or 

shapes are not themselves a direct impingement on the body the way a knife wound is. 

Receipt of the news is assessed as bad—and thereby becomes an impingement on the 

body-soul composite—because of various kinds of processing, imagining, and evaluating 

done in the soul. 

 There are, of course, feedback loops between the passions arising from the body 

and the passions starting in the soul. For instance, the analysis of bodily-based suffering 

in Section A was not an example of passio corporalis alone. Rather, it brought to the fore 

the complex interplay of physical, mental, and relational considerations that can arise in a 

suffering-experience that begins with a bodily problem (like a bad fall). In terms of the 

passions involved, pain from a bad fall is its own “sorrow” of sorts, but it can quickly 

lead to further sorrows as well; conversely, global or particular reflections on the bad fall 

or its long-term ramifications that cause sorrow or fear can lead to further negative, 

                                                                                                                                            
Miner also notes that all four of these powers are “capable of activating the sensitive appetite” 
(66, and citing ST I.81.3.ad 2). 
33 ST I.78.4.co. 
34 Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 45. 



  
      
    

 
 
 
 

267 

bodily changes, and so on. Still, the distinction between passiones corporalis and 

passiones animalis remains a useful analytical tool. 

 

c. The question of translation: passions or emotions?35 

 Aquinas’s passiones can be roughly translated as “emotions” if one understands 

emotions to be cognitively based, psycho-physiological affective responses to particulars 

that can begin in the body or the psyche and are meant to help one effectively navigate in 

life. However, even apart from etymological and genealogical issues, two problems arise 

with translating passiones as “emotions.” 

 First, as discussed above, the category of passions includes the subcategory of 

passiones corporalis. Negative passiones corporalis are bodily discomforts that are 

processed in the soul as hurtful.36 However it is awkward for today’s English speakers to 

think of pain and the like as “emotions.” Calling pain an “emotion” seems not to do 

justice to the physicality and givenness of the phenomenon. And an account of suffering 

will have much more traction if it does not sell short the reality of physical pain. 

 Second, passions are only a subset of human affect. Affect can be thought of as all 

of the human being’s signaling and motivating (appetitive) responses to goodness or 
                                                
35 There is much debate in the Thomist literature and the analytic literature on Aquinas over 
whether to translate Thomas’s passiones as “passions” or “emotions.” Each word has its own 
history, connotative baggage, and risks of unclarity. D’Arcy (“Introduction,” xxi-xxiii), King 
(“Aquinas on the Emotions”), and Diana Fritz Cates (Aquinas on the Emotions: A Religious-
Ethical Inquiry [Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2009]) argue for “emotion” as 
a close-enough or more intuitive term. Miner (Aquinas on the Passions, 4) and Gondreau (The 
Passions of Christ’s Soul, 32), argue for “passion.” And Lombardo (The Logic of Desire, 8-20) 
makes a convincing case in favor of “passion.” (Interestingly, “emotion” appears in the subtitle of 
that work, presumably in order to reach a broader audience.) Lombardo (The Logic of Desire, 8-
20) and Hütter (Dust Bound for Heaven, Ch. 3) also provide useful background and citations on 
the history of the terms. 
36 For more, see the discussion of dolor below. 
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badness, fittingness or unfittingness. Passions are the subset of affective responses that 

include a determination in the sensitive soul and a bodily transmutation. Passiones 

corporalis and passiones animalis are affective motions and (more narrowly) passions. 

Motivating response-signals in the intellectual appetite are not passions (although they 

constantly interact with the passions in complex ways). I make a case below (in VI.C) for 

acknowledging the sometimes-overlooked subcategory of intellectual affect for things 

like joy and distress proper to the rational soul. Joy and distress at the level of global 

assessments and spiritual concerns, however, are often intuitively thought of as emotions. 

The second risk, then, is that if the passions are called “emotions,” today’s English 

speakers are likely to accidentally include affect proper to the intellectual appetite. The 

following chart may be helpful: 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Affect in hylomorphic (human) beings 
 
Rational soul:    Intellectual affect 
 
Sensitive soul+body:  Passions  Passiones animalis (beginning in the 
             sensitive soul) 
Sensitive soul+body:  Passions  Passiones corporalis (beginning in the body) 
_______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 2: Kinds of affect in hylomorphic (human) beings. 
 

 Because “passions” is a rarely used term in everyday speech, it is easier for the 

reader to keep in mind the technical definition and proper scope of the term (i.e., that 

passions are somewhat conceptually similar to emotions, based on cognitive appraisals, 

aimed at flourishing, located in the body-sensitive soul dynamics, including pain and the 
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like, and not including purely intellectual affect). Thus, all things considered, it is better 

for present purposes to transliterate passiones as “the passions.” 

 

d. Interaction between the sense passions and the rational soul. 

 A passion’s effects are several. As a painful or pleasurable signal, it motivates the 

person to contemplate actions in line with the signal and informs the cognitive faculties 

about goodness and evil. Passions also have physiological effects. Simple fear, for 

instance, manifests in pallor, trembling, loss of appetite, and the like.37 Furthermore, 

passions and their effects motivate further thoughts and passions.  

 Passions interact with each other and with the intellect and will in complex ways. 

For instance, one passion can interfere with, submit to, reinforce, or draw the attention 

away from a host of others. An initial affective response can be altered by further 

cognition via (for instance) the focus of the imagination on a certain aspect of the 

situation, and via the holistic reflections of the intellect. The will can also cause, consent 

to, or resist a passion, and it can prevent or facilitate the causal efficacy of a passion’s 

power.38  

 Because of the tight relationship between the cogitative power and the sense 

appetite (as with intellect and will in the rational soul), the affective movement towards a 

perceived good or away from a perceived evil always presupposes some level of 

cognitive appraisal. This cognitive dimension should be understood flexibly, however, as 

Thomas  

                                                
37 ST I-II.44, “On the effects of fear.” 
38 King, “Aquinas on the Emotions,” 217. 
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includes within its realm not only propositional states, such as states of 
believing-that and judging-that, but also (and most importantly for the 
initial formation of many emotions) nonpropositional states such as having 
in mind a sensory image or impression that we have not yet put into 
words—or have only begun to characterize for ourselves through the use 
of higher-order intellectual powers.39 
 

We need to keep this broad sense of cognition in mind when insisting on an element of 

awareness and cognitive appraisal preceding the affective movements of the sensitive 

soul. 

 Even when a passion arises rather “spontaneously”40 from an unexpected bodily 

sensation or act of the sensitive soul, it still presupposes at least some minimal act of the 

cogitative power (with further appraisal typically ensuing after the initial reaction). In the 

case of a bodily passion, the movement would go from a bodily sensation to the sensus 

communis, to the cogitative power, to the sense appetite.41 

                                                
39 Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions, 9-10. 
40 Craig Steven Titus, “Passions in Christ: Spontaneity, Development, and Virtue,” The Thomist 
73:1 (Jan. 2009): 53-87. 
41 The chronological language of beginning in the body and then going through an initial 
appraisal in the soul cannot capture the potentially simultaneous nature of this body-soul 
interaction. 
 With respect to the interplay of the sensus communis (the common sense) and the vis 
cogitative (the cogitative power, a.k.a. the discursive power, passive intellect, or particular 
reason), see Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 23-24; Daniel De Haan “Perception and the Vis 
Cogitativa: A Thomistic Analysis of Aspectual, Actional, and Affectional Percepts,” American 
Catholic Philosophical Quarterly 88:3 (2014): 397-437; and George P. Klubertanz, S.J., The 
Discursive Power: Sources and Doctrine of the Vis Cogitativa According to St. Thomas Aquinas 
(St. Louis: The Modern Schoolman, 1952). De Haan argues for the cogitative power as a proto-
intellect (my phrasing) that takes the lead in the sensitive soul, organizing the other powers, doing 
a significant amount of the work, and interacting with the power of universal reason. The 
cogitative power delivers aspectual, actional, and affectional percepts: It is “an internal sense 
power in both human and nonhuman animals that is capable of non-conceptual and pre-linguistic 
perceptual estimations of what some particular is, what could be done with respect to it, and what 
is to be done with respect to it” (“Perception,” 398). The sensus communis can only provide a 
“sensible gestalt” of an extra-cognitive present object (Ibid., 409); beyond this (says De Haan), 
the cogitative power is needed to form a perception and distinguish it from other things.  

De Haan (399 fn. 6) argues that his position contrasts with that of Klubertanz, who 
emphasizes the role of the vis cogitativa only in operabilia (singulars of action). However, see 



  
      
    

 
 
 
 

271 

 These seemingly “spontaneous,” pre-reflective passions are called “antecedent 

passions.” In contrast, “consequent passions” ensue after further reflection and guiding 

input from the rational soul. There is a burgeoning Thomist literature on antecedent 

versus consequent passions, the precise way the rational soul rules the passions, and the 

significance of these things for a flourishing, virtuous life.42 A few brief notes will need 

to suffice for now. 

 First, the rational soul is of course supposed to govern all aspects of a human 

being. How it does so in the case of the passions is a complex question, for Aquinas notes 

that reason rules the sense appetites as a free man, not a slave.43 That is, the sense 

                                                                                                                                            
Klubertanz, 230 and 252-253, where he argues that the discursive (cogitative) power also 
compares objects to judge suitability; these deliverances are then handed over to the sense 
appetite. (For an analytic reading of Aquinas as a “perception theorist of emotion,” see King, 
“Aquinas on the Emotions,” 222-23.) 

For present purposes, it is not necessary to arbitrate how far the cogitative power 
seemingly steps into the territory of the appetitive. As De Haan himself says, “The delineation 
and categorization of objects, acts, and powers is a reflexive intellectual extrapolation that 
presupposes the given unity of all conscious operations” (411). 
42 For more on antecedent and consequent passions, the passions in relation to virtue, and the 
reciprocal (though asymmetrical) influences of the rational soul and sensitive soul on each other, 
see Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions, 232 and 236-37; Gondreau, “The Passions and the Moral 
Life: Appreciating the Originality of Aquinas,” The Thomist 71:3 (July 2007): 419-450; 
Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s Soul, 335-37; Hütter, Dust Bound for Heaven, Ch. 3 (pp. 75-
101); Warren Kinghorn, “‘As One Infirm, I Approach the Balm of Life’: Psychiatric Medication, 
Agency, and Freedom in the Psychology of St. Thomas Aquinas,” Christian Bioethics 24:3 
(2018): 265-87, at 273-75; and Titus, “Passions in Christ: Spontaneity, Development, and 
Virtue.” Several of Pinckaer’s works also touch on the relationship between the passions, the 
virtues, and the rule of reason. Inter alia, see Servais Pinckaers, The Pursuit of Happiness—God's 
Way: Living the Beatitudes, trans. Mary T. Noble (New York: Society of St. Paul, 1998), 62-63: 
“[W]ould we want an animal trainer to use such methods? Wouldn't we mock him if he showed 
us tigers without fangs or claws?” 
43 Kevin White, 105. For a helpful, extended discussion, see Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s 
Soul, 273-76.  

Cf. ST I-II.56.4.ad 3: “The body is ruled by the soul, and the irascible and concupiscible 
powers by the reason, but in different ways. For the body obeys the soul [its form] blindly 
without any contradiction, in those things in which it has a natural aptitude to be moved by the 
soul: whence the Philosopher says (Polit. i, 3) that the ‘soul rules the body with a despotic 
command’ as the master rules his slave: wherefore the entire movement of the body is referred to 
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appetite is a free citizen that “has something of its own”44 vis-à-vis the rational soul: 

Positively, the sense appetite has something unique and worthwhile to offer. Neutrally, 

passions arising from the body or the psyche cannot necessarily be overruled or ignored 

by reason or the will alone (although the higher faculties can have a surprising level of 

influence in a well-ordered soul). Severe pain, for instance, cannot simply be “willed 

away”; and yet, we see some people carry on and focus on other things in the face of 

physical and psychological burdens that seem categorically overwhelming and 

unbearable. Negatively, the sense appetite can (like a free but unwise citizen) resist 

reason’s organization of the faculties towards the common good of the whole. Virtuous 

living, then, requires guiding the passions and harnessing their signaling and motivational 

power towards the higher good, not stamping them out.45 

 Second, “antecedent” passions are not directly governed by reason in the way that 

consequent ones are, but they are always already shaped by factors like (i) original grace 

or original sin, and (for Christians) the new life of grace,46 (ii) life history, and (iii) the 

embedding of virtuous and vicious habits. It is clear that the disorder and concupiscence 

resulting from original sin, damaging life experiences, and vice disorient the body and 

sensitive soul from reliably signaling and desiring as it would have in the state of original 

grace. Paul Gondreau provides a helpful contrast case when he notes that, in Christ, the 
                                                                                                                                            
the soul. For this reason virtue is not in the body, but in the soul. But the irascible and 
concupiscible powers do not obey the reason blindly; on the contrary, they have their own proper 
movements, by which, at times, they go against reason, whence the Philosopher says (Polit. i, 3) 
that the ‘reason rules the irascible and concupiscible powers by a political command’ such as that 
by which free men are ruled, who have in some respects a will of their own.”  
44 Cf. Hütter, Dust Bound for Heaven, 93. 
45 ST I.95.2.3: “Perfection of moral virtue does not wholly take away the passions, but regulates 
them; for the temperate man desires as he ought to desire, and what he ought to desire, as stated 
in Ethic. iii, 11.” 
46 Kinghorn, “As One Infirm,” 273-75.  
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passions are all virtuous (“virtuous by participation” in the sense that they play their 

proper role within a virtuous, rational being). Christ’s passions are not thereby rendered 

simply mechanical outgrowths of the dictates of reason. Rather, Christ’s antecedent 

passions are “spontaneously good,” as they have maintained their good, natural 

tendencies within a sinless human being.47 A pain response, for instance, is still a useful 

good, as long as it is in line with the true gravity of the situation. With respect to Christ as 

the perfect example of virtuous political rule of the passions, Lombardo adds:  

Aquinas does not mean that Christ became angry only after he 
commanded himself to become angry, but rather that Christ spontaneously 
became angry in ways that complemented his reason and cooperated with 
its implicit judgments.48 
 

In contrast, a spontaneous fit of rage over a minor issue would reveal a lack of original 

grace or proper re-schooling of the body and soul.49 Even our “spontaneous” reactions, in 

other words, take place within the persons we are or have become. 

 The intuitiveness of this view becomes more apparent when we consider the 

effects of life history on people’s antecedent passions. We know that dramatic, negative 

experiences in one’s past can shape both reflective and spontaneous reactions long into 

the future. For instance, in a veteran struggling with the memories of war, an 

overwhelming, antecedent passion of fear can arise at a stimulus like holiday fireworks 
                                                
47 Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s Soul, 309 and 313. Pace Nicholas Kahm, Aquinas on 
Emotion’s Participation in Reason (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 
2019). Kahm’s final reflections merit further reflection (294-95). However, Kahm is in the 
minority in arguing for a “quasi-Kantian” (293) interpretation of Aquinas in which the goal of a 
virtuous life is despotic rule of the passions by reason (6). Antecedent passions, then, can only be 
ruled by reason through being tamped down upon. This view challenges the extent to which 
virtue (not just continence) and grace can really change a person from top to bottom. 
Interestingly, Kahm’s position seems to align him more with the view of “imposed submission” 
that Gondreau ascribes to Scotus and Bonaventure (“The Passions and the Moral Life,” 444). 
48 Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 211. 
49 Hütter, Dust Bound for Heaven, 99, uses the phrase “a moral schooling of the body.” 
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that would cause a minimally negative or positive spontaneous affective response in a 

person shaped by a different life history.50  

 Expectations can play a role in shaping “spontaneous” reactions even in less 

dramatic cases. We jump at a noise when awake late at night that would cause no such 

immediate reaction in the daytime. (It’s not that, in the daytime, I start jumping at a noise 

but catch myself sooner; it’s that I don’t even feel the urge.) This presumably occurs 

because of subconscious expectations that are constantly being set, and processing that is 

constantly being done, even before the noise occurs. Although we may not be able to say 

exactly how it works, priming clearly plays a role in even our antecedent passions—in 

the split-second appraisals that seem to happen pre-reflectively. The rational soul cannot 

control the antecedent passions directly as they arise, but it can shape “how the stage is 

set.” 

 Moving beyond antecedent passions, a virtuous person’s passions can be said to 

be “virtuous” (in a participatory sense) because the antecedent passions quickly and 

easily cede to consequent passions51—and in a fully virtuous person, these consequent, 

reflective passions are fully responsive to the prioritization of higher goods over lower 

ones. And certain passions are purely consequent ones, as when an intellectual insight 

leads to an emotional (psychosomatic affective) response; they are “virtuous by 

participation” if the rational and sensitive souls are in line with God’s ratio. 

                                                
50 It could be that some dramatic life events can prevent a graced and virtuous person from ever, 
in this life, fully re-schooling certain antecedent passions to align with the rest. This is, of course, 
only one of many forms that human brokenness can take, and we all wait in hope of complete 
healing in the life to come. 
51 Hütter, Dust Bound for Heaven, 93 fn. 31: Virtues like temperance do not directly order the 
antecedent passions. “Rather, temperance prevents antecedent passions from arising or renders 
them so docile that they never need to be fought against by the temperate person.” 
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 Finally, then, the passions participate in reason and virtue to the extent that they 

conform to the higher good via docility to a virtuous will’s imperium and via habits that 

allow them to be useful champions of our true, final telos.52 Notice that the potential of 

the passions to assist us in reaching our final end is not limited to positive affectivity: 

Pain, sorrow, fear and the like can also help us to navigate rightly through an unclear and 

difficult external reality, and to be properly motivated to sort through confusion and 

disorder within ourselves. (This does not mean they always have this effect, just that they 

can.) The good news is that, in a graced and virtuous soul, even deeply negative 

passiones corporalis and animalis will be contextualized by the higher, positive 

intellectual affect of joyful alignment with God’s ratio and God’s personal call.  

 

e. The passions in hylomorphic context. 

 In rational animals, the intellect and will constantly interact with, shape, and are 

shaped by, the materially based sensitive soul and body. A passion is always proximately 

based on a cognitive appraisal at the level of the sensitive soul, but the originating source 

of the intentional object could be a bodily signal, memory, imagination, or a deliverance 

of the intellect or will. Other sentient, corporeal beings (non-rational animals) also have 

affective reactions based on estimative assessments of sense data, memory, and use of the 

imagination.53 However, all of these powers are transformed by incorporation into a 

rational being. For instance, the imagination of brute animals is in some ways like our 

own—it can still be conceived of as some kind of image-maker with predictive utility—

                                                
52 Gondreau, “The Passions and the Moral Life,” 450.  
53 See ST I.78.4.co. 
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but it lacks the benefit of interaction with a rational part of the soul that can consider 

universals.54 Human beings, have “a much larger conceptual apparatus” on which to 

draw.55 Furthermore, the thoughts, concerns, and ensuing actions of human persons float 

much freer of direct, present circumstances, because they can consider universals. A 

human passion is unique, then, in that it draws from the resources of and informs all the 

hylomorphic parts of a human person. Strictly speaking, passions are sensitive rather than 

intellective, and appetitive rather than cognitive. In the end, however, they should be 

understood as signals of the affective state of a person, the entire unified body-soul 

composite—not just a “part” of the person.56  

 

f. Four interim conclusions of particular interest. 

 In short, passions for Aquinas are cognitively saturated, “embodied[,] sensory-

appetitive motions.”57 Warren Kinghorn provides a more holistic phrasing, saying that, 

for Thomas, the passions are “embodied signs of whom and what we love, which in turn 

guide the moral life.”58 This latter framing helps remind us that the life of our passions 

                                                
54 Cf. Stephen Loughlin, “Similarities and Differences Between Human and Animal Emotion in 
Aquinas’s Thought,” The Thomist 65:1 (Jan. 2001): 45-65. Inter alia, Loughlin (62-64) describes 
how irascible emotions in non-rational animals (e.g., analogues of human hope and fear) are 
partially pre-determined by God while still maintaining certain necessary characteristics. In 
contrast, in human beings, these aspects are colored and partially determined by the intellect, 
while still being passions of the sensitive soul. 
55 See King, “Aquinas on the Emotions,” 216ff., whom I follow in this paragraph.  
56 Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 35 and 46; Cf. ST I-II.22.1 and 29.4; Cf. King, “Aquinas on 
the Emotions,” 212: Grief, for instance “is not a mere mental phenomenon, though it of course 
does involve mental states. As we would put Aquinas’s point today, emotions are states of 
persons.” 
57 Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions, 153. 
58 Kinghorn, in discussion with the author, 20 May 2017. Cf. Kinghorn, “As One Infirm,” 273: 
“[T]he passions stand as signs [of] whom, or what, we love; and if our loves are directed in 
healthy ways, they are reliable guides for the pursuit of what is good for us.” 
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has a contextualizing history and telos just like the rest of us, and that the passions—

including sorrow—have a relational thrust: signaling the state of our loves in both soul 

and body, and (when working well) motivating us to towards good and away from evil. 

 From this initial characterization of the passions, four points of particular interest 

for our purposes emerge with respect to sorrow, the organizing passion in suffering. 

These are points I will continue to fill out as the chapter goes along. First, sorrow is a 

“cognitively saturated” phenomenon, an assessment that an evil is impinging on a person 

or his/her extended cares. This point helps to draw together the components of objective 

evil and negative affectivity in suffering. 

 Second, sorrow should ultimately be understood with reference to the person as a 

whole. This point becomes especially clear when considering sorrow that is temporally 

extended and based on continued reflection (versus a momentary reaction of sadness). 

We divide in order to understand better, but in the end it is not faculties but persons that 

suffer. 

 Third, sorrow and the other passions involved in suffering are motions away from 

evils and towards goods. It is as assessments of goodness and evil, fittingness and 

unfittingness, that sorrow and the other passions become central to accounts of 

flourishing and suffering that have a strong, objective component. 

 Fourth and relatedly, sorrow and the other passions involved in suffering take 

place within the context of a person’s particular web of relationality—of whom and what 

they love. The shape of suffering, then, is affected by the moral life and one’s teleological 

understandings. 
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2. Passions are categorized by their relationship to good and evil. 

 Aquinas categorizes passions by their relationship to good and evil. In the 

“concupiscible” passions, the formal object is a sensible good or evil “taken absolutely” 

(without qualification). For instance, aversion regards its object simply as an evil to be 

moved away from. In the “irascible” passions, the formal object is a sensible good or evil 

that presents a significant difficulty.59 For instance, fear regards its object not simply as 

an evil, but as an evil that is “difficult or arduous, so as to be almost unavoidable.”60 

 The concupiscible and irascible passions are further categorized by whether the 

relation to good or evil is one of a simple stance, a movement, or an attainment. For 

instance, dislike (“hatred”) is a simple stance against an object [or some aspect thereof] 

qua evil, without respect to its presence or absence. To take an example of “attainment,” 

sorrow or distress “rests” (albeit unwillingly) in an evil. The following chart lays out the 

taxonomy:61 

                                                
59 ST I-II.23.1-2. 
60 ST I-II.41.2.ad 3.  
61 This chart is based on King (“Aquinas on the Emotions,” 221) but with several modifications. 
Miner provides an alternative chart of “the narrative structure of the concupiscible passions” and 
“the passions as ordered pairs” (Aquinas on the Passions, 42 and 54). In the latter chart, hope and 
fear are listed twice, and anger is acknowledged but not included. Miner’s characterization of the 
irascible passions differs from other major, recent interpretations (e.g., Cates, Lombardo). Instead 
of focusing on the aspect of arduum (of facing a difficult obstacle) in the irascible passions, 
Miner argues that the distinction between pleasant/painful and useful/dangerous more 
fundamentally underlies the concupsicible-irascible division (48-53). King implicitly provides 
some support for this view when he says that “the irascible emotions ‘come to the aid’ of the 
concupiscible emotions, the former being ‘champions’ of the latter” (219). However, King 
ultimately argues for the understanding that an irascible emotion has for its formal object a 
“sensible [particular] good/evil that is difficult” (219). 
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________________________________________________________________________ 
Concupiscible Passions Irascible Passions 
 
Particulars62 Assessed as            Difficult Obstacles Assessed as      
Good           Evil                      Surmountable     Insurmountable63  
Like/Love Dislike/Hatred [simple stance]   Hope  Despair 
Desire   Aversion   [movement towards or away] Confidence Fear/Angst 
Pleasure*  Pain**  [repose/attainment/dwelling]       Anger64 
 
*Pleasure/Delight/Joy  **Pain/Distress/Sorrow/Torment 
________________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 3: Aquinas’s taxonomy of the passions.  
 

 Note that passions beginning in the body and those beginning in the sensitive soul 

itself can be correlated to the chart above (e.g., pleasure/pain of the body, delight/distress 

of the mind). At least some of the passions listed above also have correlates in the will 

itself—the appetite of the intellectual soul.65 Affectus in the will is not, strictly speaking, 

“passion.”66 However, this often-overlooked correlate is what makes possible joy, angst, 

                                                
62 “Particulars” helps to capture the range of material objects of a human being’s sense appetite, 
since the “sensible” objects in question include deliverances of the senses and the sensus 
communis but also the imagination, memory, and particular reason (the cogitative sense) in 
interaction with universal reason. 
63 “Surmountable” and “insurmountable” are with respect to evils presenting great difficulty. In 
reference to hard-to-reach goods, we would say “attainable” and “unattainable.” 
64 For more on anger, see Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 62-74, on the irascible passions. Ibid., 
64-65: “Anger (ira) is the fifth irascible passion and the most complex: caused by sadness [over a 
perceived injustice], it reaches out in hope for the elimination of that sadness. It attacks what 
frustrates desire and seeks to eliminate it.” 
65 Cates argues that “Aquinas seems prepared to replicate all of the eleven basic sensory-
appetitive motions . . . on the intellectual level, although he discusses only a few of these 
explicitly, and only briefly” (Aquinas on the Emotions, 205); Cf. Lombardo: “In many places, 
Aquinas notes that a particular vice involves inappropriate affection (though he does not always 
use the word “affection”), as in his treatments of despair, hatred, acedia, envy, idolatry, avarice, 
prodigality, ambition, vainglory, pusillanimity, pride, and curiositas. He usually does not specify 
in which appetite this affection is located. Sometimes, in discussing an aspect of some vice, he 
talks only about affection, without mentioning passion; other times, he refers to the passions or to 
the sense appetite, but in a context that does not exclude movements of the intellectual appetite. 
This ambiguity seems deliberate” (The Logic of Desire, 193). 
66 Passiones are, definitionally, based on interactions between the body and the sensitive soul. 
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or torment of the spirit, of the kind that immaterial beings can also have.67 This “highest 

level” of the soul regards spiritual realities, one’s relationship to God and the cosmic 

order, other existential questions, and reasoning related to abstracted universals.68 

 The categorization of passions in terms of stances, movements, and reposing in 

good or evil is notable in two further regards. (1) It dovetails well with the work on evil 

in Chapter V.69 (2) It also reinforces the relational angle of human anthropology 

emphasized in earlier parts of this project—viz., our openness to and need for things 

outside ourselves (paradigmatically other persons, especially via embodied relations of 

knowing and loving, but also impersonal goods).70 The passions “bring[] human 

vulnerability and receptiveness to the fore.”71 

                                                
67 For more on intellectual affect, see the discussion in VI.C.5.b. 

As to the term “angst”: King (“Aquinas on the Emotions,” 215) treats angst, dread, and 
boredom as “objectless states,” as moods (“somatic states that influence psychological states”) 
rather than as emotions (passions). This might sometimes be the case, and Aquinas certainly does 
consider moods—most often in terms of the balance of the four humours (Ibid., 224 en. 22). 
However, I think a case can be made that angst, dread, and boredom may often derive from 
misapprehension or conflict in the intellective soul with respect to spiritual and existential 
matters—in other words, that the “bad feeling” is not contentless, but only vaguely discerned and 
so broad-reaching that the dis-ease of the intellectual appetite “overflows” (ST I-II.30.1.co) into 
the lower parts of the soul. This accords with the existential emphasis in a statement by Rudolf 
Allers: “[D]read and some other emotions reveal to man his individual, personal finitude” (“The 
Cognitive Aspect of Emotions,” The Thomist 4:4 (Oct. 1942), 589-648 at 612). Where I use 
“angst” in these sections, however, the reader is free to substitute something like “spiritual 
anxiety.” 
68 The consideration of universals derives from the deliverances of the sensitive soul with respect 
to particular goods in the world. In human beings, consideration of spiritual realities and broad, 
existential questions also relies on sensate experience and powers of the sensitive soul like the 
imagination. 
69 See, e.g., V.A.1, “The privatio boni”; V.A.4 “Evil in things simply and in their relations”; and 
V.B.1 “Evil is parasitic on the good both ontologically and epistemologically.”  
70 Chapters II-IV as a whole take up the idea of our openness to and need for things outside 
ourselves. One might consider in particular II.C.4, “The relational thrust of the imago Dei”; 
III.B.7, “From ontology to morality: being made for each other”; and IV.B.2.a, “Interhuman 
relations are not subsistent, but they are nonetheless vital to human flourishing.” 
71 Carlo Leget, “Martha Nussbaum and Thomas Aquinas on the Emotions,” Theological Studies 
64 (2003): 558–81, at 575. Cf. Ibid., quoting Nussbaum: “[W]e acknowledge our own neediness 
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 Summa Theologiae I-II, q. 41, a. 2, ad 2, draws the diverse taxonomy above back 

into a unified picture of human volition: 

All the passions of the soul arise from one source, viz. love, wherein they 
are connected with one another. By reason of this connection, when fear 
[or some other passion] is put aside, [certain] other passions of the soul 
[may also be] dispersed; not, however, as though [fear] were a general 
passion. 
 

Although the passions are many, they are integrated around a person’s desire to know and 

be united with the good. Even affective responses toward evil can ultimately be 

understood with reference to the search for the good.72 Thomas readily grants that 

passions may not track the true good, or not to the right degree, due to some error in the 

cognitive-affective process (e.g., bodily imbalances, a false belief, misapprehension, 

learned patterns, or improperly weighted desires).73 However, the goal of the passions, 

when functioning properly, is still to help a person know and navigate towards the good. 

                                                                                                                                            
and incompleteness before parts of the world that we do not fully control” (Martha C. Nussbaum, 
Upheavals of Thought: The Intelligence of Emotions (New York: Cambridge University, 2001), 
19). 
72 This point harkens back to Ch. V on the parasitical nature of evil. 
73 Interestingly, Thomas’s model helps to explain the relatively high efficacy of cognitive-
behavioral and insight-oriented psychotherapy in cases of mild to moderate mood disorders. For 
works by psychiatrists Anna Terruwe and Conrad Baars, see Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 6 
fn. 19, and references throughout. However, see also the strong warning in Kevin Majeres, 
“Terruwe and Baars’s ‘Mortification Therapy’: A Thomistic Approach?” Logos: A Journal of 
Catholic Thought & Culture 14:2 (Spring 2011): 37–58. Majeres suggests that other authors 
better represent a truly Thomistic approach. 

Kinghorn’s work provides many useful indications of the practical import of Thomas’s 
thought for contemporary psychiatry and clinical psychology. On the proper role(s) of psychiatric 
medication in the context of a flourishing life, Thomistically understood, see Kinghorn, “As One 
Infirm”; and Ibid., Medicating the Eschatological Body: Psychiatric Technology for Christian 
Wayfarers (Th.D. dissertation, Duke University, 2011). Cf. King, “Aquinas on the Emotions,” 
223: “Aquinas exploits the structural parallel between perception and emotion frequently, and, as 
with perceptions, he holds that the most fundamental way to understand emotions is to see them 
as modes of engagement with the world. Again, Aquinas holds that the cognitive penetrability of 
emotion derives from the susceptibility of perception to being affected by changes in beliefs and 
thoughts.” 
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Here Kinghorn’s characterization again comes to mind: Passions are “embodied signs of 

whom and what we love, which in turn guide the moral life”—a life aimed (more or less 

effectively) at integration, flourishing, proper relations, and deep and abiding connections 

to the most important goods. 

 

3. The primary passions in suffering are dolor and tristitia. 

 The closest Aquinas comes to defining suffering is the concept of undergoing, on 

the one hand, and the passion of sorrow, on the other. First, there is the verb pati, a term 

with broader application than suffering, although with significant overlap in practice. The 

Latin pati means to undergo, endure, suffer, or put up with, and serves as the 

etymological root for English words like patience, patients, passions, and passivity. With 

respect to the affective “undergoings” of the soul, even though Thomas says that the most 

restrictive sense of passio refers to suffering, in the end he takes not sorrow but love 

(which is simply receptive, not negative) to be the primary passio animae around which 

all the others are organized. Thus we see that the passive (or receptive) element in pati is 

key, whether or not accompanied by a negative affective tinge.74 

                                                
74 Even in modern English there are some contrast cases that get at the broader sense of pati. For 
instance, a person is sometimes poetically said to  “suffer” when he falls in love, with an 
emphasis on the willing ceding of control involved (e.g., “to suffer ecstasy” in ST I-II.28.3). A 
person can also “suffer” (put up with) an overly garrulous officemate. Neither usage implies 
serious distress of the kind associated with suffering in the sense analyzed by the present project. 
 For more on the various uses of pati and passion, see ST I.79.2; I.97.2; I-II.22.1; and I-
II.41.1.co; Cf. DV 26.1 and the earlier In III Sent. 15.2.1. For secondary resources, see Lombardo, 
The Logic of Desire, 34-37; Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 32; D’Arcy, “Introduction,” xix-
xxxii; and Bernard Lonergan, Verbum: Word and Idea in Aquinas, ed. David B. Burrell (Notre 
Dame, 1967), 107-11. Lonergan’s chief interest is pati communiter, which is a strictly 
metaphysical category having to do with a potency that receives or is perfected. However, along 
the way, he categorizes the various uses of the term pati in both Aristotle and Aquinas. Pati 
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 To be clear, pati is indeed the verb meaning (inter alia) “to suffer” in Latin, and 

Thomas often uses it in a way that makes it obvious to translators that the undergoing 

involved is meant negatively. Drawing from ST I-II, q. 22, a. 1, co., we might say that 

pati as a negative undergoing happens when a thing undergoes something “for the worse” 

(i.e., when one is subjected to an evil); when something suitable (conveniens, fitting, 

good-for-one) is lost; and the like. We see here that Aquinas does often use the word pati 

to speak of experiencing things that are (or are assessed to be) contrary to the good. 

Suffering, then, is closely associated with pati because suffering clearly carries a sense of 

being acted upon, in particular a change for the worse (which Thomas considers more 

passive), and often with particular reference to the body (which is the prime location of 

receptivity in Thomas’s thought).75 Pati could be seen as representing the pole of the 

concept “suffering” directly tied to the objective evil impinging on a person. 

 Second, the passion of tristitia (sadness, sorrow) is often used interchangeably 

with suffering in the Thomist literature. Miner agrees that “the phenomena denoted by 

‘sorrow’ and ‘suffering’ overlap considerably” in Thomas’s thought. He attributes this 

overlap to the connection of suffering with the concept of pati: viz., that “the soul is most 

violently acted upon (pati) when it suffers.”76 However Miner does not go on to 

distinguish suffering from tristitia. In fact, in the next sentence he uses a slash to speak of 
                                                                                                                                            
proprie is the category in Thomas of relevance to the passions and to suffering (Lonergan, 108, 
and citing DV 26.1.co; ST I.79.2.co; I-II.22.1.co).  
75 Some of the Thomist literature on the passions speculates on the extent of passivity Thomas 
accords to the intellectual appetite (the will), particularly after the condemnations of the bishop of 
Paris in 1270. Lombardo (The Logic of Desire, 32 fn. 54), supported by Sherwin (By Knowledge 
and By Love, 96-97), argues that Thomas’s position does not substantially change, citing implicit 
inclusion of the will in ST I-II.18.2.ad 3 when Thomas “describes appetite as intrinsically passive, 
albeit in a qualified sense.” See also ST I.79.2 on the potentiality of the human intellect. These 
considerations, however, are beyond the necessary scope of the present project. 
76 Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 188. 
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“sorrowing/suffering” as if it were one concept. This identification (or conflation) of the 

two is typical of Thomist literature on the passions—and in fact, some justification for 

this move can be found in the Summa. Thomas does not explicitly say that suffering is 

simply “being sorrowful,” but he does sometimes move fluidly between speaking of 

tristitia and use of the verb pati in a negative, affective way—with reference, in other 

words, to the act of suffering.77 Section VI.C analyzes the extent of this overlap in much 

more detail, arguing that the term “sorrow” does not exhaustively account for what we 

often wish to capture with the term “suffering.”  

 For now, however, we can at least affirm that Aquinas clearly understands the 

prime passions of suffering to be tristitia (sorrow) or dolor et tristitia (pain and sorrow). 

Other negative passions involved in suffering begin or end in these. One might, for 

instance, have times of fear or anger in relation to the presence of a certain evil, and these 

are part and parcel of the suffering, but it is the “forced rest in” pain and sorrow that 

paradigmatically characterize the experience as one of suffering.78 Tristitia, then, could 

be understood as the affective pole in the concept of suffering: undergoing things with 

significant distress. 

                                                
77 E.g., ST III.46.6 moves back and forth between speaking of Christ’s passion (his final 
suffering-experience) and speaking of Christ’s pain and sorrow; however, there is no explicit of 
the equation of the two. ST I-II.35, “On pain or sorrow,” uses to suffer transitively, e.g.:  “the pain 
he suffers” (I-II.35.6.co) and “when we suffer something hurtful” (I-II.35.1.ad 1). The closest 
Thomas comes in q. 35 to equating suffering with pain and sorrow is in a. 2, ob. 1: “It would 
seem that sorrow is not pain. For Augustine says (De Civ. Dei xiv, 7) that ‘pain is used to express 
bodily suffering.’ But sorrow is used more in reference to the soul. Therefore sorrow is not pain” 
(emphases added). Now, the reply to this objection does not dispute the equation of pain with 
bodily suffering, nor the implication that sorrow, correctly understood, has the same extension as 
suffering of the soul. However, given that the wording is in an objection and, moreover, within a 
quotation from an authoritative source that Aquinas would be reluctant to question, we cannot 
assume that this wording precisely reflects Aquinas’s own understandings. 
78 ST I-II.23.4.co. 
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 All negative passions are evaluations of something contrary, with pain and sorrow 

being perceptions present contraries.79 As Kevin White describes it, “[T]he ever-renewed 

sequence of passion causes attention to alternate between an approaching future moment 

and a consuming present one.”80 The “consuming present moments” of suffering are the 

moments of being immersed in pain and sorrow. Dolor and tristitia characterize the 

points at which the sensitive appetite is absorbed in the present moment of being 

subjected to evil—the feeling of being “arrested by” or “resting in” something that you 

wish you weren’t. Since dolor et tristitia are the organizing passions for suffering, let us 

fill out a few points on Thomas’s understanding of the two before turning to the question 

of whether suffering is simply these passions, or something more. 

 Dolor is most narrowly translated as “pain,” but by implication, what goes for 

dolor also applies more broadly to any passio corporalis—any physical discomfort or 

distress processed in the soul as hurtful. This broader interpretation includes things like 

pain, itchiness, nausea, tiredness, thirst, etc.—any direct impingements on the sense 

organs and the body, when they are serious and impinging enough to rise to the level of 

concerned awareness in the soul because of their primary effects on the body. (A minor 

itch is likely of no affective concern. Severe, continued itching that makes it difficult to 

concentrate on other things suggests that it is affecting the body in a way that rises to the 

level of concerned awareness in the sensitive appetite. Itching that is not a severe bodily 

                                                
79 The medievals often take up Aristotle’s definition that “dolor est sensus rei contrarie” (NE 
3.4). That is, “dolor, some kind of pain, is the perception of something contrary. . . . What this 
phrase meant to them was that the presence of something contrary to another thing would cause 
the second thing to suffer.” Donald Mowbray, Pain and Suffering in Medieval Theology: 
Academic Debates at the University of Paris in the Thirteenth Century (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 
2009), 16. 
80 Kevin White, “Passions,” 111. 
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problem but signals the possible return of a serious, underlying condition might instead 

cause a passio animalis like fear or sorrow.) Aquinas and others use “pain” as the 

shorthand because it is the most obvious one. Even in popular discussions and bioethics 

debates, nausea and other serious bodily discomforts are often bundled under the catch-

all phrase of pain (when distinction is not needed), although they are phenomenologically 

distinct discomforts that can be just as affectively distressing as pain. 

 Of course, the intensity, duration, and frequency of the bodily signals play a role 

in how much affective distress or discomfort is caused by these negative physical 

perceptions. Mental processing and the spiritual state of the soul also factor in to how 

severely the pain is “felt” (particularly with respect to ongoing pains), since these 

evaluate the situation and direct the prioritization of goods and concerns in the person.81 

Still, as previously noted, physical pains and discomforts have their own “substance” that 

often cannot, above a certain threshold, be entirely ignored by force of will or 

contextualization. Furthermore, physical distress can cause cognitive, volitional, and 

relational damages or alterations as well. We should keep these qualifications in mind 

when considering dolor in the sections that follow. 

 For our purposes, tristitia is also best taken broadly to mean “sorrow” and closely 

related concepts like sadness, distress, mental or psychic pain, anguish, and torment. 

Sorrow, for Aquinas, can even refer to things as diverse as pity (sorrow for another’s evil 

somehow considered as one’s own), envy (sorrow at another’s good not being one’s 

own), anxiety or perplexity (a weighing down of the mind that prevents flight from evil), 

                                                
81 Cf. Cassell, “The Nature of Suffering,” 640-41. 
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and torpor (paralysis stemming from intense anxiety over an evil).82 Feelings of 

debilitation, emptiness, or meaninglessness would also seem to fall under the category of 

sorrow (likely beginning as global or spiritual appraisals that trigger or overflow into the 

sense-passion of sorrow). Sorrow’s effects include: (1) “[A] lessened capacity to engage 

in those activities proper to our humanity, specifically the capacity to learn” or 

remember, due to the absorption of attention involved. (2) A “weighing down… of one’s 

person by sorrow,” preventing the enjoyment of other goods. This can go so far as to 

paralyze one’s body, character, and personality. And (3) this weight on the soul also leads 

to “a limiting of one’s contact with the external things and people of one’s life.” In the 

extreme, people may close in on themselves to such an extent that they are “consumed, so 

to speak, by the very evil which afflicts . . . [thus giving] way to the depths of sorrow.” 

These formal elements are evidenced in the material elements of the accompanying 

bodily changes—particularly a weakening of the “vital force” tasked with driving us “to 

seek whatever is conducive to [our] well being on the vegetative, sensitive and 

intellectual level.”83 

 Technically, for Aquinas, “pain” is the genus, but it also names the external 

species “bodily pain” with respect to humans. Tristitia is the internal species of the 

                                                
82 From ST I-II.35.8, as summarized by Stephen Loughlin, “Tristitia et Dolor: Does Aquinas 
Have a Robust Understanding of Depression?” Nova et Vetera, English Edition 3:4 (2005): 761-
84, at 766-67.  
 I say “can even refer” because Thomas later acknowledges (in ST I-II.41.4.ad 1) that the  
four species of sorrow named by Damascene and “Gregory of Nyssa” (Nemesius) do not provide 
a “proper division of the object” of sorrow itself. Rather, they are derived from a “diversity of 
effects, and for certain special reasons.” In other words, pity, envy, anxiety, and torpor are special 
kinds of sorrow and do not comprise an exhaustive list of subspecies of sorrow. 
83 Loughlin, “Tristitia et Dolor,” 767-68. Cf. ST I-II.36-37. 
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animal genus “pain” (dolor), the one found in a human being’s sensitive soul. 84 (Tristitia 

is also sometimes used for the analogate of intellective or spiritual sorrow—i.e., the 

intellectual appetite’s “forced rest” in an undesired global or spiritual conclusion.) This 

analogous use of the word “pain” is reflected in colloquial discussions of “physical, 

mental, and spiritual pain” or “physical, mental, and spiritual distress.” It is useful for our 

purposes to speak this way because the common word reminds us that these three kinds 

of distress are often experientially linked in situations of significant suffering. This is not 

to say that they are always found together, but only that they do often naturally play into 

each other. 

 In physical, mental, or spiritual pain, as in pleasure, delight, or joy, the appetite 

“is absorbed into the present.” Pain at any of these levels is “a violent arrest,” and the 

object of that pain is “an invading evil.” To put it another way, physical, mental, or 

spiritual pain “is a perceived, forced union with an evil that was hated and avoided—and 

perhaps feared or met with daring.”85 Here we see how, in situations of suffering, dislike 

(“hatred”), aversion, fear or daring, hope or despair, anger, and other passions have the 

present moment of dolor et tristitia as a central organizing factor. Dolor et tristitia 

presuppose (i) a “proper cause” or “proper object” (the present evil); (ii) the privation of 

a good in reality on which the apprehension of evil (“a being of reason”) is based; (iii) a 

disposing cause (the subject’s desires for a good and for integrity of being, which are 

                                                
84 ST I-II.35.2.co. Miner proposes in passing a minority view that treats all tristitia, but not all 
dolor interior, as a rationally informed sensitive passion. (Aquinas on the Passions, 195-96; pace 
Rebecca Konyndyk DeYoung, “Resistance to the Demands of Love: Aquinas on the Vice of 
Acedia,” The Thomist 69:2 (April 2004): 173-204, esp. at 182 fn. 30.) However, most of Miner’s 
work does not seem to follow (or at least ride on) this interpretation. 
85 Kevin White, “Passions,” 110-11, and describing ST I-II.35.1. 
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being challenged), and (iv) an efficient cause (a power that inflicts harm, while the 

appetite continues to resist).86   

 Although mental pain is understood by its analogy to physical pain, and is 

manifest in various ways in the body, it can be argued that mental pain (sorrow) is the 

main passion involved in suffering.87 Physical pain or discomfort is, of course a common 

trigger for suffering. However, it is one we are concerned about in discussions of 

suffering when the physical pain is of such an intensity, duration, or frequency that it 

causes psychic distress. Physical pain is also a trigger for tristitia when it overwhelms a 

person’s internal resources, causes a loss of control, is a harbinger of a devastating 

prognosis, “threaten[s] the intactness of the person,” and so on.88 In what follows, then, I 

will often speak (as Thomas does) solely of sorrow, where one could insert “pain and 

sorrow” or “pain and/or sorrow” as relevant. 

We have now looked at some aspects of Aquinas on the passions that reinforce 

the aims of this project: inter alia the way that the passions are categorized according to 

their movements toward good and away from evil, and the way that they take place 

within the context of a person’s particular web of relationality. Whether suffering can 

simply be equated with the passion of sorrow (or pain and sorrow) is the topic of our next 

section. 

                                                
86 ST I-II.36.1-4. 
87 Those who like hierarchies might wonder whether spiritual pain (sorrow of the intellectual 
appetite) ought to be the prime analogate—first in the metaphysical order, though the last in the 
order of experience and understanding. This, however, goes farther than we need to right now. 
And, unlike physical and mental pain, spiritual pain (to the extent that we are understanding it as 
intellectual affectus rather than in its effects on the sensitive soul) is not technically a passion. 
88 Cassell, “Nature of Suffering,” 639. Cf. VI.A.2 on bodily-based suffering vis-a-vis 
relationality. 
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VI.C. Clarifying the Relationship between Sorrow and Suffering. 

Tristitia is the main passion involved in suffering. More broadly, physical, 

mental, and spiritual distress (predominated by pain and/or sorrow) are the main kinds of 

affect involved in suffering. In what follows, however, I argue that suffering is not 

reducible to the passion of sorrow or its close correlates. 

 

1. The word “suffering” can be used in several ways. 

 First, let us take a step back to consider contemporary usage of the term 

“suffering.” The word “suffering” can be used in several ways. By seeing how the term is 

used, we can understand how competent language users understand the idea of suffering. 

This will give us a sense of the nature of suffering according to such language users. 

Etymologically, “suffering” derives from the Latin sufferre: sub (up, under) + 

ferre (to carry, to bear), which connotes metaphorically being put under something or 

being made to bear a load. This etymology is reflected in the question, “How are you 

bearing up under this difficulty?”. 

 Oxford English Dictionary defines “suffering” as “the bearing or undergoing of 

pain, distress, or tribulation.”89 Most of the other definitions given are now obsolete. 

However, I would argue that the word suffering, even in present usage, can be thought of 

as a complex of analogues: 

                                                
89 “Suffering, n.,” OED Online (Oxford University Press, June 2019), definition 2a. https://www-
oed-com.proxy.lib.duke.edu/view/Entry/193531. 
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 (a) Sometimes “suffering” is used in reference simply to negative affect. (E.g., 

“I’m hurting so much. I’m really suffering right now.”) “Suffering” here refers to the 

passion of sorrow or pain. 

 (b) “Suffering” is sometimes used to refer to mental distress in contradistinction 

to physical pain. (E.g., in the legal phrase “pain and suffering.”90) 

 (c) “Suffering” is sometimes used to mean significant, negative affect 

predominated by pain and/or sorrow that may refer to but does not embed as part of the 

suffering the intentional object (the evil to which the affect responds) and the cognitive 

appraisals on which the affect depends. This is the usage that accords most closely with 

equating tristitia with suffering. (E.g., “I am suffering from Parkinson’s,” when parsed 

as: I am suffering (from Parkinson’s).) 

 (d) “Suffering” is sometimes used to mean significant, negative affect 

predominated by pain and/or sorrow, with embedded reference to the intentional object 

(the evil to which the affect responds), the cognitive appraisals on which the affect 

depends, and closely related aspects of one’s cognitive-affective history. This usage, in 

other words, includes the entire experience of distress related to some impingement of 

evil and reflection thereupon. (E.g., “I am suffering from Parkinson’s,” when parsed as: I 

am suffering from Parkinson’s.)  

 This analogue, expanded on in my proposal below, allows us to speak of an 

experience of suffering more broadly. Embedding rather than simply referring to the 

                                                
90 In his 2009 monograph, Mowbray uses “pain and suffering” to signify bodily pain and internal 
sorrow, respectively, including in the title (Pain and Suffering in Medieval Theology) and in his 
analysis of Aquinas. 
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cognitive appraisals allows for incorporation of the detailed and unique objective content 

informing the affect.  

 (e) People sometimes speak of “a suffering,” meaning a trial, a tribulation, an 

affliction—i.e., a situation, often extended, that is trying, agitating, or personally 

burdening. This usage also embeds the cognitive content of the experience, and is closely 

related to (d). 

 (f) Finally, “suffering” can be used transitively, with an explicit emphasis on what 

it is that a person endures. (E.g., “She suffered [endured with aversion] many hardships”; 

“He suffered [endured] their taunts”; “He suffered death on a cross [endured the dying 

process associated with crucifixion].”) 

There are additional uses, but these suffice to show that suffering can be used in 

ways that emphasize the affective distress involved, or a broader experience characterized 

by that affect.91 

 

2. Posing the question. 

In the contemporary Thomistic literature, the word “suffering” is often left 

undefined, although an intrinsic connection with evil is implied.92 At other times, 

                                                
91 The somewhat antiquated use of “to suffer” simply to mean “to permit or allow” is also 
transitive, but less relevant for our purposes. (E.g., “I will not suffer [tolerate, put up with] your 
remarks.”) 
92 See Ch. I for more on this issue. Stump (Wandering in Darkness, 5-13) is a notable exception 
here. However, see the footnote below in VI.C for more on her approach, which considers 
suffering (or at least, “what is evil about suffering”) as non-flourishing, or a thwarting of a deep 
desire of one’s heart, or both. 
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suffering is equated with tristitia (with dolor also being implied).93 Sorrow is then used 

as a catch-all for experiences and passions related to suffering. This raises the question, 

should we simply equate suffering with the passion of sorrow? Or, is there a utility in 

distinguishing the two? 

 

3. Option 1: Yes. Tristitia in Aquinas is broad enough to accommodate the present 

desiderata. 

There are two ways to go here. The first is to say yes, suffering equals the passion of 

sorrow, but (for Aquinas) sorrow is cognitively based, very broad, and all other negative 

affect ties into it.94 

 Taking this position, one could emphasize the fact that affective responses in 

Aquinas are based on cognitive appraisals. The majority of contemporary scholars in 

analytic philosophy and psychology now broadly agree on this view over the previous, 

reductive consensus; passions aren’t “just” subjective feelings (in the modern sense of 

“subjective” as dissociated from objective truth).95 Aquinas’s understanding of cognitive 

appraisals as a basis for affective responses goes even deeper. The appetitive faculties 

                                                
93 E.g., Pinckaers equates suffering with sorrow in comments like “The problem of suffering, of 
sorrow, . . .” (The Sources of Christian Ethics (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America 
Press, 1995), 25). Mowbray uses “interior and exterior suffering” interchangeably with dolor et 
tristitia (Pain and Suffering, 23-24). 
94 Richard Schenk, O.P., cites Aquinas, Ioan. 13, lect. 4, n. 1796, and ST III.15.7.co and ad 2, to 
argue (against certain mid-twentieth century theologians like Rudolf Bultmann and Rudolf 
Schnackenburg) that tristitia was “the main (but not the only) constituent of Christ’s turbatio.” 
See “And Jesus Wept: Notes Towards a Theology of Mourning,” in Reading John With St. 
Thomas Aquinas: Theological Exegesis and Speculative Theology, ed. Michael Dauphinais and 
Matthew Levering (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 2005), 212-38, at 
222 and 226. 
95 Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 15, enumerates the points of concurrence; cf. King, “Aquinas 
on the Emotions,” 222-23. 
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(the sources of affect) of the soul are, definitionally, assessors of goodness and evil based 

on cognitive appraisals at the sensory and intellectual levels. These appetitive 

assessments are experienced as affective reactions, and include: bodily discomforts 

processed as negative by the sense appetite, negative passions initiated by mental 

evaluation of the world, and spiritual distress. Affective reactions, then, are the way that 

we say, in our bodies, minds, and spirits, that something is evil, that things are not right 

with the world or ourselves, that there is a significant problem or disconnect of some 

kind. In other words, in Aquinas’s conception of the appetitive faculties, their “outputs” 

are much deeper than contentless “pings” or “ouch-signals.” They are inextricably linked 

to cognitive appraisals. Strictly speaking, however, the cognitive appraisals are not part 

of the suffering (qua emotion or passion). 

 

4. Option 2: No. Suffering is something broader than tristitia. 

 The second option is to say no, sorrow (and its closely allied passions and 

analogues) is a vital component of suffering, but suffering is something broader than 

tristitia or tristitia et dolor.96 More precisely, suffering is often, and understandably, 

equated with sorrow (as seen in meanings (a)-(c) above), but for purposes of grappling 

with suffering philosophically and theologically, it is helpful to speak of suffering as 

meaning something broader (as reflected in meanings (d)-(f) above). This second way 

provides the conceptual resources to consider a person’s suffering-experience holistically 

and with greater perspicuity, without ignoring the centrally important affective element. 

                                                
96 Here forward I will often simply say tristitia, with only an occasional reminder that the bodily 
analogue of dolor is also an implied possibility. 
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 On this view, suffering includes the affective responses, the cognitive appraisals 

directly leading to this affect, and the history thereof. These components fill out the sense 

of suffering as the experience of a human person trying to grapple with a pressing evil 

that cannot easily be thrown off. This conception of suffering is not at odds with Aquinas 

(who implies but does not develop a definition of suffering in the precise sense sought 

herein). In fact, it helpfully brings together his views on anthropology, metaphysics of 

evil, and the passions as appetitive assessments of good and evil. 

 

5. Some problems with Option 1. 

 The Treatise on the Passions in the Summa, and the questions on sorrow in 

particular, already provide significant traction for reflection on suffering, as discussed in 

the previous section. They should not be discounted. However, as far as definitions go, if 

we simply equate suffering with tristitia, several problems arise, which I summarize here 

and elaborate on below: 

(a) Oftentimes in suffering, a variety of passions, not just tristitia, interact in 

complex ways. 

(b) As previously described in brief, there are actually three levels of affect in the 

human person, all of which are implicated in suffering. 

(c) Affect related to a certain affliction can stop and start again. 

(d) The emotional dynamics involved in an experience of suffering can change 

over time. 

(e) Emotional categories cannot adequately specify the catalysts and cognitive 

content of a given situation of suffering. 
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(f) Intensity of passion does not always seem to track depth of suffering. 

(g) If suffering is a matter of affect, then getting rid of the affect might 

(erroneously) seem to solve the problem. 

 

a. The many passions of suffering interact in complex ways. 

Oftentimes in suffering, a variety of passions, not just tristitia, interact in complex 

ways. Many passions may be simultaneously present in a given experience of evil, and 

(while tristitia is a key factor) different passions may be prevalent at different times. The 

evil, whether acute or sustained, triggers a unique cocktail of cognitive appraisals and 

ensuing affective responses—any of which may be subdued or heightened depending on 

personal qualities, circumstances, and history. A person, in his/her suffering, might have 

any number of the negative passions from Aquinas’s main taxonomy: sorrow, aversion, 

hatred of an evil, despair, fear, or anger. These passions as well as positive passions may 

be present, competing with and interfering with each other in complex ways. (A 

paradigmatic example here is the complex passions often present in abuse, and the further 

suffering such love-hate dynamics cause.) So even if suffering is thought of solely in 

terms of the passions of the sensitive soul, we should not equate suffering with the 

passion of tristitia. 

 

b. Intellectual affect can also play a role in suffering. 

As previously described in brief, there are actually three levels of affect in the 

human person, all of which are implicated in suffering: passio corporalis and passio 

animalis (both arising from the dynamics between the body and the sensitive soul), and 
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intellectual affectus (which is proper to the rational appetite). Affect most generally is a 

signal of an intentional object’s alignment with (or contrariness to) bodily flourishing, 

our sensitive soul’s evaluation of the world, and/or our will.97 Direct textual evidence for 

intellectual affect in Aquinas’s thought comes from De Veritate q. 26, a. 3, where 

Thomas says things like, “For in some sense joy and sorrow and the like are in the will 

itself, as was said in the question on sensuality, but not in the sense that they are passions 

properly so called” (ad 3). And again: “Sadness or pain are nevertheless said to be in the 

intellective part, broadly speaking, inasmuch as the intellect understands something as 

harmful to man, to which the will is averse” (ad 6).98 

 Still, discussions of Aquinas on affect often miss such texts and conflate spiritual 

pain (one of my terms for distress of the intellective soul itself) with mental pain (in the 

sensitive soul), by implying that the passion of sorrow is the primary form of affect 

associated with things like meaninglessness, spiritual angst, or distress due to willful 

rebellion against God. For instance, in his monograph on Pain and Suffering in Medieval 

Theology, Donald Mowbray reads Aquinas as saying that the soul, as an incorporeal 

                                                
97 Cf. Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 33, 75-76, and 148-49. Lombardo also notes that 
“[a]ffection (in Latin, affectus and its synonym affectio) is never explicitly defined by Aquinas. . . 
. From his scattered comments, it seems clear that all passions of the soul are affections but not all 
affections are passions” (75-76). Lombardo later speculates that Aquinas’s vastly increased use of 
affectus in ST II-II (in contrast to I-II) “is because he had come to recognize more clearly that 
virtues can involve affection without involving passion, and in consequence he came to a greater 
appreciation of the usefulness of the category of affection” (148-49). 
98 Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 35, following an earlier work by King, calls these analogues in 
the rational soul “pseudopassions,” but I prefer “intellectual affect” as a term that does not 
connotatively treat the “highest” analogue as a pale shadow of “the real thing.” (Miner’s 
reference to King can be found at Peter King, “Aquinas on the Passions,” in Aquinas’s Moral 
Theory: Essays in Honor of Norman Kretzmann, ed. Scott MacDonald and Eleonore Stump 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999), 101-32, at 105.) Cf. DV 25.3.co and ad 7. 
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substance, cannot suffer except by association with the body.99 However, Mowbray uses 

the earlier Sentences as his main source,100 and with respect to the Summa, Mowbray 

solely considers the passiones of pain and sorrow, overlooking Aquinas’s briefer 

mentions of affectus in general, including that of the intellect. 

 The category of intellectual affectus often gets overlooked,101 presumably because 

Aquinas did not write a separate treatise on it.102 Now, intellectual affect (and the 

                                                
99 Mowbray, Pain and Suffering, 20-25. For instance (speaking of the Sentences but without 
noting a later change), Mowbray argues, “When Aquinas also considered whether there can truly 
be said to be suffering in the intellect, he replied that there is none in this part of the soul. . . . In 
line with earlier masters, Aquinas followed the argument that the composite was essential to the 
experience of sensation and suffering” (21). In his reading of the Summa, Mowbray does note a 
nuancing of the relations between body and soul, but misses intellectual affect. 
100 J. A. Weisheipl dates III Sent. to sometime between 1252 and 1256 (Friar Thomas d’Aquino: 
His Life, Thought and Works (Washington, D.C.: 1983), 358). 
101 Chapter 3 in Lombardo’s 2011 monograph is devoted to “affections of the will and their 
interactions with the passions, a topic often neglected in studies of Aquinas’s account of human 
affectivity” (The Logic of Desire, 75). Konyndyk DeYoung’s article on acedia (“Resistance to the 
Demands of Love”) also explores the concept of intellectual affect. Some authors overlook the 
category of intellectual affect, or acknowledge but do not explore it in depth. And some authors 
explicitly argue that affect always centers on the sense appetite: Mowbray, Pain and Suffering, 
16-25 and 38; and Robert C. Roberts, “Thomas Aquinas on the Morality of Emotions,” History of 
Philosophy Quarterly 9:3 (1992): 287–305, at 295. 

Gondreau also ties “human affectivity” specifically to the sensitive appetite (“The 
Passions and the Moral Life,” 421). However, he seems to acknowledge a category I would call 
intellectual affect when he says later, “the moral life is meant to be a life of joy, both affective 
[read: sensory-appetitive] and spiritual” (Ibid., 437, emphases added). 
102 I think Mowbray (just to take one of several possible examples) misses intellectual affect 
because (i) he does not distinguish the sensitive and rational faculties with respect to affectivity, 
(ii) he takes Aquinas’s reflections on joy at the act of contemplation (which has no contrary) to 
imply that there cannot be discord nor negative affect in the rational soul, and (iii) he does not 
properly consider the implications of the discussion of Christ’s Passion in the Tertia Pars for this 
issue (cf. Mowbray, Pain and Suffering, 38). 
 As to (i), the source of this confusion may stem from the fact that Peter Lombard makes 
only a twofold distinction in human affection, “namely of the mind and of sensuality” (in nobis 
duplex est affectus, mentis scilicet et sensualitatis) (Peter Lombard, Sententiae III 17.2, as quoted 
in Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, 75). However, Miner gives significant textual support in 
Aquinas’s mature works for affect as the broadest category under which is found both passiones 
and intellectual affect. See Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 35-37, and citing DV 26.3 and ST 
I.20.1.ad 1; ST I.21.3.co; ST I.57.4.co; ST I.59.4.ad 2; ST I.64.3.co; ST I.82.5.ad 1; ST I.113.7.ad 
1. Cf. Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions, 191-212 on intellectual-appetitive motions, and especially 
202-5 on “the intellectual appetite and evil.” 
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intellective and appetitive assessments of the rational soul more generally) most often has 

emotional ramifications in the sensitive soul and in bodily expression as well. It is 

difficult for us to imagine or get a “lived feel” for what intellectual affect apart from its 

reverberations in the passions and the body might be like.103 However, it can still be 

conceptually distinguished. Thomas Joseph White, O.P., helpfully describes intellectual 

affect, albeit without naming it as such: 

[W]e are obliged from the beginning to make a crucial distinction between 
moral suffering, which stems from the inner conundrums of our spiritual 
life, in its implacable desires for love and for the truth, versus physical or 
emotional suffering, which is enrooted in the body and its material and 
emotional pathos. There is a hierarchy of suffering, then, not because we 
need to say that mental anguish or spiritual heartbreak is worse than 
physical suffering, or vice versa. But because there is a distinction of 

                                                                                                                                            
As to (ii), some think that there can be nothing contrary to joy in the rational soul because 

Aquinas says there is no sorrow contrary to the joy of the act of contemplation (ST I-II.35.5). 
However, (a) Aquinas is careful to distinguish the act of contemplation from what is 
contemplated, and (b) the rational soul does things besides contemplate truth for its own sake. ST 
I-II.35.5.ad 3 makes clear: “Contemplation, in itself, is never evil, since it is nothing else than the 
consideration of truth, which is the good of the intellect: it can, however, be evil accidentally, i.e. 
in so far as the contemplation of a less noble object hinders the contemplation of a more noble 
object; or on the part of the object contemplated, to which the appetite is inordinately attached.” 
Furthermore, if negative intellectual affect were impossible, and joy were the only affective 
deliverance of the intellectual appetite, it would not make sense to say that the demons suffer. 
 As to (iii), Christ’s human intellect and will were perfectly aligned with and submissive 
to the Divine order, and Christ knew it to be so, which makes for a joy this world cannot give. 
(He was, moreover, already experiencing beatitude, since the Son is eternally one with the 
Father). Presumably, then, there needs to be theoretical space for the contrast case in which a 
person’s intellect and will do not perfectly align with God’s, and, sensing the conflict, she 
experiences negative affect rather than the joy of harmony with God’s ratio.  

For a detailed exploration of Christ’s beatific vision simultaneous to affective suffering, 
see Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s Soul, 441-52. On affectivity in Christ more generally, see 
also Lombardo, The Logic of Desire, Ch. 7, esp. p. 215 on the possibility of conflict between the 
sensitive and intellectual appetite. For some helpful speculation on negative contrast cases, see 
Cates, Aquinas on the Emotions, Ch. 8.  
103 Cf. Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 295: “Pinckaers proposes that for Aquinas the passions 
enable our first glimpse of spiritual happiness: ‘Sensibility supplies man with a first image and a 
fundamental vocabulary for the expression of spiritual realities’ (1990, p. 382). . . . As composites 
of form and matter, the passions lie at the boundary of the sensible and the spiritual. Thus 
Pinckaers suggests that ‘the passions are a parable of the motions of the spirit in its access to the 
world and to God’ (1990, p. 383).” 
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kinds, a duality by which we are characterized. Suffering from a sense of 
meaninglessness is different from suffering from cancer. The two can 
overlap or interpenetrate (and often do), but they still are utterly 
distinguishable, and Christianity takes them both utterly seriously, because 
it takes seriously the suffering of the whole person.104 
 

“Moral suffering,” the “inner conundrums of our spiritual life,” “spiritual heartbreak,” 

and “suffering from a sense of meaninglessness” are all phrases that refer to distress in 

the rational part of the soul; they are examples of negative intellectual affect. As Thomas 

Joseph White acknowledges, intellectual affect and the passions often—perhaps most 

often—overlap or interpenetrate, but we should not overlook intellectual affect in its own 

right. A proper diagnosis of a person’s suffering must consider the roles of physical, 

mental, and spiritual pain without simply collapsing this last into the others.105 

Intellectual affect is an important category in part because it explains how 

separated souls and purely spiritual beings can suffer. (Of course, in the process, such 

explanation also helps to get at what is unique to intellectual affect in hylomorphic 

human beings here on earth as well.) For example, Aquinas describes how the demons 

suffer—they suffer, for instance, the humiliation and frustration of God limiting their 

power and corralling them in hell against their wills.106 We might call this subcategory of 

intellectual affect “negative spiritual affect,” where “spiritual” concerns are unique to 
                                                
104 Thomas Joseph White, O.P., “Redeemable Suffering? St. Thomas Aquinas on the Meaning of 
Human Suffering and the Passion of Christ,” Nova et Vetera, English Edition 9:3 (2011): 549-60, 
at 555. 
105 Here I am using the terms “mental” and “spiritual” to correspond to the concerns of the 
sensitive and rational souls, respectively, but they are admittedly imprecise. “Sensitive” and 
“intellective” might be more technically precise, but they are connotatively confusing and not in 
common use.  
106 Walter Farrell, O.P., A Companion to the Summa. Vol. 1: The Architect of the Universe (New 
York: Sheed and Ward, 1941), 247. With respect to the suffering of incorporeal substances, see 
also SCG IV.90.4. https://dhspriory.org/thomas/ContraGentiles4.htm. With respect to separated 
souls, see ST I-II.4.5, “Whether the body is necessary for man’s happiness?”. With respect to 
both, see DV 26.1, “Utrum anima separata a corpore patiatur.” 



  
      
    

 
 
 
 

301 

persons, and have to do with relationship to God, pride of place in creation, existential 

issues, and the like.107 

It seems clear that human suffering often includes, to varying degrees and with 

varying levels of awareness, what is first and foremost negative spiritual affect (even if it 

reverberates in the sensitive soul and body). So we should not equate suffering with the 

sensitive soul’s passion of tristitia. 

 

c. Affect related to a certain affliction can stop and start again. 

Affect related to a certain affliction can stop and start again. This can happen even 

when we would consider the particular affliction to be an ongoing phenomenon or 

“thread” in a person’s life. Furthermore, the level of the passions and which passions are 

prevalent can fluctuate, even while tristitia remains a key organizing factor for the 

passions involved in suffering. A person’s experience of suffering from a certain, 

ongoing or recurring evil, however, seems to have a more enduring quality. After losing a 

loved one, for instance, we do not call each return to the sorrowful passions of grief a 

separate suffering. To do so would inadequately capture the somehow unified quality of 

the time-extended experience, an experience whose history plays into the separate 
                                                
107 Spiritual concerns are unique to persons, and the consideration thereof is the summit of 
intellectual endeavors. And while spiritual concerns differ depending on the type of personal 
being involved and the state of that being, they are present in immaterial persons, hylomorphic 
person, and separated human souls alike. 

The intellect also considers the deliverances of the sensitive soul about mundane objects 
through the lens of universals, which may result in, inter alia, affective motions in the intellectual 
appetite. (Lombardo explains: “The rational appetite surpasses the sense appetite because it 
inclines toward unqualified and unlimited goodness and not just sense goods, although it can also 
seek sense goods” [The Logic of Desire, 33].) However, since this latter work of the intellect 
happens in such close conjunction with the sensitive soul in human beings, it is more difficult to 
get traction on what (if anything) in the category of affect would be unique to the intellectual 
appetite.  
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moments of cognitively appraising and feeling sorrow and the related passions of grief. 

So we should not equate suffering with the passion of tristitia. 

 

d. The emotional dynamics involved in an experience of suffering can evolve over 

time. 

The emotional dynamics involved in an experience of suffering can evolve over 

time. Here I am thinking of the way that suffering as a whole, including the passions, can 

change as one goes along. In this vein, Peter King notes that “[t]he cognitive penetrability 

of passion derives from the susceptibility of perception to being affected by changes in 

beliefs and thoughts.”108 To take it a step further, we sometimes say that a person’s 

suffering is still present, but transformed. Intuitively it seems we refer to more here than 

just transforming a passion. Transforming one’s suffering means that the experience, the 

perceived meaning, or the vision of how suffering fits into a broader life story is different 

even while the suffering remains. Suffering remains—a painful impingement of evil on 

the person—even if it is now experienced differently. In order to speak with facility about 

suffering as something that can be transformed, the conception of suffering used must 

allow one to refer directly to the evil involved. We need a conception of suffering that 

easily refers to all the ways the person reacts and acts and understands and feels given the 

presence of (or fear of, or memory of) an unwelcome evil. So we should not equate 

suffering with the passion of tristitia. 

 

                                                
108 King, “Aquinas on the Emotions,” 223. 
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 Consider for a moment Miner’s discussion of the object versus the cause of a 

passion: 

The clearest indication that Aquinas recognizes a strong distinction 
between the object of a passion (whether formal or material) and its 
“cause” is found in the consideration of fear, which devotes one Question 
to the obiectum of fear and a separate Question to its cause. . . . What 
disposes us to perceive some particular face (the material object) as an 
instance of the terrible evil (the formal object), and thereby as an activator 
of fear, may be some feature of our condition, a dispositive cause “from 
the side of the subject” (ex parte subiecti) similar to what Gordon calls the 
“cognitive and attitudinal ‘components’” that are the “sustaining causes” 
of a passion (1986, p. 381). Alternatively, the “cause” may be a feature of 
the thing itself, a dispositive cause “from the side of the object” (ex parte 
obiecti). Or it may be something that seems to transgress the subject/object 
distinction, corresponding roughly to what Gordon terms a “side 
condition” without which the passion will not occur (1986, p. 383). 

It is vital to keep these distinctions in mind. When a person asks 
about the “cause” of a passion, she may be asking about either the formal 
object, the material thing perceived under a certain formality, or the 
factors (whether in the perceiver or the thing perceived) that lead a person 
to construe the concrete thing in a manner that activates the passion. She 
may even be asking about all these things simultaneously. Alternatively, 
her question may concern the multiple “inputs” possessed by animals 
which, under the right circumstances, reliably activate the full range of 
passions.109 

 
Here Miner aims simply to describe the multiplicity of factors directly involved in 

bringing about a particular affective reaction. However, his description provides some 

helpful hints as to how the dynamics of the passions (when placed into the broader 

context of one’s life history and teleological understandings) would allow for the cocktail 

of passions involved in a particular suffering to change over time, even in the presence of 

the same, ongoing trigger. 

 

                                                
109 Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 64-65. And citing Robert Gordon, “The Passivity of 
Emotions,” The Philosophical Review 95 (1986): 371–92. 
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e. Emotional categories cannot adequately specify a given situation of suffering. 

Emotional categories cannot adequately specify the catalysts and cognitive 

content of a given situation of suffering. Things that may motivate a passion include 

“non-conceptual and pre-linguistic perceptual estimation[s]”;110 propositional judgments 

and more continual stances (called “propositional attitudes” in the analytic philosophy 

literature) as deliverances of the intellect to the cogitative power; second-personal 

knowledge;111 and complex amalgams of past and present considerations.112 Passions 

may also be significantly influenced by a mood or a mood-altering drug while directed at 

an unrelated intentional object (e.g., a friend’s chronic illness). However, as central as 

these considerations may be for considering experiences of suffering, they are not 

identical with the passion itself, lest every passion be irremediably singular.113 “The 

                                                
110 De Haan, “Perception,” 397. 
111 In several of her works, Stump emphasizes the importance of second-personal knowledge, 
which is not always reducible without remainder to propositional knowledge. In Wandering in 
Darkness, see pp. 80-81. 
112 Martha Nussbaum “provides a matrix for understanding the sources of inter-societal 
differences in the emotional life: physical conditions, metaphysical beliefs, practices, language, 
and social norms. Next to these sources, the social variation of emotions is established by 
differences in the criteria for their appropriate behavioral manifestation, judgments about the 
worth of an entire emotion category, views about the appropriate objects for an emotion, and 
emotion taxonomies.” Moreover, “[p]resent objects somehow represent earlier objects in a chain 
of representations ranging back to our earliest childhood. Hence [e.g.] anger, hatred, and disgust 
are rooted in our ambivalent relation to our lack of control over objects and the helplessness of 
our own bodies.” As explained in Leget, “Nussbaum and Aquinas on the Emotions,” 562. 

For more, general background on intentionality (“aboutness”) and evaluative judgments 
in relation to the passions, see Stephen A. Chanderbhan, “That Your Joy May Be Full”: Emotions 
in the Thought of Thomas Aquinas (Ph.D. dissertation, St. Louis University, 2012), 16-21. 
113 Miner’s discussion of the material object’s role in a passion does not address tristitia in 
particular, but it helps underscore the point that we often aim at a level of understanding that goes 
beyond what the categories of the passions—even with (external) reference to formal objects that 
help specify the passions—can tell us: “Despite its central importance, the notion of formal object 
does not exhaust the question of what activates a passion. This is true for several reasons. For one 
thing, as I have already suggested, when we want to know about a passion’s activator, we may be 
asking a question about the relevant material object. If I ask another person, ‘What set off that 
attack of concupiscence?’ I may not want a general description that corresponds to 
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passion of sorrow” or even a subspecies like “the passion of pity” does not tell us enough 

about the situation at hand to capture what we typically seek to describe when saying 

“this kind of suffering” (e.g., “the kind of pity one has when immersed in a situation like 

X with these 3 mitigating factors and this level of relationship with the one who is 

pitied”). 

We could go even further, and speak of this particular suffering, with the 

particular personal subject, history, teleological understandings, and relationships 

involved. Sufferings (trials, afflictions) are more diverse than the passions that qualify 

them. In fact, sufferings can be as diverse as the evils involved coupled with the persons 

experiencing it.114 Yet even if we stick to considering categories of suffering, there are 

good reasons to think that categorization based on the evils involved can tell us things 

that are at least as important, if not more important, to the suffering at hand than 

categorization based on the ensuing passions. Consider Nicholas Wolterstorff’s 

description, with an emphasis on the evils involved: “When something prized or loved is 

ripped away or never granted—work, someone loved, recognition of one's dignity, life 

without physical pain—that is suffering.”115 We need not press, however, for a definition 

of suffering that track evils to the exclusion of the passions involved. Both are important. 

So we should not equate suffering with the passion of tristitia. 

 

                                                                                                                                            
concupiscence’s formal object. I may be looking for the material specification of the formal 
object—a concrete singular designated by a proper name” (Aquinas on the Passions, 64). 
114  Suffering is personally configured. The undesired “reception” of evil takes a specific form 
based on the person involved. For more on “meaning domains” that contextualize suffering, see 
Kay S. Toombs, The Meaning of Illness: A Phenomenological Account of the Different 
Perspectives of Physician and Patient (Dordrecht, Netherlands: Kluwer, 1992). 
115 Nicholas Wolterstorff, Lament for a Son (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1987), 89. 
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f. Intensity of passion does not always track depth of suffering. 

It seems that intensity of passion does not always track depth of suffering. This 

point turns on the importance of the concrete referent of one’s suffering, which may be 

more or less vital to a person’s flourishing. 

 Two examples come to mind: First, toddlers take their daily activities very 

seriously and often seem truly emotionally distraught over (e.g.) the denial of a treat, the 

removal of a toy, or a typical playground injury. It would seem odd to say that a toddler 

in such a scenario is suffering greatly, even if the child has moments of wailing or 

pouting over such things every day. We feel confident that, despite the strong affective 

response, the suffering is not great, in part because the toddler is wailing one minute and 

overjoyed the next. However, we also know that the suffering is not great because of 

known contrast cases: A young child who is actually suffering greatly for an extended 

period of time tends, after a while, to withdraw into himself/herself and if anything 

exhibit a lack of emotional expression. “Suffering greatly” here typically refers to 

objective facts that an adult, too, would assess as grave (e.g., severe illness, severe 

hunger, abuse or neglect, family drama, living in a war zone). The child’s suffering from 

these states of affairs is evidenced by the fact that he or she does not easily and cheerfully 

bounce back in a matter of moments; the state of affairs colors other aspects of the child’s 

life or causes the child to develop telling adaptations. The point of this example is to 

suggest that the intensity of one’s momentary, negative passions predominated by pain 

and/or sorrow do not always track the depth of one’s suffering (in terms of either interior 
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assessment or level of external expression).116 One who shows great negative emotion 

might nonetheless be suffering little. 

 A second example: If we tie suffering very tightly to the level of psychic anguish 

a situation causes, we can miss certain cases of what we would typically call deep 

suffering. Someone who is very saintly, virtuous, strong or brave may be able to “bear up 

under” an immense amount of evil. They may exhibit an impressive level of endurance 

and resilience in situations of deep suffering. The suffering does not seem to overwhelm 

them emotionally. To then conclude that they are simply suffering less (rather than 

managing better) does not seem to capture the situation very well. If suffering is solely a 

matter of affect, then those who manage well in the face of terrible evils would be said 

(counterintuitively) to endure less suffering than a person who is reduced to tears by a 

routine setback. The counterintuitiveness of this conclusion stems from the fact that we 

intuit the gravity of the objective evil at hand to play some significant role in our 

assessment of how much suffering a person is enduring.117 So we should not equate 

suffering with the passion of tristitia. 

 

 
                                                
116 This example is based on the understanding that typically, in adults, tears and wailing are 
bodily expressions of sadness. However, one could argue that anger (with an expression unique to 
childhood) is often the primary emotional moment for a wailing or pouting toddler, whereas 
silence and withdrawal are a powerless child’s bodily expressions of deep sorrow. Perhaps, then, 
wailing over a toy or treat is a manifestation of anger more than sorrow, or simply a manipulative 
tool. Even if that is so, the acute shock of a minor playground injury at times evokes passions of 
pain and sadness that are out of proportion to its severity. Considerations of training the passions 
likely come into play here. (Cf. VI.B.1.d.) 
117 As discussed below, I would not go so far as to equate the degree of suffering with the degree 
of impingement on objective flourishing. Internal factors like memories of past experiences or 
mistaken assessments can cause great suffering. Also, I count some level of awareness and 
assessment as necessary factors in suffering. 



  
      
    

 
 
 
 

308 

g. Suffering is bad for reasons besides the affect involved.  

If suffering is solely a matter of affect, then getting rid of the affect might 

(erroneously) seem to solve the problem. If suffering, which is bad, is understood 

restrictively in terms of an affective response, then the solution would seem to be simply 

to remove every layer of negative affective response (with magic pills), leaving the 

cognitive appraisals and assessments of underlying evil untouched.118 Then the person 

would not (on such a view) be suffering. Clearly there are concerns with such a view at 

the level of needing proper feedback mechanisms in order to live well. For instance, a 

person who does not feel pain and recoil when touching a hot stove is missing a useful 

capability.119 But there is a philosophical concern, too: This “solution” to suffering seems 

happy to leave the present, underlying evil in place, only taking away our discomfort at 

the evil. In the extreme, it is a solution that proposes numbness or psychopathy as ideals. 

A psychopath could analyze a present, terrible evil with a complete lack of sadness or 

even with positive affect—but this does not seem like it solves a major aspect of what 

we’re worried about with suffering. Granted, sometimes a person is hurting so much that 

s/he simply wants the hurting to stop. However, a solution to one’s suffering that does not 

address the underlying evil seems at best a stopgap measure.120 It does not address the 

                                                
118 I grant that (as already explained) affective responses, for Aquinas, are assessments of 
desirability that thus cannot be fully extricated from the cognitive appraisals they presuppose. The 
present thought experiment simply aims to show that an overemphasis on the emotional effects of 
suffering can cloud our assessment of what needs (philosophically or practically) to be solved. 
119 Cf. ST I-II.39.3, on sorrow as a useful good. 
120 For the moment, let us leave aside pain disorders and mood disorders. For some initial hints, 
however, see the earlier footnote in this chapter for helpful works by Kinghorn and others at the 
intersection of theology and psychiatric medicine. King (“Aquinas on the Emotions,” 224 en. 22) 
notes that Aquinas considers mood disorders in terms of imbalances in the four humors (where 
contemporary medicine would talk about other kinds of imbalances in the underlying biology). 
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issues at hand in the broader experience of suffering. So we should not equate suffering 

with the passion of tristitia. 

 

6. Option 2 does not propose an overly intellectualized view. 

 I have made the initial case for “Option 2” by arguing that we should not 

reductively equate the suffering-experience with the passion of tristitia. It is important to 

emphasize that Option 2 does not propose an overly intellectualized view of suffering 

divorced from pain and sorrow. First, Option 2 retains the affirmation that affect is a 

necessary component of suffering. Second, Option 2 qualifies the cognitive elements by 

proposing that a vague awareness of not-rightness is enough to cause suffering.  

 
                                                                                                                                            
However, an evaluation that one’s moods are simply biologically imbalanced must be made in the 
context of broader, non-mood considerations (cf. the discussion of Kinghorn’s work in VI.C.7). 
 With reference to a “stopgap measure”: To be clear, in the absence of all negative affect 
(an improbability), it would seem that a person is not suffering even if the situation is objectively 
dire. But—apart from biological pain and mood disorders—simply removing all negative affect 
(were it hypothetically possible) would not seem to get at the root of suffering. It would not seem 
to address what a healthy, normally functioning person would be concerned about. (This point 
dovetails with Stump’s emphasis on the concerns underlying suffering, as discussed in a footnote 
below.) 
 Instead of magic pills, we could also consider adaptive preferences (habituation to 
externally imposed evils) or habituation in sin. Aquinas notes in ST I-II.36.4.co that “if some 
greater power prevail[s] so far as to take away from the will or the sensitive appetite their 
respective inclinations, pain or sorrow will not result therefrom.” As Miner notes, “What 
produces sorrow is our recognition of the gap between the condition we desire—to be in union 
with all other goods, insofar as they complete our natures—and the condition in which we 
actually find ourselves, describes by terms like ‘fragmentation’ and ‘alienation.’” If the desire is 
squelched, “[i]f the greater power succeeds in eliminating the inclination, resistance is broken and 
sorrow disappears” (Aquinas on the Passions, 199). It seems clear that, in such cases, the 
elimination of sorrow is only a clear good if the desire was misplaced to begin with. I take it (and 
see the footnote below for concurrence in Stump) that habituation to external or internal evils 
rarely or never brings about a complete resolution of negative affect, as one will continue to 
bump up against the reality of God’s ratio in the world. However, the theoretical aim here is to 
make clear that simply removing sorrow does not seem to remove the problem of suffering in a 
satisfying way.   
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a. No affect, no suffering. 

 Affect remains a necessary component of suffering. The presence of evil in a 

person’s life is not enough. If this were not the case, we would come to some 

counterintuitive conclusions. For instance, we would have to say that a person who is 

happy about the impinging presence of an evil is suffering from that evil; that an 

emotionless psychopath is suffering from the evil s/he coldly analyzes; and that a self-

preoccupied, unaware rich man in the midst of great poverty is suffering from the 

injustice of that situation (not just that he “would suffer” if he realized the impact of his 

self-absorption, or that he “will suffer” in the future when he realizes the consequences of 

his actions and omissions). The issue here is, can these people really be said to be 

suffering if we do not add to the hypotheticals that they (and anyone like them) are 

actually uncomfortable “deep down,” on some subconscious level? Adding in 

subconscious discomfort or distress seems to beg the desired conclusion. It may be the 

case that most people who seem to fit these descriptions are in fact putting up a façade, 

but to sustain that claim, a different, empirical argument would need to be made.121 Even 

more plausibly, it could be the case that people will have difficulty maintaining a sense of 

positive affect for any great length of time when their satisfied, subjective desires are 

                                                
121 Stump builds this into her account by arguing that, for Aquinas, “an agent can be internally 
integrated only around the morally good. . . . Somewhere, however deeply buried in his psychic 
structure, there will be some part of the evildoer’s intellect and will that dissents from the evil” 
(Wandering in Darkness, 138). Cf. Ibid., 126 and 134. This internal conflict would presumably 
have negative affective results, preventing a person from being completely happy and at peace 
with himself. I am inclined to agree. However, I do not take it to undermine my point about the 
need for negative affect in order to call something “suffering.” Further, we should note that the 
issue of degrees of suffering may come into play here: The subject’s internal dissent may be 
buried so deeply in his psyche that it causes little immediate discomfort relative to the objective 
badness of the situation. 
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greatly at odds with objectively true and properly prioritized goods.122 Still, this is 

different from arguing that these people are presently suffering even though they 

(stipulatively) lack negative affect. At the very least, one should be aware of using the 

term “suffering” differently—of ignoring affect or adding in a further belief about 

subconscious affect—when one implies that a seemingly oblivious or affectionless 

human actor is “suffering.”123 

 This latter use of the word suffering derives, I believe, from considering suffering 

as the simple opposite of flourishing.124 However, non-flourishing, or languishing (in the 

                                                
122 With respect to prioritizing goods, see Stump, Wandering in Darkness, on “internal integration 
and moral goodness” (138ff.), “Aquinas’s scale of value” (386-88), and “the scale for subjective 
value” and re-integrating desires of the heart (436ff.). 
123 DV 26.1 deals exclusively with suffering (in this case, of the separated soul). The reply to the 
fifth objection makes clear the need for an objective trigger, awareness, and negative affect: “In 
the pain of a separated soul there are two principles to be taken into account: the first afflicting 
principle, and the proximate one. The first afflicting principle is corporeal fire itself which 
confines the soul as explained above. But this would not arouse sadness in the soul unless it were 
apprehended by the soul. The proximate afflicting principle is therefore the confining fire as 
apprehended; and this fire is not material but spiritual” (emphases added). 
124 For instance, in Wandering in Darkness, Stump says that “what is bad about suffering” is that 
it keeps someone from being what she ought to be, or from having “the desires of her heart, or 
both” (11). Her definitional discussion of suffering on pp. 5-13 moves between the objective and 
subjective components, but several comments she makes suggest that her intuitions about the 
need for a negative appetitive assessment are at odds with what I describe here. For instance, she 
says that “some of the evils human beings suffer bring with them little or no pain, either physical 
or psychological” (3). (Note the move to a transitive use of “suffer” in the preceding sentence.) 
Stump also refers to cases of adaptive preferences as instances of suffering because “the evil 
[such a person] endures diminishes her,” even though the person’s will is not opposed to the evil 
she suffers. “So the undermining of a person’s flourishing, regardless of a person’s will, is also a 
source of suffering” (8). Stump draws this back into her emphasis on “what we care about” by 
saying that “our own flourishing” (10) is one of the two things that we care most about (deep, 
subjective desires of the heart being the other). She later concludes that “a person’s views on the 
matter of his own suffering are not infallible. And so suffering is more nearly like ill health than 
like pain” (12). 

While there is much that is compelling about Stump’s overall account, including her 
emphasis on the involvement of objective and subjective factors in suffering, I think we can retain 
some of those benefits, and gain some definitional precision, by insisting on the importance of an 
affective component in suffering—and perhaps using a word like “languishing” or “non-
flourishing” for any important cases of objective non-flourishing that entirely lack the 
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non-affective sense), is a more precise contrary. Beyond the main point in the examples 

above, there are further, significant risks in proposing that people suffer any time they fail 

to maintain typical levels of flourishing in some important respect, even in the absence of 

                                                                                                                                            
components of awareness and negative affectivity. Such cases are also important (personally, 
societally, and eschatologically), but they must be dealt with according to the nuanced difference 
they present. Those who had Christ killed were spiritually stunted and corrupted, but as far as we 
can tell, in the moment many were mainly feeling satisfied, relieved, or resigned to the matter, not 
suffering. (At least not anywhere close to a suffering that would match the objective evil at hand.) 
It was Christ who mourned for them: “Father, forgive them; for they do not know what they are 
doing” (Luke 23:34 NRSV). 

Conversely, one of Stump’s own examples in her definitional section describes a German 
Jewish scholar who suffered greatly from (inter alia) the belief that the Nazis had kept him from 
writing a great book, although his wartime diary is posthumously acclaimed as “one of the 
greatest works of confessional literature in the German language” (12). Although Stump would 
not want to suggest that the scholar was not, then, actually suffering with respect to the book-
project desire, her definitional emphasis on flourishing and deep desires would seem to push in 
that direction, since (unbeknownst to the scholar in the example) his great desire was actually 
being fulfilled during (and because of) his time of suffering. This happens in part because Stump 
is willing to separate pain (whether physical or psychological) from what she calls “suffering” 
(which I would in some instances simply call “non-flourishing”) (12). 

An alternative interpretation of Stump here would say that, for Stump, the scholar was 
suffering, but mistakenly, because “what was bad about” the suffering (the specific, book-project 
desire suffering) was actually not in place. The scholar’s desire was actually being fulfilled. This 
would still leave us with the odd question of whether the scholar’s suffering was not bad, in the 
objective absence of “what was bad about” it. 

The space for this slippage comes from the fact that, throughout her definitional section, 
Stump, in the main, uses phrases like “what is bad about suffering is” rather than “suffering is.” 
Notice here that a distinction is made between objective desire-fulfillment and affective 
assessment thereof, with the former being deemed more important. In terms of long-term 
flourishing, I would agree. However, as to the question of whether a person is suffering, or what 
makes for suffering, I would argue that the affective component remains necessary. And 
performatively, Stump’s sensitive psychological descriptions of Mary of Bethany and the other 
main characters in later chapters reveal acute attention to the dimensions of present awareness 
and affectivity in suffering. The upshot, in my assessment, is that Stump’s definitional discussion, 
although both helpful and the most extensive I could find in the broadly Thomistic literature, still 
hedges and does not really define suffering head-on. 

Beyond definitional clarity, the concerns raised above mainly have to do with outlying, 
hypothetical cases in which all awareness and negative affect is absent, and should not be read as 
an attempt to put dramatic distance between Stump’s account and my own. In fact, I believe there 
are many ways in which my broader account of suffering dovetails with her rich and thoughtful 
book. 

Note also that “suffering” can be unproblematically equated with non-flourishing in the 
case of non-sentient beings. E.g., “The business is suffering from a lack of organization.” Or, “the 
plant is suffering from a lack of water.” 
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negative affect. For instance, equating suffering with non-flourishing would imply that 

mentally disabled persons are “suffering” simply because their life possibilities are more 

limited, even if they are quite happy with their lives.125 This concern also points to a 

partial disjunction between evil and suffering. We can say that disability (in the sense of 

significant loss of typical human function with respect to the surrounding average for 

one’s age) is indeed an evil—i.e., a lamentable lack. This is a currently controversial but 

intellectually supportable claim.126 Disability, however, does not necessarily imply that 

the disabled person’s life is constantly and ipso facto characterized by suffering. Here, 

one’s physical discomfort, cognitive appraisals, affective responses, level of awareness, 

broader life perspective, interpersonal and societal support network, and so on play 

significant roles in the extent to which a disabled person experiences cognitively based 

signals of negative affect stemming from his or her loss or limitation. While the example 

focuses on disability, it is a lesson that is applicable much more broadly.  

                                                
125 This is much discussed in the disability literature and by advocates for people with Down 
syndrome. See Stanley Hauerwas, “Should Suffering Be Eliminated? What the Retarded Have to 
Teach Us (1984),” in The Hauerwas Reader, Ed. John Berkman and Michael Cartwright 
(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2001), 568; and Miguel J. Romero, “The Happiness of 
‘Those Who Lack the Use of Reason,’” The Thomist 80 (2016): 49-96. It is also important to 
distinguish, without discounting, the difficulties caregivers face. 
126 Some advocates for the deaf community argue vehemently for deafness as a matter of being 
differently-abled rather than disabled, and advocate against solutions like cochlear implants. And 
some Christian advocates for people with Down syndrome reject the idea of their loved ones 
being transformed in the eschaton, the thought being that the syndrome runs so deep as to 
thoroughly characterize the person. While these debates are beyond the scope of the present 
project, for a brief Thomistic characterization see Miguel J. Romero, “Aquinas on the corporis 
infirmitas,” in Disability in the Christian Tradition: A Reader, ed. Brian Brock and John Swinton 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012): 101-55 at 122, on “the life to come.” For an analysis of the 
ways the category of “disability” is used and misused, addressed and avoided in the academic 
literature, see Romero, “The Goodness and Beauty of Our Fragile Flesh: Moral Theologians and 
Our Engagement With ‘Disability,’” Journal of Moral Theology, 6, Special Issue 2 (2017): 206-
53. Romero’s account helpfully underscores the teleological “fittingness” of vulnerability and 
dependence—features inherent (though often downplayed or ignored) in all human beings. 
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 Given this consideration of disability along with the counterintuitive examples 

that preceded it, I do not think that suffering is best defined as non-flourishing (without 

respect to affect), even though there are causal correlations between the two. 

 

b. Vague awareness is enough. 

 The example of the rich man above is a case in which both awareness and affect 

are absent. Some level of awareness is necessary in order to fit with the present 

conception of suffering. But vague awareness is enough to be compatible with a 

characterization of suffering that includes some form of cognitive appraisals and related 

cognitive-appetitive history. In this way, too, the conception of suffering avoids the risk 

of being overly intellectualized. 

 In many cases, one may only have a vague sense that something is wrong, without 

a detailed understanding of how all the various factors, past and present, play into our 

affective responses. Here we are not limited to cases of radical misappraisal. Clarity of 

perception and depth of awareness varies widely based on the person involved and the 

complexity of the situation at hand.127 There must be some level of awareness—cognitive 

                                                
127 James J. Gibson’s description of an “affordance” (what De Haan calls a “perceptible gestalt”) 
gives us a first clue about how incipient perception in infants might work according to a 
movement from vague, holistic awareness towards greater precision. I have something in similar 
in mind, by extension, for incipient particular and universal reason. Says Gibson: “There is much 
evidence to show that the infant does not begin by first discriminating the qualities of objects and 
then learning the combination of qualities that specify them. Phenomenal objects are not built up 
of qualities; it is the other way around. The affordance of an object [the overall impression and its 
upshot] is what the infant begins by noticing. The meaning is observed before the [details of the] 
substance and surface, the color and form, are seen as such. . . . [I]t is easier to perceive [the 
affordance,] an invariant unit[,] than it is to perceive all the variables separately. It is never 
necessary to distinguish all the features of an object and, in fact, it would be impossible to do so. 
Perception is economical. ‘Those features of a thing are noticed which distinguish it from other 
things that it is not—but not all the features that distinguish it from everything that it is not.’” 
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appraisals however limited or vague interacting with affective assessments—in order to 

call it “suffering.” But this view allows for inclusion of a wide spectrum of human 

persons: We need not press for more than the nascent awareness of not-rightness, 

humanly assessed, that can be had by an infant, or by an adult whose mental abilities are 

severely restricted (whether temporarily or permanently). In this vein, Miguel J. Romero 

speaks of “[t]he delighted awareness of goodness, truth, and beauty, which we sometimes 

recognize in [very young] children” and the severely mentally disabled—and certainly 

something similar could be said for apperceptions of not-rightness and discordance.128 

Greater clarity of perception and depth of awareness, will, of course, have a significant 

impact on the suffering at hand. They often allow for better mitigatory responses, though 

at other times they increase one’s mental or spiritual anguish because a person of great 

vision realizes just how broad and deep the not-rightness goes.129 

 

7. How the “broader experience” view of suffering is helpful. 

On this “broader experience” view of suffering, suffering takes into account the 

intentional object (the evil to which the affect responds), the cognitive appraisals that are 

triggered, the significant, negative affect predominated by pain and/or sorrow that 

follows upon such appraisals, and any closely related aspects of one’s cognitive-affective 

                                                                                                                                            
From Gibson, The Ecological Approach to Visual Perception (New York: Psychology Press, 
1986), 134-35, as cited in De Haan, “Perception,” 407. Cf. ST I.85.3.co, on indistinct knowledge 
and knowing first what is more common; and ST I.2.1.ad 1, on naturally knowing God “in a 
general and confused way.” 
128 Romero, “The Happiness of ‘Those Who Lack the Use of Reason,’” 95. Romero argues that 
properly human happiness and contemplative virtue are possible even in those who are 
profoundly limited in their use of reason. 
129 ST III.46.6.ad 4. 
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history. To put it another way, this usage includes the entire experience of distress related 

to some impingement of evil and reflection thereupon. It takes into account the evil, 

awareness and judgment, affect, and related life history. 

In part, the choice of Option 2 is a matter of emphasis. In other words, we need a 

way of talking about suffering that serves certain legitimate purposes, a way that tracks 

how it is often used. This is more natural than trying to force-fit it all into the passion of 

tristitia. 

 In highlighting certain shortcomings of treating suffering as simply tristitia, some 

of the benefits of the “broader experience” view of suffering have already been made 

clear: This view is able to take into account the variety of passions and multiple levels of 

affect that interact in complex ways in a situation of suffering. It allows us to see a 

unified “thread” in a situation of suffering even though negative affect may stop and start 

again, one’s attention may turn for a long while to other things, and the emotional 

dynamics may change as suffering drags on or is transformed. This view allows us to 

capture the specific catalysts and cognitive content of a given situation of suffering. And 

it easily maintains a connection with general awareness, specifying cognitions, and 

negative affect—all of which are important for the reasons previously described—

without taking any of them to the extreme.  

Consider examples like grief, chronic illness, or the aftershocks of a tsunami in a 

person’s life. When we talk about these kinds of suffering, three things besides one’s 

negative affective state seem particularly important: (1) acknowledgment, with 

significant specificity, of the evil(s)-with-reference-to-which a person is suffering; (2) 

acknowledgment of a type of coherence in a temporally extended but not all-
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encompassing experience, something that brings together different time periods; and (3) 

acknowledgment of the way suffering is shaped by the particularity of the person 

experiencing it. 

 Start with the first: a specification of the evils that catalyze the cognitive 

appraisals, which in turn trigger the appetitive evaluations and affective responses. A 

person who is struggling to rebuild her life after a tsunami may be sad or distressed, but 

to equate her suffering with simply “feeling sorrow” or “feeling distress” would not seem 

adequately to capture the specificity of the suffering that person is enduring. We do 

sometimes speak of suffering as a synonym for “hurting,” but in order to probe more 

deeply into what suffering is and why we suffer in the ways that we do, it seems 

important to retain explicit reference to the specific evils involved. To take another 

example, that Christ was crowned with thorns captures something importantly more 

about his suffering than simply that he felt severe, stabbing pains in his forehead and 

accompanying sorrow. As Molly Field James says, suffering is “the result of 

encountering evil in its different forms . . . metaphysical, physical, and moral”—and the 

particular evils in play make an important difference in understanding the suffering.130 

 An example that illustrates the second point on temporal extension is this: Grief 

may subside and re-emerge. Moments of happy thoughts or neutral practicalities may 

intervene. And grief is, hopefully, not the entirety of a person’s self-narrative for the 

                                                
130 Molly Field James, With Joyful Acceptance, Maybe: Developing a Contemporary Theology of 
Suffering in Conversation with Five Christian Thinkers: Gregory the Great, Julian of Norwich, 
Jeremy Taylor, C. S. Lewis, and Ivone Gebara (Eugene, Ore.: Wipf & Stock, 2012), xvii-xviii. 
Although James works outside of the Thomist tradition, her introduction is notable for its brief 
subsection on definitions of suffering and grief, which is more than is found in many other works 
on the topic. 
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entire time in which it exists. But there is a narrative thread of grief woven into the 

person’s storyline. The negative affective states related to grief that arise at various 

intervals after a loved one’s death—at one time sadness, at another time anger, at another 

time world-weariness with little awareness of the root cause—these may be spoken of as 

“separate passions,” but they are not each “separate griefs,” isolated sufferings. They are 

all part of a temporally extended, highly personal narrative thread that is the person’s 

suffering-experience of grief at a particular loss.  

 The “broader experience” view of suffering also accommodates the understanding 

that suffering takes unique shape within particular persons. Even though a good Thomist 

will know that the passion of sorrow is never disconnected from its causes, resisting the 

reduction of suffering to sorrow can have great practical import. Kinghorn, speaking as 

both a psychiatrist and a theologian, warns that an unreflective focus on medication 

can induct clinicians and consumers alike into a biomedical imagination of 
human personhood in which unwanted experience and behavior are 
characterized as symptoms of medical disease that require technological 
intervention, in which the body’s emotions and desires are viewed 
[simply] as technical problems to be managed, and in which the social, 
cultural, and economic contexts of people with mental illness are either 
exploited or ignored.131 
 

Furthermore, he argues, “contemporary practices of psychiatric diagnosis and coding 

prioritize recognition of ‘symptoms’ over life stories.”132 To me, this issue seems parallel 

to the risk inherent in treating sorrow (a symptom and signal) as the problem rather than 

recognizing suffering more holistically as a distressing, sorrow-causing thread in one’s 

life story. Without denigrating the utility of medication and the amiable goal of 

                                                
131 Kinghorn, “As One Infirm,” 268. 
132 Kinghorn, “As One Infirm,” 280. 
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alleviating distressing symptoms, Kinghorn goes on to describe the effects on self-

perception (and possibilities for healing) that can take place when symptoms take center 

stage: 

In this process, over a long period of time, a subtle but important 
reshaping of the self can occur, a sundering of the “true self” from the 
self’s “symptoms.” A war-wounded combat veteran, struggling with 
ongoing memories of things witnessed and done in war, becomes a patient 
with post-traumatic stress disorder, seeking treatment for his numerous 
symptoms of insomnia, nightmares, hypervigilance, and avoidance.133 
 

Kinghorn goes on to distinguish times when a distressed response may be fitting, 

unfitting, or some complex mix of the two. For present purposes, let us stay with 

Kinghorn’s example of an understandably distraught veteran being treated simply for the 

negative symptomology. An exclusive focus on negative affect (and related behaviors) 

can prevent patient and clinician from sorting through the deeper causes of the affective 

response. In theological context, I might add, it can hinder the work of healing grace in a 

person’s life, where trust in God’s enduring love helps one to face and grapple with the 

“memories of things witnessed and done” and offer them up for transformation and 

reintegration into a new story of wholeness and hope.  

With respect to point 3, that suffering takes unique shape within particular 

persons, we might also turn to theological consideration of Christ’s final day. Consider 

the difference between what we call Christ’s Passion and the passiones he experienced 

during it.134 When we speak of his Passion, we refer to his entire suffering-experience 

(point 2) arising from the deep and complex set of evils acutely present around the time 

                                                
133 Kinghorn, “As One Infirm,” 282. 
134 For an extended description of the passions of Christ’s soul (including sensible pain, sorrow, 
fear, wonder, and anger), see Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s Soul, Ch.6 (375-459). 
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of his death (point 1) and thoroughly contextualized by the fact of who Christ was (point 

3).135 

 To take this last point a step farther, we could say that Christ’s Passion, his 

extended suffering-experience, arose from the deep and complex set of evils acutely 

present around the time of his death and was thoroughly contextualized by who Christ 

was, what he knew, and whom he loved. Knowing and loving are key concepts in 

understanding an individual’s suffering—the way the losses are felt and the way the pains 

and sorrows are contextualized by the individual’s broader noetic and volitional-affective 

landscape.  

At this point, we can add an additional component to the “broader experience” 

view of suffering, one that has been hinted at throughout this work: Knowing and loving 

are inherently teleological. Thus, the cognitive and affective appraisals in suffering will 

be significantly shaped by one’s teleological understandings. In other words, not only life 

history but also one’s understanding of life trajectory plays a variety of major roles in the 

cognitive-affective-bodily dynamics that obtain from a catalyzing evil.  

                                                
135 Of course, Christ’s suffering is unique because his human intellect and will are ontologically 
united (via the hypostatic union) with God, the First Truth. Christ (says Aquinas) never lost the 
beatific vision even in the midst of the Passion (ST III.46.8.ad 2). While the beatific vision would 
usually overflow into every aspect of one’s being, Christ (in a way mere human beings could not 
do) chose to allow every aspect of the human suffering he was undergoing to have full play in 
each of the relevant faculties. Thus, he accepted and underwent the entirety of this suffering 
voluntarily, out of love for humanity. He did this without ever being conflicted in his intellect or 
will about the deepest truths of reality or the love from which they flowed. (In other words, 
nothing could separate his intellect from the First Truth or his will from Love, even as he 
experienced and deeply processed the wrongness of the world and of what was happening to 
him.) 

For more on the economy of charity, cf. “Liberated for Beatitude—Saved from Sin: 
Christ’s Passion on the Cross, the Surpassing Act of Charity,” in Hütter, Bound for Beatitude: A 
Thomistic Study in Eschatology and Ethics (Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2019), 175-192. 
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Lastly, and relatedly, like the passions that are meant to serve them, knowledge 

and love aim at flourishing. And for human beings, flourishing has relational and 

communal ends and often means as well (as discussed in Ch. II-IV). Relationality and 

community, then, will also play important roles in experiences of suffering—i.e., in 

situations painfully perceived to be at odds with flourishing. A past or present experience 

of interpersonal relationality or community could be the cause of suffering, an intensifier 

of suffering, or a buffer against suffering. Cognitive-affective patterns, life history, and 

teleological understandings—which are significantly shaped by past and present 

relationships and communities—play a dramatic role in how we interpret an evil that 

comes upon us, and even to what extent we consider it an evil. And of course, our 

teleological understandings also contextualize our suffering in terms of future, hoped-for 

relational and communal aims. 

 The description just given demonstrates how the proposed conception of suffering 

ties into the metaphysics of evil (in all its dysfunctional diversity) of Ch. VI and the 

relationally oriented anthropology of earlier chapters. The anthropology of suffering that 

emerges is one of dynamic, teleological, temporally extended, hylomorphic beings 

centered on knowing and loving, as they grapple with the loss, corruption, or withholding 

of important goods—paradigmatically relational goods—and are perhaps buoyed by 

other important goods (especially persons) in their lives.  

 To conclude, sorrow serves as a main indicator of suffering. It is a crucial 

component of suffering, an organizing factor for the affective complex in play, and a 

signal of the not-rightness at hand. Nevertheless, we gain much by conceiving of human 
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suffering as something more than the passion of sorrow.136 This “broader experience” 

view allows us to speak in a detailed and coherent way about extended experiences of 

suffering—in a way that brings together Aquinas’s metaphysics of evil, anthropology, 

and understanding of passions. It is not the only way to talk about suffering, but a useful 

and important way, and one that tracks a significant part of our everyday usage—

especially with respect to philosophical and theological discussions of suffering, causes 

and purposes, related existential questions, and efforts to alleviate suffering. 

 

                                                
136 One way of formalizing this argument in Thomist terms would be to say that the term 
“suffering” does not only include the passion of tristitia (and dolor, and other passions closely 
allied to dolor et tristitia, and intellectual affect that overflows into such passions). It also 
includes the causes and effects of this particular tristitia (etc.), including relevant personal history 
and teleological understandings. In other words, tristitia and related passions are a key 
component of suffering, but suffering also refers to those things outside the acts of the sensitive 
appetite required to activate such acts (cf. Miner, Aquinas on the Passions, 58).  
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VI.D. A Final Synthesis: Suffering, Awareness, and Meaning 

Having explored the emotional, cognitive, and narrative aspects of suffering, and 

established that human suffering, on a Thomistic view, is deeply contextualized by a 

person’s relations to the rest of reality, we can now formalize this conception of 

suffering. 

 

1. A final characterization of suffering. 

 Suffering is an experience of significant physical, mental, and/or spiritual distress 

associated with states of affairs that are perceived to threaten the integrity, potential, or 

extended cares of a human person qua rational (self-reflective, knowing, and loving), 

relational, teleological, embodied being.137 The conditions for suffering begin to be 

satisfied when a subject initially encounters some form of evil (i.e., a deprivation or 

distortion of the good). This initial encounter with evil leads to suffering when it causes 

significant, negative affect predominated by physical, mental, and/or spiritual pain. 

Suffering includes not only this negative affect and the evil triggering it, but also the 

cognitive appraisals on which the affect depends. These cognitive-affective appraisals are 

contextualized by one’s personal history, current web of relationality, and expectations 

for the future.138 In this light, moreover, suffering is best understood as a narrative thread 

in a person’s life which can involve times of inattention and changing cognitive-affective 

                                                
137 Paradigmatically, the distress must be of a degree that requires the marshalling of significant 
personal resources in order to assess it and grapple with it. While some might casually call the 
most minor and fleeting nuisance or discontent a “suffering,” my dissertation focuses on cases of 
intense anguish, chronic trials, and the like that pose the strongest challenges to theologians and 
philosophers seeking to address the mysteries of suffering.  
138 I sometimes use, as a term of art, the phrase “teleological understandings,” by which I mean to 
include a person’s vision of their earthly and eschatological trajectories. 
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dynamics even while remaining this suffering.139 Suffering, then, cannot be understood 

apart from the human experiencer’s particular personal identity and life circumstances. 

 In suffering, one is aware that something important is not, or not as it should 

be.140 A person’s awareness in suffering may be nebulous (e.g., in the suffering of a 

young child) or confused (e.g., when one misattributes the root of one’s suffering). 

Nevertheless, suffering implies at least some awareness of a problematic dissonance 

between the way things are and the way they ought to be, whether within oneself or 

elsewhere. While suffering is inextricably bound up with the human subject, the 

underlying Thomistic metaphysics of evil makes clear that suffering is not divorceable 

from objective reality.  

 There are three angles to one’s encounter with evil in suffering. I call these the 

three “layers” of suffering: the primary evil, the pain (the negative affect), and the 

awareness of each. There is the primary evil that the sufferer “receives”; the pain (which 

has signaling and motivational purposes but carries its own evil, and sometimes begets 

further evils);141 and the (often, but not necessarily, painful) awareness of these first two. 

I will now elaborate on these three layers of human suffering.  

 

2. Encounters with evil: The three layers of human suffering. 

                                                
139 This becomes particularly clear in suffering-experiences of long duration. 
140 See Ch. V.A; cf. Pope John Paul II, Apostolic Letter “Salvifici Doloris,” On the Christian 
Meaning of Human Suffering (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice Vaticana, 11 February 1984), 
section 7. http://w2.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/apost_letters/1984/documents/hf_jp-
ii_apl_11021984_salvifici-doloris.html. 
141 Physical, mental, and spiritual pain can cause further evils—for instance, the “weight” of 
sorrow that can make it difficult for a person to continue with daily activities. However, pain does 
not necessarily beget further evil. Depending on the situation and the person, pain can also 
motivate a person to make positive changes. 
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 I have proposed that suffering involves three kinds of encounter with evil. In 

reference to the first, “suffering” is often used to mean “evil, as experienced by a 

cognizant creature.” The focus here is on a tight connection between the suffering and the 

evil with which a person is confronted that cannot be easily shaken off. (Recall that 

Thomas speaks of “receiving” and being forced to “rest” in an evil.)  

 The second type of encounter with evil in suffering is in the affective 

experience—the physical, mental, and spiritual pain—itself. Take the example of 

physical pain. To be sure, we need pain signals in order to live a good earthly life. 

Without them, we can barely function. However, it is difficult to sidestep the forceful 

intuition that any properly functioning sentient being presumably has: that pain itself, 

bare pain, is bad—feeling bad is (in the absence of qualifiers) bad. And the same seems 

to hold for mental and spiritual pain. It is, in fact, this raw “badness” that gives the 

negative affective signals their motivational power. Physical, mental, and spiritual 

distress can also lead to additional distress and disorder within oneself, problems in 

interpersonal interactions, and so on.142 This second encounter with evil in suffering is 

reflected in the simple sentiment that “suffering is evil.” To translate: There seems to be 

an inherent badness to experiencing negative affect predominated by pain and sorrow 

(even if it serves signaling purposes).143 

                                                
142 See Grattan Brown, “Freedom and the Paradox of Suffering,” Freedom and the Moral Law: 
Proceedings of the 36th Annual Convention of the Fellowship of Catholic Scholars, ed. Elizabeth 
C. Shaw (Notre Dame, Ind.: Fellowship of Catholic Scholars, 2014), 131-33. 
143 Knasas takes a slightly different tack, but he still notes a distinction between the catalyzing 
evil and what he calls “pain and suffering”: “Some say that . . . Aquinas’s privation definition . . . 
fails to fit the evils of pain and suffering . . . [because they] seem to be more positive than any 
lack of a perfection could be, yet we do call them evil. . . . [P]ain and suffering stand related to, 
but not within, the concept of evil as privation. . . . [They are] the ways that a sentient being 
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 The third type of encounter with evil in suffering comes to light when we consider 

suffering as an awareness of an evil impinging on oneself or one’s extended cares. In this 

case, the emphasis is on suffering as one’s awareness of a problematic situation. The 

awareness is often painfully felt, and thus itself a partial evil of sorts. This way of 

thinking about suffering highlights the meta-level or self-reflective cognition by which 

one not only experiences evil, but realizes (however inchoately) that something is 

wrong.144 

 If we begin with the concept of evil to create a chain of definitions, some 

interesting insights emerge. Let us first consider Thomas’s central definition of evil: Evil 

is “the absence of [some] good which is natural [to] and due to a thing.”145 If we focus on 

the third layer of suffering, as an awareness of evil, then suffering is subordinately related 

to evil, which is subordinately related to (a lack of) good.146 It therefore seems that, as 

with evil, suffering is most clearly understood when elucidated in terms of the good. 

(This way of conceptualizing suffering becomes important below.) Human beings suffer 

                                                                                                                                            
experiences disorder in its physical organism. The disorder is the evil understood as a privation; 
the pain is how the disorder is experienced. So pain and suffering do not subvert Aquinas’s 
definition of evil but are accommodated by it.” (Aquinas and the Cry of Rachel, 126. Emphasis 
added.) 
144 For more on Aquinas’s conception of human self-awareness, see Juan José Carlos Sanguineti, 
“The Ontological Account of Self-Consciousness in Aristotle and Aquinas,” The Review of 
Metaphysics 67:2 (Dec. 2013): 311-44. 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/263747253_The_ontological_account_of_self-
consciousness_in_aristotle_and_aquinas. Inter alia, Sanguineti’s article includes interesting 
reflection on “shared self-awareness in friendship.” For a booklength treatment, see Therese 
Scarpelli Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2014). 
145 ST I.49.1.co: “Malum enim est defectus boni quod natum est et debet haberi.” Benzinger Bros. 
edition, 1947. 
146 Specifically, a good that is natural and due to a thing. As mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, 
suffering can also occur “erroneously” due to, e.g., mistakes about what goods are natural and 
due to a person, or e.g., mistakenly believing some good is missing when in fact that thing (or 
some better form of the good for the sake of which we sought a certain thing) is present. 
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because of natural and due goods in which they do not share.147 From this third angle, 

then, suffering is a painful awareness of a good that should be but is not, or is not as it 

should be. 

 In sum, there are three angles to one’s encounter with evil in suffering—or, three 

layers to suffering. The first layer is the basic reception of some primary evil, which is 

already humanly contextualized. (By “humanly contextualized,” I mean received and 

processed by us as hylomorphic beings.) The second angle of the encounter is the 

negative affect involved, in its aspect of hurting, pure and simple. The third angle is an 

often (but not necessarily) painful, self-reflective awareness of that primary experience. 

Interestingly, while one’s meta-level awareness in suffering can exacerbate the pain of 

the primary experience, the three layers can interact in myriad other ways. This gives us a 

clue as to why second-order reflection on seemingly similar, painful situations can lead to 

very different sufferings for different people. After a consideration of error cases, we will 

turn to another way in which these layers of suffering can come apart conceptually, by 

exploring the question of meaning in suffering. 

 

3. Error cases: The element of awareness as an opening for discovery of error 

 Awareness is also the element of suffering that most readily allows for the 

discovery of error in our assessments via further reflection. In error cases, a person is 

                                                
147 Cf. John Paul II: “Man suffers because of a good in which he does not share, from which in a 
certain sense he is cut off, or of which he has deprived himself. He particularly suffers when he 
[]‘ought’—in the normal order of things—to have a share in this good and does not have it” 
(Salvifici Doloris, section 7). 
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indeed suffering,148 but the sufferer is mistaken about the root cause (the initial evil). The 

suffering in such a case still involves an awareness of the negative affect one is 

experiencing. The suffering also still involves an awareness that something is not as it 

should be—and, given the confusion or denial involved, this awareness is likely a painful 

one. However, at root, the suffering in such a case derives from a problem in oneself 

(whether culpable or inculpable), and possibly also in some other aspect of the world 

besides the one to which the suffering is attributed. The problem(s) in oneself in such 

cases may range from simple misapprehensions, interpretive mistakes, false beliefs, or 

willful denials, to maladaptations and imbalances of all kinds in the body, mind, or 

spirit.149 

 To illustrate one such case: Suppose Jill encounters Mindy, where Mindy is 

someone who acts counter to Jill’s will or deeply held beliefs. Jill suffers, and interprets 

Mindy as the source of the evil, the cause of the suffering. In reality, however, Jill’s will 

or Jill’s deeply held beliefs are wrong or mistaken. Jill’s sense of the presence of not-

rightness is correct, but Jill’s attribution is wrong. Mindy (or Mindy’s action) is simply 

the catalyst that brings to light the actual root evil (used here without moral judgment). If 

Jill continues to insist that Mindy, and others like Mindy, are the problem, Jill’s problems 

and unhappiness will likely multiply. However, the element of awareness in suffering 
                                                
148 Guy Kahane goes so far as to argue that “believing that one is suffering” is analytic with 
“suffering” (“Pain, Dislike and Experience,” Utilitas 21:3 [2009]: 327-36, at 335). This may be 
true, if we do not consider the matter of degrees of actual suffering: Perhaps one can believe that 
one is suffering more or less than one actually is. For a brief consideration of concerns about 
degrees of suffering, see VI.C.5.f, and other notes on the objective component of suffering 
throughout the present chapter. 
149 I use body, mind, and spirit here to correspond with the earlier discussion of bodily, mental, 
and spiritual distress. I use “bodily distress” to refer to pain and the like; “mental distress” (for 
lack of a better, contemporary term) to refer to distress originating in the sensitive part of the 
soul; and “spiritual distress” to refer to distress originating in the intellectual part of the soul. 
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(including the “co-manifested” self-awareness that happens through the intellect’s other 

acts150) provides an opportunity for Jill to reflect on the elements of the situation that do 

not add up as expected—and perhaps thereby an opening for her to overcome her present 

moral or intellectual error. An awareness of internal clashes between the various kinds of 

affect in play can also provide motivation for further discernment with respect to the 

problematic situation.  

 Note that this understanding of error cases accommodates both cases of radical 

error and more typical cases that are matters of degree. (Examples of the latter would be: 

Jill rightly assesses Mindy’s behavior as wrong, but becomes overly offended, because 

Jill’s affective responses are out of balance. Or, Jill is partially correct in assessing 

Mindy’s behavior as wrong, but partially incorrect because Jill underestimates the role of 

Jill’s own problematic interactions with Mindy.) Since one of the aims of this project is to 

provide a foundation for future discussions of the objective reality of evil in relation to 

suffering, being able to accommodate cases of error without having to adopt a subjectivist 

conception of suffering is a distinct advantage. Moreover, clarifying where error cases fit 

                                                
150 Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge, 213; Self-awareness in human beings is a “second-
order cognitive operation” that happens in and through the human being’s everyday intellective 
acts of perceiving and reasoning about the world (Sanguineti, “Self-Consciousness,” 318). Cf. ST 
I.87.3: “secondarily known is the very act through which the [primary] object is known, and 
through this act is known the intellect itself” (as translated in Sanguineti, “Self-Consciousness,” 
318); Cf. Ibid., 343; and Cory, Aquinas on Human Self-Knowledge, 220: “Aquinas presents the 
human mind as inherently relational, experiencing itself only in its engagement with extramental 
objects. What the human intellect first cognizes is not itself: I do not appear to myself as some 
solitary self-enclosed being and then proceed to reach out towards the external world. Rather, I 
first encounter myself only in the act of apprehending that which is other. Aquinas’s theory thus 
opens the door to further reflection on the role of embodiment in human self-knowledge, and on 
the philosophical implications of conceiving the ‘I,’ not as a bare ‘self,’ but as a first-person 
agent.” For more, see II.A. 
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into the picture is of obvious importance to theological accounts of sin, ignorance, and 

the difficulty of discernment in a fallen world. 

 

4. The problem of “meaning” in suffering  

a. “Meaning” in suffering, focusing on the experience of evil itself. 

In this subsection, I focus on addressing two issues related to meaning and 

knowledge that de facto arise with great frequency in the midst of suffering: Why does 

suffering often seem inexplicable and meaningless? And why do sufferers and those 

concerned for them often dislike any talk about suffering’s meaning?151 Part of the hurt of 

experiencing a situation of evil comes from what we do not understand about the evil 

itself and how to fit any consequent suffering-experiences in with the rest of our life. If 

we focus on the component of suffering that is “evil, as experienced by aware human 

beings,” then we might be tempted to say that suffering is meaningless, as will soon be 

explained below. If we consider suffering from the angle of our awareness of that 

impinging evil, as explored later on, then it is not intrinsically meaningless. Of course, 

neither of these positions on its own goes so far as to address the salvific power 

(potential) of suffering that Christianity makes possible.  

                                                
151 For example, in John Paul II’s letter Salvifici Doloris, he speaks several times of the 
“meaning” of suffering. In fact, the English translation of the letter’s title is “On the Christian 
Meaning of Human Suffering,” although the Latin literally translates as “Of Salvific 
Suffering.”151 The word “meaning” in this context might raise some understandable concerns or 
gut negative reactions in certain readers. My goal here is not textual criticism but simply to use 
this example as a jumping off point for reflection. We can preserve the point of John Paul II’s 
presentation—i.e., to affirm the salvific role, by God’s grace, that suffering can play in the world 
and in our lives—while making the present qualification. 
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 While I will later qualify my position, I would first like to explore why, under the 

first, partial definition of suffering (which emphasizes the evil itself), the word 

“meaning” is somewhat problematic. It is for this reason that I sometimes retain the 

quotation marks when asking about the intrinsic meaning of suffering, when focusing on 

the evil that triggers it. These qualifications can help avoid misunderstandings that can 

arise when people (as sufferers and as problem-of-evil theorists) encounter Christian 

messages related to suffering. For instance, people sometimes get the impression that 

their inexplicable suffering is supposed to already have meaning and they just have to 

find it—as if an intellectual dissection of the suffering itself (here equated with the initial 

evil) would give them the answers they seek; or as if the understanding gained from 

simply discovering all the causal factors (an elusive search) would, on its own, cure the 

suffering.152 

The mode of being of suffering—an experience of non-being, since it involves 

evil—implies that suffering cannot be fully figured out logically. Since we are focusing 

on the partial understanding of suffering that equates it with the evil itself, Aquinas’s 

discussion of the four causes is again relevant.153 As with evil, from which suffering 

derives, a full four-cause account that would answer all our “why” questions and show us 

                                                
152 As to “finding” meaning: Of course, from the Divine perspective outside of time, suffering can 
be given or allowed with certain purposes in mind ahead of time (so to speak), which purposes or 
possibilities can then be present in the situation before the human person is aware of them. 
Suffering can also “mean” something in the sense that one can choose to suffer for a specific 
cause or person (either taking on new suffering or applying existing suffering towards a purpose), 
and thus the sufferer himself or herself has purposes in mind. Whether divine or good human 
purposes are at issue, it is the good sought that provides the meaning rather than the pain in and of 
itself (viz., with no reference to anything outside of itself). My concern in this section is simply 
that the word “meaning,” if used too loosely when applied to suffering, can cause confuse and 
raise deep existential and faith concerns. 
153 ST I.49.1; Cf. V.D.3, “Evil’s deficient causality with respect to the four causes.” 
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exactly how this suffering fits into the world cannot be given—precisely because 

suffering (as an evil) reflects a deficiency in being. And suffering cannot be meaning-full 

in the usual sense, since it signifies or points to a type of non-being (and a lamentable one 

at that). For these reasons, suffering (qua evil) can never be fully explained. It can only be 

redeemed. 

When we say that suffering-as-evil lacks meaning in a certain, qualified sense, it 

both affirms our deep experiential sense of suffering’s intrinsic meaninglessness (when 

we feel completely submerged in it) and accords with the mode of conceptualization 

discussed above. Properly speaking, only positively existing realities have meaning or 

sense. In contrast, for example, when moral evil enters the world, part of our suffering 

therefrom derives from the very fact that it is senseless: Sin is absurd and irrational 

(though we fool ourselves into thinking otherwise).154  Sin is a willful rejection of the all-

                                                
154 Is sin irrational? Is it absurd? The answer depends on how we use the word “rational.” 
Thomas’s anthropology of sin and free will implies that sin makes some sense: In any particular 
case, or in the context of a habituation to sin, we can give reasons in favor of sinning. It is 
rationalizable, in other words. However, this rationalization does not take into account enough of 
the big picture. (The rationalization could be as weak as, “That food tastes good (so I should eat 
it).”) Sin is predicated upon a non-consideration of the higher good or of some other good that 
should have been attended to in a particular case but was purposefully ignored or discounted. (In 
the context of a vicious habit, the good ignored could also be the way that act X, though innocent 
in and of itself, will further engrain the vice.) The will tells the intellect to “look away” and focus 
on the goodness of some more limited (and presently desirable) feature of reality. The sinner is 
able to give himself or herself reasons for doing X, while willingly ignoring certain avenues of 
thought that would give him/her reasons not to do X. (See Sherwin, By Knowledge and By Love, 
Ch. 2., on “The Will’s Role in Practical Reasoning,” and Jacques Maritain, Existence and the 
Existent [New York: Pantheon, 1948], 90-91, on “non-consideration of the rule.”) Since sin 
ignores the bigger picture and works against one’s own, long-term best interest, perhaps we could 
say that it is irrational even though it is rationalizable. 
 Furthermore, we might consider Kinghorn’s emphasis on rationality as “God’s ordering 
of the world, God’s ratio” (Kinghorn, “As One Infirm,” 267). Kinghorn explains: “To act 
‘rationally’ for Aquinas is not to exercise intellectual prowess nor to act in accord with human 
conventions about what is reasonable, but rather to think and to live in harmony with God’s ratio, 
God’s providential, creative ordering of the world. The rational life is one that is lived in harmony 
with God and with God’s rule of creation” (Ibid., 269). On this understanding, then, sin would 
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things-considered good. The cumulative effects of a fallen, sinful world are all the more 

senseless. Even if it is far from the whole picture, there is a truth to the feeling that 

meaning is continually destroyed with every new evil, sin, and suffering that arises. And 

on an experiential level, especially when people suffer because of something that is not 

their fault, providing an etiology of the circumstances does not go very far in answering 

their deepest questions.155 From this perspective, suffering’s meaning comes from the 

good lost and the good to be gained, rather than from something intrinsic to the evil lived 

and consciously experienced in suffering. 

The preceding statements should not be understood as denying that suffering 

mirrors reality. Suffering is, in a certain way, a meaning-bearer in its revelation to us, in 

the most intimate manner, of our fallen world and fallen selves. But the “meaning” that it 

bears is not meaning of the usual type. Suffering, rather, bears to us the non-meaning (or 

anti-meaning) of the evils—the lacks or distortions—that mar the good.156 Here we have 

already moved toward the next subsection, which focuses on suffering as awareness. 

Suffering shows forth to us the meaningful relations and the meaning-bearing activities 

and objects that should be but are not. It is an experience of the void. Void, loss, 

wrongness—these only have “meaning” with reference to the goods lost and the good 

sought. No wonder Christianity teaches that we can only begin to weave the suffering of 

                                                                                                                                            
indeed be intrinsically irrational: against the divine ratio. The fact that we do often choose it 
anyway places an element of the absurd, the inexplicable, into our lives. 
155 For example: “Why was I permanently injured in that car wreck?” “Because the other driver 
was drunk, misjudged the distance, and hit you.” “I know that. But still, why did this happen to 
me?” 
156 We should also keep in mind that evil is parasitic on the good, so there is no completely evil, 
completely meaningless object. The distorted, deficient good is still a meaning-bearer to the 
extent that it is a good. 
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our lives into something coherent when we mourn the absence of some good that 

suffering represents and allow the suffering to be pointed ahead towards even greater 

goods. It is doubtful that we will receive any satisfying answers by pondering the void 

(that painful nothingness) itself. 

It might seem that “pondering the void,” so to speak, can increase our desire for 

God or lead us to greater cataphatic or apophatic wisdom about our dependence on God. 

However, I would argue that these possibilities can be better understood with reference to 

the good, and as arising from the awareness aspect of suffering to which we now turn. 

 

b. Meaning in suffering, focusing on suffering as awareness 

 I just argued that suffering cannot have “meaning” to the extent that it exists 

solely with reference to evil, which is a lack or distortion and not a positively existing 

entity. However, when suffering is understood in its aspect of an awareness of humanly 

experienced evil, we can argue that the awareness-component is a positively existing 

reality. This distinction must be made carefully, but it is important to make: namely, that 

one can have a meta-level awareness in suffering even while immersed in the first-order 

experience of it.  

 This idea aligns with Aquinas’s discussion of perceiving evil in the De Malo. 

Although evil is not a being in reality, he explains, “in the intellect it is a thing”—it “is 

understood as something [some thing].” He goes on: “And indeed to be understood, 

thanks to which something is called a being as it is an object of reason, is good; for[,] that 
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something be understood is good.”157 Here Aquinas points to the good of understanding 

reality, even in its deprived or corrupted forms. 

To nuance what was discussed in the previous section, then, we should say that 

evil, not suffering (in the sense of awareness of), is the root problem: If a situation in our 

midst, especially one that affects us directly, is radically grievous or depraved, it is good 

that we are not oblivious to it. In other words, the world is radically damaged; suffering 

gives us a way to see that truth. Seeing that truth, through suffering, is the starting point 

for deeply desiring that the situation be different. This can be a pathway to prayer; a 

catalyst for change in the world and in ourselves; and a factor that can help motivate one 

to hope for inner conversion and (ultimately) salvation. If something is wrong, we ought 

to be upset about it, and when we are, we are more in touch with reality. Thus, when 

discussing the meaningfulness of suffering, we should distinguish the (deficient) causes 

of suffering from the act or awareness of suffering. (At the same time, we should not 

over-emphasize the distinction nor call suffering a “good” without qualification. For, as 

noted above, suffering is also part of the world’s problems; we suffer because of evil, but 

suffering also carries with it further negative synergies and pain of its own.) 

To put it more formally, we could say: 

                                                
157 De Malo I.1.ad 20 (Oesterle). 
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_______________________________________________________________________ 

G = a good                 (more specifically, a good due to something) 
L = a lack of      (phrased more broadly, a lack/loss/distortion/ 

corruption of, or deficiency in, something) 
L[G] = a lack of [a good] = an evil 
A = an awareness of 
Suffering= A[L[G]] = an awareness of [a lack of [a good]] 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Figure 4: Formalizing the element of awareness in suffering. 

 

L[G] refers to evil, implying a lack or loss of good and its concomitant meaning. 

However, A can be a meaningful awareness of [what is lacking]. Interestingly, under a 

traditional Christian metaphysics of good and evil, we could even say that suffering is not 

just an awareness of evil per se, but also an awareness (however clouded or inchoate) of 

the good, felt in the mode of its absence or distortion. The good in question has meaning. 

Its absence is, if anything, a deprivation of meaning. 

 We can understand the need for this distinction when we consider an innocent 

person immersed in a situation of suffering due to moral evil. Someone in this position, 

viewing the situation from outside of the cycles of sin involved, but witnessing all its 

complexities, can often realize more fully the depth of the depravity and the harm it 

causes than can the person immersed in the sin itself. To take a simple example, person P 

with a certain serious bad habit H may know that P’s relationships with others are slightly 

uncomfortable, but P’s family and close friends who do not have habit H see much more 

clearly how H problematically affects the life of P, those whom P loves, and their mutual 

relations. The loved ones’ suffering because of P’s H includes a heightened awareness of 

the situation’s contours and effects. The awareness corresponds to a truth about the world 
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and is good in this sense, even though the knowledge may be painful (because the loved 

ones see the roots of the problem more clearly than P, and wish that P would change). 

In the Tertia Pars, Thomas says that Christ endured the deepest suffering because 

he could see most clearly the lacks, distortions, corruptions, and negative synergies of the 

fallen world.158 Christ, with perfect vision, grieved for all of God’s suffering and 

wayward children. “His soul . . . apprehended most vehemently all the causes of 

sadness,” and in order to take it all upon himself, Christ “permitted each one of His 

powers to exercise its proper function” without mitigation from the higher faculties.159  

Christ’s painful awareness of the situation in all its depth, as well as our own 

awareness to a lesser extent, certainly has a truth-content to it. Thus I would argue that 

suffering, in its aspect of awareness, is not meaningless. If anything, it furnishes an 

important way to realize what is going on in the world. Because our world is fallen, 

suffering provides us with a deeper connection to reality.160 This truth about suffering 

provides a starting point for exploring how a suffering-awareness, although stemming 

from evil, can be both transformed and transformative. 

 

5. Revisiting the relational angle of suffering. 

The discussion of awareness allows us to return once more to the idea that, while 

flourishing and suffering are personal, neither one is an individual affair in an atomistic 

                                                
158 ST III.46.6. 
159 ST III.46.6.co, citing Damascene, De Fide Orth. iii; Cf. Gondreau, The Passions of Christ’s 
Soul, 313 and 441-55. 
160 Since suffering is characterized by affective distress stemming from threats to what we care 
about, the notion of “a deeper connection to reality” takes on an affectional not just noetic cast. 
Wolterstorff goes so far as to say that suffering is the form of love in a broken world: “To love 
our suffering sinful world is to suffer” (Lament, 90). 
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sense. Let us consider suffering in its aspect of an (often painful) awareness of a lack or 

distortion of some good that is natural and due to a thing. The most important goods for 

human beings relate to their unique faculties as persons—consciously knowing and 

loving, being known and being loved. First of all, then, a person’s relational web 

(including relationship with God) can dramatically shape the way in which the awareness 

and meaning-in-awareness aspects of a particular suffering play out. This web of 

relationality is not a static background element. It includes one’s interpersonally focused 

knowledge and love that existed before or concurrent with the onset of suffering. It also 

includes relational developments (or setbacks and questioning of previously trusted 

truths) that occur during the course of the suffering. Our composition and orientation qua 

hylomorphic persons imply that interpersonal flourishing (or lack thereof) plays a 

significant role in contextualizing suffering of all kinds. 

This idea has important ramifications for theological discussions of faith (a 

radically contextualizing, relational good) vis-à-vis suffering. For instance, consider once 

more the above discussion distinguishing the “meaning” of an evil from meanings found 

or forged through our personal awareness of an evil. If we think of suffering only in 

terms of the impinging evil, there seems in many cases to be no organic link between 

suffering and the Christian exhortation to faith, hope, and love. For example, how could 

the relational good of faith actually help to heal, rather than just paper over, a seemingly 

unrelated suffering? When we incorporate the aspect of personal awareness in suffering, 

however, an organic link becomes clear: Christian faith, hope, and love can mitigate a 

past or present suffering for a directly relevant reason. These goods fortify or even 

overhaul the relational framework within which a person understands the impingement of 
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evil. And that understanding of the impingement of evil is not extrinsic to the suffering—

it is part of the suffering itself. 

Second, the centrality of interpersonal knowing and loving to human flourishing 

implies that human beings care deeply about what happens to other persons, too, almost 

as if they were our “other selves.” Human suffering, then, can be a painful awareness of 

things far beyond what affects oneself directly. For, as John Donne memorably observes, 

no man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a 
part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, 
as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of 
thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in 
mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls 
for thee.161 
 

As rational, temporal beings, human persons have lives that are unfolding stories. And 

the stories of our lives are inextricably linked to those of others—not just physically, but 

through the love, care, and truth-seeking that makes us persons. 

Christ’s suffering in the Passion, too, went far beyond the physical traumas he 

endured and his natural care for his own, individual wellbeing.162 His innocence, sanctity, 

knowledge (itself extraordinary though temporarily limited), and perpetual participation 

in the beatific vision allowed him to see more clearly than we ever could the depth of the 

world’s troubles. As both God and man, Christ’s unparalleled ability to love humanity 

and his profound cognizance of what we could be also meant that Christ’s anguish for us 

during his final mortal hours could have an intensity beyond compare. Christ’s suffering 

was inextricably and causally connected to the physical events of his Passion, but his 

torment went well beyond material tortures: His heart broke for humanity’s ignorance 
                                                
161 As quoted in Wolterstorff, Lament, 44. 
162 See ST III.46.6. 
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and lovelessness, its brokenness and sorrows, its confusion and fear. This orthodox 

Christian understanding of the incomparability of Christ’s suffering makes most sense 

within a conceptual framework for suffering that considers as centrally important the 

depth of one’s knowledge and love, as well as the extent of the injuries to one’s own or 

another’s ability to know, love, and be in relationship. 
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VI.E. Conclusion to Part III 

 Part III (Chapter VI) brought together Thomas’s relational anthropology and 

metaphysics of evil in order to develop a sophisticated understanding of suffering. In 

Section A, I demonstrated that the relational angle of suffering, while not all-

encompassing, can helpfully organize our understanding of sufferings and allow us to 

articulate why some harms go as deep as they do or have entailments that would, on first 

glance, seem tangential. We can best interpret suffering in the light of a human being’s 

complex web of relationality, which admits of objective patterns while at the same time 

being highly context-dependent. 

 Sections B and C turned to Thomas’s understanding of the passions as a 

springboard for the final synthesis in Section D. Section B brought to light relevant 

insights from the Treatise on the Passions and contemporary interpretation thereof, and 

demonstrated that the earlier parts of this project aligned well with Aquinas’s views on 

the passions. Section C explored common uses of the word “suffering,” and argued that a 

broader, experiential view of suffering (that incorporates the evil, the cognitive-affective 

processes, personal contextualization, and the narrative thread) more naturally 

accommodates philosophical and theological discussions of evil than a view that (often 

implicitly) equates suffering with the passion of sorrow. 

 In Section D, I first provided my final, synthetic characterization of suffering that 

emerged from the previous analyses. Next, I developed an extended description of 

suffering’s tripartite encounter with evil—which could also be understood as the three 

layers of suffering: the evil that causes suffering, the negative affect that results, and the 



  
      
    

 
 
 
 

342 

sufferer’s often-painful awareness of these first two. In light of those considerations, I 

also showed how error cases could fit into this conception of suffering. I then marshaled 

the layering distinction above towards a nuanced analysis of the problem of “meaning” in 

suffering. Finally, to return to where this chapter began, I showed that this conception of 

suffering, particularly in its aspect of awareness, reinforces the earlier insights on the 

centrality of knowing, loving, and relationality in situations of suffering. 

 The style of Thomas’s Summa, broken up into parts and subparts with myriad 

distinctions, may hide the holism of his anthropological vision, his understanding of evil, 

and the way I have shown that the two come together. A closer look, however, reveals 

great spiritual and psychological depth that comports with actual human experience. 

 From a theological perspective, further support for a Thomistic treatment of the 

human person besieged by evil comes from its deep harmony with Thomas’s description 

of Christ’s Passion. “Surely He hath carried our sorrows,” says Thomas, quoting Isaiah 

53:4.163 And how is it that Christ “hath carried our sorrows”? In a way, because our 

burdens seem lighter when shared164—as Thomas says in the Treatise on the Passions—

and (it seems fair to say) this psychological perception takes on a metaphysical reality 

when it is Christ who takes up the burden. But there is a second, deeper reason that the 

selfless care of another can mitigate our sorrow: For “[w]hen a person’s friends are 

sorrowful for him, he perceives that he is loved.”165 And love heals. 

                                                
163 ST III.46.6.ad 4. Emphasis added. 
164 ST I-II.38.3.co. Cf. In NE 9.13.6, which emphasizes why this first reason is insufficient in the 
case of (non-divine) human beings. 
165 ST I-II.38.3.co. Emphasis added. 
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 I would offer a third and final reason, unique to Christ as true God and true man, 

which both (1) underscores the crucial relational component of human suffering and (2) 

sets the compass for future theological exploration of suffering and its possible 

reintegration into eschatologically flourishing lives. Consider again Thomas’s quotation 

of Isaiah, in context of the surrounding passage: 

And this grief in Christ surpassed all grief of every contrite heart . . . 
because it flowed from a greater wisdom and charity, by which the pang 
of contrition is intensified, and because He grieved at the one time for all 
sins [and all humankind], according to Isaiah 53:4: ‘Surely He hath carried 
our sorrows.’166 
 

Christ’s knowledge, awareness, and love went beyond any we could imagine, making his 

suffering at once unspeakably deep and (as both God and man) indescribably powerful in 

creating out of the nothingness of evil—beginning again, ex nihilitate mali.167 

                                                
166 ST III.46.6.ad 4. Emphasis added. 
167 In Salvifici Doloris, John Paul II calls us to yoke our unavoidable pain to the Good so it can be 
used for good. It is a difficult message, but worth reflecting on. On my understanding, the 
“salvific meaning” of suffering (as he calls it) is found in the new horizon of vision, possibility, 
and narrative given by Christ. This new horizon is not only a horizon of understanding. Christ’s 
acts ontologically transform the world and ourselves, opening up the possibility of (as I put it) a 
new creatio ex nihilitate mali in which we may participate. 
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Chapter VII: Concluding Summary 
 

 This project engaged in a fundamental recovery of the interpersonal orientation of 

the human creature in Aquinas’s thought and illustrated the ways in which human 

sufferings occur within a vast web of relationality. I argued that suffering is significantly 

constituted by the deprivation of relational goods in the natural and supernatural orders, 

and contextualized by other such relational goods. We long to know, love, and be in 

communion with beings outside of ourselves: in particular with other personal beings, in 

shared enjoyment of truth and goodness, and, to a lesser extent, with the natural goodness 

of non-personal creation. This interior orientation points us toward the good things out 

there that make for our flourishing. And evils, broadly understood, are lamentable lacks 

and corruptions of the good things out there or of the bodily and internal goods that allow 

us to properly interact with and assess reality. Our cognitive-affective assessments of 

perceived evils bring together the first two components, relationality and evil, to form the 

complex phenomenon of human suffering. Inter alia, this approach underscores the fact 

that suffering is deeply contextualized by our life histories and expectations, our 

understandings and our relational cares.  

 In building this constructive account, we have come to see that Aquinas is an 

underappreciated resource for understanding the dynamics of human suffering. Aquinas’s 

metaphysics of evil, combined with his anthropology and his understanding of human 

affectivity, allows for an incisive diagnostic account of human suffering. Furthermore, 

the project also made several interpretive and synthetic contributions to the scholarship 

on Aquinas with respect to subtopics we encountered along the way. 
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In Part I, I first showed that Aquinas’s anthropology explicitly treats the 

individual but is not—as one might at first think—individualistic. For Aquinas, human 

existence arises out of and maintains continual ties to the Creator, human communities, 

particular others, and impersonal aspects of the world around us. And the faculties of 

human nature are teleologically oriented, particularly towards interpersonal goods. His 

anthropology, then, is relationally rooted and directed. This relationally based and 

relationally oriented anthropology, I argued, is not a revisionist reading of Aquinas, but 

the result of drawing out the underlying assumptions and implications of his mature 

thought. At the same time, I distinguished this view from an anthropology that would 

imply a radically relational ontology (a non-starter for Aquinas) or an all-consuming 

sociality and parthood (for we have the ability to choose with or against God and the 

human persons, communities, and environments with which we are most bound up). 

Part II moved from consideration of the dynamic, relational orientation of human 

anthropology to the metaphysics, epistemology, and psychology of evil. Certain points in 

this Thomistic analysis of evil worked to establish the overall sense of evil’s complex 

nature—which helps to explain why our encounters with evil are often so confounding in 

both personal and academic contexts. Other nuances, qualifications, and corollaries of the 

privatio boni position went on to play an explicit role in the final, synthetic account of the 

anthropology of suffering proposed in Part III. 

In the final part of the project, I showed how a relationally contextualized 

anthropology, in combination with Aquinas’s metaphysics of evil, helps us to understand 

what it is about the human person that causes us to experience suffering in the ways (and 

to the degrees) that we do. In fact, Aquinas’s work naturally implies that one’s personal 
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characteristics, expectations, relationships, and worldview will play significant roles in 

determining the content and extent of a certain suffering. This understanding stems from 

Aquinas’s arguments that (i) the intellect and will are the organizing faculties for all 

significant experiential processing, and (ii) these personal faculties aim, above all, at 

ever-deepening interpersonal relations of knowing, loving, and sharing in the enjoyment 

of truth and goodness. 

 Via extended consideration of the affective life (and sorrow in particular), I 

developed a characterization of suffering as the experience of dynamic, teleological, 

temporally extended, hylomorphic beings centered on knowing and loving, as they 

grapple with the loss, corruption, or withholding of important goods—paradigmatically 

relational goods—and are perhaps buoyed by other important goods (especially persons) 

in their lives. On this basis, I then argued for the corollary that this Thomistic conception 

of suffering supports a tripartite understanding of suffering in relation to evil: the causal 

evil, the negative affect, and the often-painful awareness that arises from second-order 

processing of the situation. What we typically label as “suffering,” holistically assessed, 

is the result of the interaction of the three, with the aspect of awareness holding 

particularly interesting implications for things such as error cases or finding meaning in 

suffering. 

 My overarching goal has been to provide a robust cognitive framework for 

understanding suffering that does not shortchange the interwoven volitional and affective 

components of our rational, relationally oriented nature. The insights developed from 

Aquinas’s time-tested foundation provide an analytic key at the intersection of a 

relationally oriented anthropology, the metaphysics of evil, cognition, and affectivity that 
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can help us to understand more perspicuously the complex, diverse phenomena that we 

call “suffering.”  

The conceptual framework I have defended also has the potential to facilitate 

enhanced interface among disparate justificatory, evaluative, and prescriptive works on 

suffering. By considering knowing and loving as interwoven, relationally aimed, 

organizing factors for the human person, we can better answer diverse questions about 

the experience of suffering, the difficulty of grappling with suffering intellectually, and 

the disconnect between standard philosophical and theological approaches. The view of 

suffering established here facilitates synthetic consideration of the deeply personal, 

subjective dimension of human suffering in conjunction with the issues that call for a 

primarily objective and intellectual treatment. For instance: (1) The Thomistic 

metaphysics of evil investigated herein can help us understand why evil (and thus, 

suffering) is so difficult to grapple with cognitively—inter alia, because of its irreducible 

diversity and its parasitical nature. (2) It can also help us parse the tricky questions of 

finding meaning or purpose in seemingly dysteleological states of affairs, and explore the 

possibility of new creation out of the nothingness of evil (what I call creatio ex nihilitate 

mali). (3) The relationally oriented anthropology that I have brought to light from 

Aquinas’s oeuvre can help us understand why we suffer as we do, and why certain kinds 

of suffering affect us as deeply as they do. (4) Finally, the account of suffering I have 

provided can help us understand why Christian responses to suffering that seem focused 

on relational and prescriptive solutions may do more work than one might first think to 

address our intellectual concerns as well. This, of course, is because human suffering is 
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significantly bound up with the disintegration and potential reconstitution of our 

particular webs of relationality. 

In our trials and in our joys, we long to be known and loved, as well as to know, 

love, and be part of something greater than ourselves. If we understand human beings as 

embodied, relationally oriented knowers and lovers, we can better understand the 

complex dynamics of human suffering, as well as the never-ending human struggle to 

reason about this elusive topic. 
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